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Dedication

For my sister

Susan Mills

always there for me

always a pleasure







Epigraph


Errors, like straws, upon the surface flow;

He who would search for pearls must dive below

DRYDEN









Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication


Epigraph


Prologue


One


Two


Three


Four


Five


Six


Seven


Eight


Nine


Ten


Eleven


Twelve


Thirteen


Fourteen


Fifteen


Sixteen


Seventeen


Eighteen


Nineteen


Twenty


Twenty-One


Twenty-Two


Twenty-Three


Twenty-Four


Twenty-Five


Twenty-Six


Twenty-Seven


Twenty-Eight


Announcement


Midnight in Ruby Bayou


About the Author


Also by Elizabeth Lowell


Copyright


About the Publisher









Prologue


Those are pearls that were his eyes.

SHAKESPEARE

BROOME, AUSTRALIA, 


November

The sky was violent over the southern sea. There was no horizon, no center, no boundary to the onrushing storm. Heat lay over the land like an invisible, burning shadow of the sun.

Humidity stuck to the man’s naked chest as he unlocked the door to the pearl sorting shed, entered, punched a code into the security panel, and relocked the steel door behind him. Even though he had just tossed out the sorters on the pretext of a random security check, it would quickly become murderously hot inside. In a metal-roofed building, air-conditioning didn’t last long after the switch was thrown to Off, but that was the first thing he did after entering his security code.

He didn’t enjoy sweating. It was simply that when the air-conditioning was running, he couldn’t hear the sound of the door opening or footsteps sneaking up behind his back. So he flipped a different switch and settled for the small comfort of ceiling fans. Overhead, metal sliced like slow mixing blades through the sullen air. He could have opened steel-shuttered windows to let light and air flow through the shed, but he didn’t. The last thing he wanted was to be spied on by any of the eager employees.

Everybody was dying to know where he hid his hoard of magnificent pearls.

Automatically he wiped sweat off his face and arms and hands with a cotton towel. Only then did he approach the sorting tables. Beneath full-spectrum lights, gleaming sea gems lay in tidy rows and inviting mounds. The pearls begged to be touched, stroked, savored, caressed.

Worshiped.

But not by sweaty hands. Pearls were the most delicate of all gems. The oils and acids of human sweat ate away the thin, smooth layers the captive oyster had so patiently, mindlessly, created to mask an internal wound. Careless handling dulled the fabled orient of pearls, dimmed the subtle ribbons of dawn dancing just beneath the satin surface, just out of reach. Like a dream. Like a miracle.

Just out of reach. Always.

But man reached. Always.

Four thousand years before Christ, man collected, treasured, revered, and wondered about the gleaming miracles from the sea. Born of thunder, conceived in mist, impregnated by moonlight, tears of the gods . . . all explanations for the pearl’s origin shimmered with the transcendent mystery of the pearl itself.

Barbarous or civilized, savage or aesthetic, few cultures had been proof against the pearl’s allure. It was the most perfect of all gems, for it needed no cutting, no polishing, nothing but man’s recognition. And greed. Believed to embody both the carnal and the sublime, pearls adorned the altars of Venus and the reliquaries of saints. Dissolved in wine, pearls cured diseases of the flesh. Buried with the dead, pearls celebrated the wealth of the living. Worn by kings, priests, emperors, sultans, and sorcerers, pearls were a signal of absolute power.

Whoever owned pearls owned magic.

Magic lay all around him, trays and mounds of miracles gleaming, pregnant with all possibilities. The gap between modern rationality and Stone Age awe was as thin as a layer of nacre spread over the glowing ocean gems.

Surely in the midst of all these miracles, another one was possible . . . .

Slowly he went past the virginal white, shimmering gold, and peacock black of the South Sea pearls that keen-eyed sorters had been matching for size, color, and degrees of perfection. None of the pearls on the tables interested him. He had been the one to do the first sort, at harvest, when he creamed two years of work, taking only the best. When a man made offerings to gods or devils, only the best would do.

As he moved toward the twin steel doors that went from floor to ceiling at the end of the shed, the whisper of hard rubber gliding over the tile floor followed him wherever he went. He no more noticed it than a walking man would notice the soft sound of his shoes on a floor.

Though this second set of doors led nowhere, another combination lock guarded them; behind their steel lay a treasure like no other on earth. He released the lock and pushed the doors wide. The lockers inside the vault were deep, protecting tray after tray of pearls, the riches of other seasons, other harvests. Each locker had a hefty steel handle and a tumbler lock of the type popular on low-tech personal safes. The tropical climate was hell on fancy electronics. Behind the locker doors lay tray after tray of pearls, enough wealth to make a saint covetous.

Even though he knew he was alone, he couldn’t help looking over his shoulder again. Again, nothing was there but the long shadow of his own suspicions. He turned back to the vault.

Now came the difficult part. Everybody knew that he could no longer come to his feet without help; therefore, he couldn’t reach higher than a sitting man’s head. No one would believe that he could get to the top lockers by himself.

When they searched in darkness for his cache of pearls, they always looked low, not high.

With a grim smile he wiped his hands again, reached up, and grabbed the highest handle he could. His legs might be pipestems, but his arms and shoulders were heavily muscled. He dragged himself up the ten-foot-high wall of lockers in a series of one-armed chin-ups. Once his hand slipped on its own sweat. Before he caught himself, the odd stainless steel ring he wore on his right index finger clanged and scraped steel. The fine scratches blended with many others, silent testimony to the number of times he had climbed this very personal mountain.

Breathing hard, he grabbed the handle of the top center locker with one hand and worked its combination with the other. A latch gave way somewhere at the back, toward the wall. Click. Click. Then, slowly, a final click.

Quickly he let himself down the cabinet until he could take the weight off his arms. Then he grabbed two handles at random and gave them simultaneous yanks.

The front of the bank of lockers shifted. Slowly, with elephantine grace, a thick steel panel swung open on concealed pivots. The lower lockers weren’t quite as deep as they seemed from the front. Behind them, cut into the vault itself, lay a series of narrow, shallow, locked drawers. He fitted the spiky steel edges of his oyster ring into the holes at the front of the left-hand drawer, turned, and pulled gently.

The drawer slid out.

For the first time he hesitated. Looking quickly over his shoulder to assure himself that he was still alone, he pulled a long, flat jeweler’s case from the drawer. With the reverence of a priest taking communion, he opened the case.

The Black Trinity glowed against velvet the color of dawn.

Though he had seen it many times, the unstrung triple necklace made his heart squeeze and his breathing quicken. Undrilled, untouched, as natural as the day he had eased them gently from their cool, slippery wombs, the pearls were like no other on earth.

Each pearl came from a genetically singular strain of Pearl Cove oysters. The result was a black pearl with unique orient, utterly distinct from the familiar Tahitian gems. The harvest from Pearl Cove’s special oysters resembled a black opal as much as a pearl.

That difference alone would have made the triple necklace recklessly valuable. But the Black Trinity was value piled on value, rarity on rarity. Each strand was made up of a single size of pearl. The shortest necklace held twelve-millimeter pearls. The second, longer necklace, had fourteen-millimeter pearls. The third and longest strand was made up of incomparable sixteen-millimeter gems. Each pearl was round. None had any obvious imperfections. The color match between pearls in each strand was very, very close, which added immeasurably to the worth of the necklace as a whole.

Yet it wasn’t wealth that had urged the man to claw hand over hand up a steel wall. Nor did beauty goad him. Like a medieval alchemist or a bloody penitent, he was driven by the hope of transcendence. A miracle. Something unspeakably valuable replacing the ordinary dross of life.

He opened drawer after drawer, scanned the oddly radiant black pearls within, compared them to the Black Trinity, and moved on to the next drawer and then the next and the next until none remained.

Frowning, he glanced from the shimmering Black Trinity to the last drawer of Pearl Cove’s unique midnight-and-rainbow gems. No matter how closely he looked, none of the new harvest offered a better match or a more perfect pearl for the triple strands than any of the gems already chosen.

A chill went through him, a panic darker than the blackest pearl. The Black Trinity was complete.

But he was not.

No! It needs better eyes, that’s all. Her eyes, damn her. Damn her to hell for her strong legs and unnatural eyes.

For seven years he had needed her almost as much as he hated her. He would have to take the new harvest to her and watch in seething impotence while her profane fingers handled his most sacred prayers.

Outside, the storm struck with the casual savagery of a beast whose womb had been a cauldron of warm water as big as an ocean. Lights dimmed and brightened, then dimmed again. It was early for the monsoon’s battering storms, but the graveyard in Broome was filled with men who had drowned out of season in their quest for saltwater miracles.

Finally fuses melted and darkness fell inside the shed. Slowly the fans stopped turning. There was no lag time for the alarms on the front door. They died as the lights had, instantly. The electronic lock on the outside door froze. Unless he used the interior manual release, no one could get into the shed.

Just before rain battered on the metal roof like buckshot, drowning out the ground-shaking thunder, he heard the sounds of metal gnawing at metal. He knew it was a chisel against the hinges of the front door; he knew, because it was what he would have done.

Someone was out there, gnawing away at the barriers to the Black Trinity.

Quickly, working by touch alone, he replaced the jeweler’s case and closed up the trays of less worthy but still priceless rainbow pearls. In his haste, he wrenched one tray free of its tracks. Exquisite black rainbows flew in every direction. There was no time to go after them, for he would have to drag himself over the floor like a snake. Swearing viciously, he jammed the empty tray back in, swung the heavy panel into place, and closed up the highest tier of lockers, the ones he wasn’t supposed to be able to reach.

He didn’t close up the rest of the vault. Instead, he began flinging pearls from the lower locker trays onto the floor of the shed. When the middle tier of lockers was empty, he went on to the lowest tier. He emptied those trays, too, scattering pearls like ball bearings in all directions.

After he emptied the lockers, he left them open, like square tongues sticking out of the smooth face of the vault. Nor did he close the vault itself. He wanted whoever was hacking his way into the shed to believe that Pearl Cove’s treasure lay undefended at his feet.

When he was finished, he grabbed a piece of discarded oyster shell, went into the deepest pool of darkness he could find, and worked on the shell until he had a pointed fragment as long as his hand. Then he did the only thing left for a man in a wheelchair to do.

He waited.








One

Like grains of sand grinding inside the oyster,

Like pearls being formed from the grains;

Still waiting, though in unbearable patience

Still believing, though almost in disbelief.

ZHOU LIANGEPEI

SEATTLE, WASHINGTON

November

Archer Donovan wasn’t easily surprised. It was a hangover from his previous line of work when surprised men often ended up dead. Yet the unique, peacock-and-rainbow radiance of the teardrop black pearl Teddy Yamagata was holding out did more than surprise Archer. It shocked him. He hadn’t seen a black pearl with such color for seven years.

That particular pearl had been clutched in a dead man’s hand. Or nearly dead. Archer had fought his way through the riot in time to pull his half brother out of the mess and get him to a hospital in another, safer place.

Long ago, far away, in another country.

Thank God.

Archer had done everything in his power to bury that part of his past. Years later he still was shoveling. But he had learned the hard way that no matter how determined he was, his previous undercover life had a nasty habit of popping up and casting shadows on his present civilian life. The proof of it was gleaming on the palm of Hawaii’s foremost pearl collector and trader.

Teddy wasn’t in Hawaii now. He had flown to Seattle with a case full of special pearls to show Archer. The extraordinary black pearl was one of them.

“Unusual color,” Archer said neutrally.

Peering through the thick, blended lenses of his glasses, Teddy measured the expression of the man who was a sometime competitor in the pearl trade, an occasional client, and an invariably reliable appraiser. If Archer was particularly interested in the tear-shaped black pearl, nothing showed on his face. He could have been looking at a picture of Teddy’s grandchildren.

“You must be a helluva poker player,” Teddy said.

“Are we playing poker?”

“You’ve got your game face on. At least I think you do. Hard to tell under all that fur.”

Absently Archer rubbed his hand against his cheek. He had given up shaving several months ago. He still wasn’t quite certain why. One morning he just had picked up his razor, looked at it as though it was a remnant of the Spanish Inquisition, and dropped the blade in the trash. The fact that it was six years to the day since he had quit working for Uncle Sam might have had something to do with it. Whatever, his beard had grown into a short black continuation of his short black hair.

And if there were a few gray hairs among the black, tough. The dead didn’t age. Only the living did.

“Must be hot when you go to Tahiti,” Teddy said.

“It’s always hot there.”

“I meant the beard.”

“I never sent it to Tahiti.”

Teddy abandoned subtlety and tried the in-your-face approach. “What do you think of the pearl?”

“South Sea, maybe fourteen millimeters, teardrop, unblemished surface, fine orient.”

“Fine?” Teddy hooted. His black eyes nearly vanished into lines of laughter. “It’s goddamn spectacular and you know it! It’s like . . . like . . . ”

“Molten rainbows under black ice.”

Teddy’s thin black eyebrows shot up and he pounced. “You do like it.”

Archer shrugged. “I like a lot of pearls. It’s a weakness of mine.”

“In my dreams you’re weak. What’s the pearl worth?”

“Whatever you can get for it.” Archer’s cool, gray-green glance stopped Teddy’s immediate protest. “What do you really want to know?”

“What the damn thing’s worth,” he said, exasperated. “You’re the best, most honest judge of pearls that I know.”

“Where did you get it?”

“From a man who got it from a woman who got it from a man in Kowloon, who supposedly got it from someone in Tahiti. I’ve looked for that man for six months.” Teddy shook his head emphatically. “He’s not there. But if you buy the pearl, I’ll give you the names.”

“Are there more?”

“I was hoping you could tell me.”

“I’ll bet you were.”

Archer looked at the stainless steel space-age clock his father had brought back from Germany and placed in the front room of the series of suites that were the Donovan family residence in downtown Seattle.

Two o’clock in Seattle. Wednesday afternoon. Autumn closing in on winter.

Where the black pearl had come from, it was early morning. Thursday. Spring closing in on summer.

What went wrong, Len? Archer asked silently. Why, after seven years, are you selling your unique Pearl Cove gems?

He looked at the radiant black gem, but it had no answers for him except the one he already knew—seven years ago, his half brother, Len McGarry, had mixed the undercover life with one too many shady deals. It had nearly killed him. It had certainly maimed him.

Archer was one of three people on earth who knew that Len had discovered the secret of how to culture extraordinary black pearls from Australia’s South Sea oysters. But Len had refused to sell even one of the thousands upon thousands of black gems Pearl Cove must have produced in seven years.

Yet here was one of those gems: beautiful black ghost of the past.

Part of Archer, the part that stubbornly refused to bow to bleak reality, whispered that maybe Teddy’s pearl was a sign that something had gone right, not wrong. Maybe Len was finally healing in his mind, if not his body. Maybe he was beginning to understand that no matter how many glorious South Sea pearls he hoarded, he was still the same man.

Linked with the thought of Len came unwelcome memories of Hannah McGarry, Len’s once innocent, always alluring wife. Alluring to Archer, at least. Too much so. He had seen her only twice in ten years. He could recall each moment with brutal clarity.

She was like the black pearl, unique. And like the pearl, she hadn’t the least idea of her own beauty, her own worth.

When he had showed up with her broken, bleeding husband in his arms and told her she had two minutes to pack, she didn’t faint or argue. She simply grabbed blankets, medicine, and her purse. It had taken less than ninety seconds. Their flight out of hell had taken a lot longer. He was bleeding over the controls of the small plane he flew and seeing double from the concussion he got fighting his way through to Len.

Hannah hadn’t said a word the whole time. She sat in the copilot seat and mopped blood out of his eyes, ignoring the blood that welled from her lower lip where she had bitten through skin to keep from screaming her own fear.

Automatically Archer shoved Hannah McGarry from his mind. He wasn’t the kind to yearn for what he would never have. Hannah was married. For Archer, marriage—family—was one of the few things left in the modern world that had meaning. Old-fashioned of him, even mulish, but there it was. The twenty-first century was big enough to have room for everyone, even unfashionable throwbacks.

“So you don’t think this is a Tahitian pearl?” Archer asked almost idly.

“What makes you say that?”

“You’re asking questions in Seattle, not Tahiti. Either you ran into a dead end there, or you already know where the pearl came from and want to know if I know, too.”

Teddy sighed. “If I knew where it came from and how to get more, I wouldn’t be wasting time talking to you. I’m here because I’m tired of banging my head into walls. As for Tahiti, none of the suppliers and farmers I’ve talked with admit to seeing this pearl or one like it before. Ever. And it’s not the type of gem a man would forget.”

Unique, fascinating, never the same twice. Like Hannah McGarry. The thought came and went from Archer’s mind with the quickness of the colors sliding just beneath the surface of Teddy’s amazing black pearl.

“What are you asking for it?” Archer said, surprising both of them.

“What’ll you give me?”

“Not as much as you want. You can’t match the pearl’s color, so the usual kinds of jewelry won’t work. Maybe one of my sisters—Faith, most likely—could design an interesting setting for it as a brooch or a pendant, but then the artistry and workmanship rather than the pearl would become the true value. I’d be paying Faith, not you.”

Teddy didn’t argue the point. Though cultured by man, pearls weren’t mechanically produced: it still took an oyster to make a pearl. Being a natural, organic product, relatively few pearls matched well enough to be combined in jewelry. Lining up pearls for a necklace was like lining up a thousand redheads to match nineteen. Once you got past the superficial similarity, the differences came screaming through.

“It could be a ring,” Teddy said after a moment.

“It could, but not many people would spend thousands of dollars on a ring whose irreplaceable centerpiece could be ruined by a careless motion of a woman’s hand. Or a man’s.”

The Hawaiian grumbled.

“Your pearl is big,” Archer continued, “but not nearly big enough to interest high-end collectors or museums. They already have black pearls twice that size. Round black pearls.”

“But the luster,” Teddy protested. “And have you ever seen a pearl with half the color? It’s like a black opal!”

Archer had seen one pearl that put Teddy’s in the shade, but all he said was, “Yes, the orient is lovely. To someone who collects unusual pearls—”

“Like you,” Teddy cut in.

“—this one would be worth perhaps three thousand American.”

“Three? Try twenty!”

“You try it. I wouldn’t pay more than five.”

“Bad joke. It’s worth at least fifteen and you know it.”

Archer looked at his watch. He had a few hours before he had to help his sister Faith close her little shop in Pioneer Square. Though it didn’t look like much from the outside, his sister’s store carried a multimillion-dollar inventory of international gems and one-of-a-kind jewelry. Normally one of the guards from Donovan International escorted Faith and her stock to and from the Donovan vaults. Today it was Archer’s job. In the past her useless live-in boyfriend, Tony, had guarded her, but to the great relief of the Donovans, Faith recently had rubbed the fairy dust out of her eyes and dumped him.

“What else do you have to show me?” Archer asked.

Teddy looked at the tall American, measured the steely green of his eyes, and put the pearl back into its small velvet box with a sigh. “I keep hoping for a free lunch.”

Archer smiled. “It’s part of your charm, Teddy. That and your relative honesty.”

“Relative!” he yelped. “Relative to what?”

“If I knew the answer, you would be, in effect, completely honest.”

The short, thickset man frowned. It wasn’t the first time he hadn’t been able to follow the other man’s baroque mental twists.

“Hungry?” Archer asked.

Teddy smacked his stomach with a broad palm. Though hefty, his belly was more muscle than flab. “I’m always hungry.”

“Bring your case to the kitchen. I’ll scrape up a sandwich for you. While you eat, I’ll look over the rest of the goods.”

“Thanks.”

“No problem. I’ll take lunch off the price of whatever I buy. If I buy.”

Laughing, Teddy followed Archer through the living room into the condo’s large, lemon-yellow kitchen. A view of Seattle’s muscular waterfront filled the corner windows of the room. Out in Elliot Bay, huge container ships from all over the Pacific Rim waited at anchor for their turn to be unloaded by cranes that crouched like immense orange insects along the docks. Ferries churned among the mammoth commercial ships, leaving white wakes. Herded by a brisk southeast wind, low clouds trailed veils of rain over the dark gray water.

“Nice view,” Teddy said. “But don’t you get tired of the rain?”

“Think of it as a moat protecting the city.”

Teddy blinked, opened his mouth, and closed it again. Then he shook his head and laughed.

Archer waited until Teddy was wedged into the breakfast alcove with a beer in one hand and a thick cheese sandwich in the other before he angled the conversation back to the pearl dealer’s recent travels.

Because somewhere along the way, Teddy had found one of Len’s black beauties.

“Did Sam Chang have any special pearls to sell?” Archer asked.

Teddy made a muffled sound, swallowed, and said, “That son of a bitch. Owns two thirds of the Tahitian pearl farms and acts like he’s selling off his first son at every harvest. Prices the goods like it, too.”

“Golden Rule,” Archer said, popping the cap off one of the local microbrews. “He has the gold, he makes the rules.”

“Japan is going to bust his ass. He’s crowding their sales monopoly too hard. Great cheese—what is it?”

“Gorgonzola with pesto. What about the smaller pearl farmers?”

Eyebrows raised, Teddy looked at the sandwich. “Nothing’s changed. They still line up like milk cows.”

“Surprising. Aussies are even more contrary than Americans.”

“Oh, there are some holdouts,” Teddy said, waving the ragged remnant of his sandwich. “But they’re being squeezed down to the bone by the consortium. Their shelling licenses are being cut, they’re not given the results of the latest government research until long after their competitors have it, their pearls end up in the doggy lots at the auctions. That sort of thing.”

“Who’s their leader?” Archer asked, though he knew very well. Just as he knew more than Teddy did about who was doing what and with which and to whom in the international pearl trade. But a man who stopped asking questions never learned anything new.

“Len McGarry,” Teddy said, downing the last bite of his sandwich. “I gotta tell you, that is one mean bastard. Whatever put him in that wheelchair might have cut off his balls, but it didn’t soften him up one bit.”

For an instant Archer saw again the terrible image of Len covered in blood, broken, lying utterly motionless in the aisle of the small plane. The memory was one that could still awaken Archer from a deep sleep, covered in sweat and hearing whimpers of pain echoing in the silence. Some of the sounds were his own.

“Rumor is that he’s sitting on at least five years worth of the best pearls,” Teddy said. “His own, some other farms, and maybe a few of the Tahitian farmers on the sly.”

Archer had heard about that, too. He believed at least part of it. For the past five years, Pearl Cove’s balance sheets had been sinking like a stone in still water. Either the oysters had stopped producing pearls reliably or Len was holding out. As half owner, Archer should have cared. He didn’t. Whatever Len squeezed out of the ruins of his dreams was fine with his silent partner. Money was the least of Archer’s problems with his half brother.

“You always hear rumors about under-the-table alliances among pearl farmers,” Archer said.

“Sometimes they’re true.”

“Sometimes.” He opened Teddy’s case and gave the contents a quick, comprehensive glance. No more Pearl Cove gems. But he wouldn’t let Teddy go away empty-handed. The Hawaiian was too good a source of gossip. Even outright misinformation—intelligently processed—could be as revealing as a sworn version of the truth.

In any event, Archer planned on buying that black rainbow pearl. He just didn’t plan on making Teddy rich in the process.

“You’ve been busy,” Archer said.

The interest in his voice was a balm to Teddy’s pearl-trading soul. He smiled and leaned forward over the table. “So, what do you see that you like?”

“That orange pearl. The one from a Vietnamese conch.”

Teddy looked surprised, then laughed ruefully. “Damn. I was hoping to stump you on that one, too.”

“Too?”

“Like the black pearl.”

Archer looked at the pearl, night-dark, yet brooding in all the colors of the rainbow. “Nothing is like that pearl.”

It was the type of gem men killed for.









Two

Know you, perchance, how that poor formless wretch—

The Oyster—gems his shallow moonlit chalice?

Where the shell irks him, or the sea-sand frets,

He sheds this lovely lustre on his grief.

SIR EDWIN ARNOLD

BROOME, AUSTRALIA

November

Sunlight hammered down on the land. Even the Indian Ocean lay flattened beneath the weight of the summer sun. The water was a shimmering turquoise stillness unmarked by any wind, any breeze, any stirring of air. Nothing moved but sweat sliding over flesh in oily silence.

Hannah McGarry didn’t notice the brutal heat or the slickness of sweat on her own skin or the weight of the Chinese child she held in her arms. Len McGarry was dead. Victim of a cyclone.

No one else from Pearl Cove had been killed, though a few other men had been hurt by flying debris and such. Qing Lu Yin had the worst of it: deep bruises, a nasty gash on his chin, a black eye. But he insisted on working anyway. So did the rest of the men. They knew that Pearl Cove was their living.

Despite the ruin of the rafts and sorting sheds, only a few cottages had been damaged. No children had been so much as scratched. For that she was greatful.

Shifting the child’s weight on her hip, she ignored the vague ache in her lungs and the lukewarm salt water leaking out of her short hair, residue of her most recent dive to the bottom of the shallow cove. Diving was hard work, but she loved it. Suspended in the shimmering, translucent water, she was free.

She wasn’t diving now. She wasn’t free. She was trapped in sunlight, struggling to keep her face from giving away her thoughts. She couldn’t afford to show any fear, any anxiety, any of the violent emotions seething just beneath the fragile lid of her self-control.

“Sad-sad?” the four-year-old asked.

Terrified was the word that leaped into Hannah’s mind, but she smiled down into the child’s beautiful, innocent face as though nothing was wrong. “Just thinking, darling.”

“Thinking,” he repeated carefully.

“Good,” Hannah said automatically. Of the seven workers’ children she gave English lessons to, Sun Hui was the quickest. “The storm damaged—hurt—many things.”

Hui nodded solemnly.

From the direction of the workers’ cottages came a spate of Chinese. Hui turned, looked, and said, “Ma-ma.”

“Okay, darling.” She kissed his golden cheek and was kissed in turn. Reluctantly she released his vital, eager weight. Of all the disappointments her marriage had brought, the lack of children was the most painful. “Off you go. Careful! There’s a lot of debris—junk—left by the storm.”

“Junk. Storm. Yes!”

Dark blue eyes narrowed, Hannah watched until Hui vanished into a cottage. Only then did she turn back and concentrate on the wreckage that had once been Pearl Cove. Broken things were hopeful; they could be fixed. There was a lot that needed fixing right here, right now.

A ruined dock jutted out from the sand like broken teeth. Rafts that had once supported thousands upon thousands of pearl oysters in various stages of growth lay washed up on distant beaches or sunk where no eye could see. Boats for harvesting and seeding sat on the watery bottom of the cove.

The damage wasn’t limited to Pearl’s Cove’s floating equipment. Flung by a savage wind, the main sorting shed’s door lay drunkenly alongside the path to the house. The metal roof gapped and curled around the edges. Wrenched, crumpled, useless, the windows’ remaining steel shutters guarded a gutted building. The shed itself sagged where footings had been undermined by the furious waves.

Even Len’s “cyclone-proof” pearl vault hadn’t stood against the violence of the storm. The wind’s greedy fists had battered the metal until something exploded, strewing pearls everywhere. And everywhere, someone had been there to scoop them up. Or maybe many hands had grabbed the iridescent wealth. Hannah didn’t know. It was important that she not know. Or at least, not appear to know.

Len was dead. But it wasn’t an accident.

Whoever had killed her husband could just as easily murder her. More easily, probably. Even in a wheelchair, Len would have been dangerous. He knew too many ways to kill. It was what he was best at. Destruction.

But that didn’t mean he deserved to die.

Deserve.

Fair.

Hannah’s mouth twisted in a bitter smile. She hadn’t known that much of the missionary child still survived in her twenty-nine-year-old mind. The world was what it was. She was what she was: a woman who could die if she trusted the wrong person.

Or even if she didn’t.

Fair had nothing to do with it. Survival was the only thing that mattered. To be or not to be wasn’t the question for Hannah. How to keep on being was.

Len had played his power games with too many dangerous people. He had won millions of dollars. Then he had lost his life.

“Chérie?”

Coco’s soft, husky voice slid through Hannah’s concentration. As always, the beautiful Tahitian woman was just on the edges of whatever happened, watching and listening and waiting for whatever it was she waited for. Hannah didn’t know. She didn’t care. Len valued Coco’s eerie skill in seeding oysters. When it was Coco’s delicate hands working on the oysters, the pea crab that lived within each shell survived. Without that pea crab, the oyster died.

“Yes?” Hannah said. She turned toward the sound, confident that none of her bleak reverie showed on her face. Living with Len had taught her how to hide everything, especially fear. It was a simple matter of survival. Not easy. Just brutally simple.

“You come inside, yes?” Coco said lazily. “You not born to stand under this sun at noon.”

“Was anyone?”

“My mama is.” Coco’s smile flashed whiter than any pearl against the rich brown of her skin, legacy of her half-Polynesian mother. “My papa isn’t. Sun finally burned him down.” She stretched her hands toward the sun. “Sun won’t hurt me. I am born for it. My half sister is same.”

Hannah would have smiled at Coco’s confidence, but she was afraid that her smiles had become more and more like Len’s, a feral warning to the world to keep its distance. Not that she would, or could, hurt Colette Dupres of the smooth skin and cat-graceful body. Even Len in his blackest moods hadn’t ruffled the Tahitian. She simply had laughed and walked away, giving him an eye-level view of the best ass in Western Australia.

“Ian come soon,” Coco said, watching the other woman closely for a response at the mention of Ian Chang’s name. There was none. She gestured to the dive fins, mask, and snorkel piled at Hannah’s feet. “Shower and dress nice for him, yes? You look like a diver after twelve hours down.”

“Only one in my case, and I wasn’t really diving.”

“Find anything?”

“What’s to find?” Hannah answered, turning aside the question. “More wrack and ruin?”

“Is bad, but not as bad as it looks.”

It’s worse. But Hannah didn’t say it aloud. She wanted to trust Coco, wanted to believe that her beautiful tan hands hadn’t been among those scrambling after stolen pearls.

Hannah’s mouth thinned into a savage smile when she listened to her own foolish thoughts. So much of the child still surviving. Still hoping. Still stupid.

It could be the death of her.

“Even if bad,” Coco added with a casual, Gallic shrug, “Ian fix ever’thing for you.”

“Why would he do that?”

Coco’s laughter was as sexy as her voice. “Know why.”

“He got over wanting me years ago.”

“Small white child,” Coco said, smiling and sounding much older than thirty-seven, “men never get over woman they no have. Now your husband dead. You no married.”

“Ian is.”

“What?”

“Married,” Hannah said succinctly.

“His wife, she no care.”

“I do. I was raised by Christian missionaries. Marriage matters.”

“Oui. Len talk sometimes when he drink,” Coco said, yawning and stretching to her full height, which put her almost at eye level with Hannah’s five feet nine inches. “Your . . . How you say? honor?”

Hannah grimaced.

“Oui, honor,” Coco said. “He smile at that. Sometime he even laugh.”

“I know.”

The thought of the innocent, sexually ripe teenager she had been no longer made Hannah wince with shame. She had wanted out of the rain forests of Brazil. She had gotten out. End of one life. Beginning of another. It hadn’t been the life she expected. No surprise there; she had been painfully naive when she formed her expectations. Life went on anyway, and the living went on with it.

A boil of red dust from the road leading to Pearl Cove announced Ian Chang’s arrival. The cyclone’s twenty-three inches of rain had long since run back to the sea. Western Australia’s relentless summer sun quickly sucked all moisture from the ground, leaving behind the paradox of red dust in a humid desert.

Chang’s car vanished into the scrubby mangroves that lined the sparkling white sands of one of the tidal creeks. The creeks held fresh water during the monsoon and filled with salt water at every high tide year-round. Given the flatness of the land, the tidal creeks ran miles inland. So did salt water. Even without help from storms, Broome’s tides went through a thirty-five-foot swing at their peak. It was great for feeding the oysters and hell on anything that tried to occupy the shoreline. Rock, mud, and sand were the rule. Only palm trees and the improbably hardy mangroves survived the tides of abuse.

And man, of course; that clever, adaptable, lethal primate.

Broome and its outlying areas were home to a racially varied population that was as tough as mangroves. They were survivors who relished their own survival. They were the gently crazed and the fully mad. Drunks and teetotalers, celibates and satyrs, saints and Satan worshipers. Broome was at peace only with extremes.

Chang fit right in. Extremely intelligent, extremely ambitious, extremely rich. His family was worth more than all but a few Third World nations. He walked up to Hannah with the confidence of a man who is respected by other men and sought by many women. He was wearing the Outback uniform—sunglasses, shorts, and sandals. Since the occasion wasn’t formal, he hadn’t bothered with a tank top.

“Hannah, darling, even in this sun you’re too pale,” Chang said.

He took her hands and leaned in to kiss her. She slipped through his grasp with the grace of long practice. It wasn’t anything against Chang. In the past seven years, she had simply lost the habit of being touched. If she decided to get back in the habit again, it wouldn’t be with a married man.

Because Hannah didn’t want to see Chang—didn’t want to see anyone, actually—she had to concentrate to smile politely. “G’day, Ian. There was no need for you to drive out from Broome in this heat. You could have called.”

“The phone lines are still down.”

“Next time use the cellular number. Or the radio. They’re battery powered.”

“I wanted to check on you,” Chang said. “You lost more than power during that cyclone. You lost a husband and most of Pearl Cove.”

Fear crawled beneath Hannah’s skin, making her feel cold despite the burning sun. Chang didn’t know the half of it. “I know what I lost.”

“Are you grieving for the man or the pearl farm?”

Silently Hannah watched Chang with eyes so deep a blue they were like a twilight sea, dark and luminous at the same time. The contrast between her indigo eyes and her sun-streaked brown hair fascinated him, as did her slender, oddly voluptuous body. He wanted to believe she had worn the string bikini to entice him, but he knew better. Obviously she had been snorkeling. Probably she hadn’t even remembered he was coming out to see her.

Irritation prickled over him like a rash. “Well?”

“Is that what you came all the way out here for?” Hannah asked in a neutral voice. “To find out if I cared more for Pearl Cove than for my husband?”

“Don’t try to tell me that you and Len were close. I know better. Len was a snake. The only thing he was close to was his own skin, and he shed it once a year just to prove he could.” Chang gave Coco a look. “Leave us.”

Coco glanced at him. Then she turned away, moving slowly enough to let him know that she didn’t jump for anyone, even one of the richest men in Australia.

“No,” Hannah said.

Coco stopped.

“We were just going to the house for some tea,” Hannah said to Chang. “You can join us.”

“We need to talk privately.”

“I have no secrets from Coco or anyone else.”

“This is Chang family business.”

Hannah’s dark brown eyebrows lifted. She knew Chang well enough to understand that family business was entirely separate from whatever personal lusts he might have.

“All right,” she said. “Coco, would you call and see if Smithe and Sons can expedite delivery of the building materials? Especially the spat collectors.”

“They want money.”

“They’ll get it,” Hannah said with a confidence that was utterly false. The Black Trinity was gone.

Chang started to object, but didn’t. Hannah would know soon enough that rebuilding Pearl Cove was beyond her means. With Len dead, no one would lend her money. If someone tried to, the Aussies would step in. But the Australian government wouldn’t take on the family of Chang. Not yet, anyway. Everyone was still pretending to be partners in the development of Pacific Rim assets.

Automatically Chang reached for Hannah’s arm to escort her to the house. His irritation spiked when he realized that she was already walking away from him with the easy, lithe movements that never failed to arouse him.

Coco saw his expression, laughed, and asked in French. “Did you think it would be that easy?”

“Call Smithe.” Chang spoke in French even though his voice was too low to carry as far as Hannah. “I’ll own Pearl Cove before the bill comes due.”

“The Aussies, they will not like that.”

“They can get stuffed.”

“Mmm, sounds like fun.” She stretched again, arching her back and pressing her full breasts against the thin fabric of her bikini top. At the height of her stretch she knew she had Ian’s full attention. Smiling, she let her fingertips trail lightly down his bare chest. “You going to get stuffed tonight?”

“No. You are.”

“The usual time?”

“I’ve got a conference call with the States. We won’t be done until midnight.”

“You will be done two minutes after I put my face in your lap.”

“Care to wager on that?”

Anticipation sent a faint curl of heat through Coco. Nothing turned her on like a sexual challenge. Men were usually too easy. One look at her ass and their palms sweated. “When does your call start?”

“Ten o’clock.”

“I will be there at five after. What do I get when I win?”

“A black pearl.”

“What do I get if I don’t win?”

“Fucked.”

Coco’s teasing, confident laughter drifted up the sand path to the house.

Hearing the sexy, hot-woman sound, Hannah smiled. She often wished she could be more like Coco, utterly comfortable in her body, in her mind, in her sex. But she wasn’t. She never had been. She doubted that she ever would be. Some parts of her missionary upbringing went straight to the bone.

Coco had been raised in a culture that was part expatriate French, part Polynesian, and one hundred percent sensual. Hannah’s parents would have called Coco a slut. Hannah didn’t. Coco was simply a physical female who ate when she was hungry, slept when she was tired, and had sex when she pleased with anyone she pleased. If Coco was also a ruthless tease, well, there weren’t all that many saints in Western Australia.

When Hannah came to Chang’s car, she didn’t hesitate before walking on past it. Even in the unreasonable heat, she didn’t mind the half-kilometer path from high tide line to the house. Not that she would set any speed records. She didn’t want to. She just wanted to avoid being locked up by four walls. Since Len’s death, she had become claustrophobic.

Locked in the shed. Waiting. Trapped.

The weight of the sunlight was almost welcome on her skin. It was hot, bright, burning; everything that death was not.

Chang caught up with Hannah halfway to the house, where the road cut across the path. Dust from the four-wheel-drive Mercedes settled over Hannah like a bad reputation.

“Get in, darling,” Chang called through the open passenger window. “Much as I’d love to see your beautiful ass swing all the way to the house, I have appointments in Broome.”

Instead of reaching for the door handle, she stood at the side of the road and watched him with remote indigo eyes. “Darling? Beautiful ass?” Her voice was neutral, as emotionless as her eyes. “You told me this was family business.”

“You can let go of the nun act now. You’re not a married woman anymore. Pleasure and business, the best of both worlds. You’ll like it that way. I’ll see to it.”

The impatience and irritation in his voice angered Hannah, though it didn’t show in her body, her eyes, her voice. “Business, Ian. That’s all. Just business.”

Chang said something rude in Chinese, then leaned over and pushed the passenger door open. “Get in, Sister McGarry.”

“I’ll get the leather wet.”

“There’s not enough cloth on your butt to make a difference.”

After a long, level look, Hannah slid in and closed the car door.

“There, that didn’t hurt, did it?” he asked curtly. “I won’t jump you, if that’s what you’re afraid of.”

“You’re married.” Hannah’s voice was flat.

“My wife lives in Kuala Lumpur.”

“I don’t care if she lives on Jupiter. I’m not in the market for a married lover. Nothing personal, Ian. It’s just the way I am. It won’t change. I value your friendship, but not enough to have this conversation every time we talk. Change the subject.”

“Bloody nun,” Chang muttered under his breath.

“Yes.”

Neither said another word until they were in the shade of the verandah. The storm had done little damage to the house: broken windows, ripped screens, one corner of the roof torn away, plants snapped off or whipped to rags by the wind. Small things, compared with death.

“Who replaced the windows?” Chang asked.

“Christian’s brother-in-law is a glazier. Christian did all the screens. The verandah was a mess.”

Chang’s full mouth thinned. He didn’t like the thought of the sexy, shrewd, young Aussie hanging around Pearl Cove, even if he was living with the type of blonde most men only dreamed of getting their hands on. “Why didn’t you call me?” Chang asked. “I would have sent workmen over.”

“Thanks, but Christian was here when the storm hit.”

“I suppose he fixed the roof, too.”

“Tom did. Since he stopped diving, he’s made himself invaluable as a handyman.”

Chang tried to imagine the bent old Japanese man scrambling up a ladder and nailing tin sheeting in place. He shook his head. “Nakamori is too old for that kind of work.”

“He’s only sixty.” What Hannah didn’t say was that Chang was fifty-three. And Len had been forty-five. Too young to die.

“A sixty-year-old former diver is an old man.” Chang looked at his watch. “I have ten minutes. Fifteen at most.”

“Tea? Beer? Water?”

“Nothing.”

Hannah rinsed off her dive gear, dumped it in a basket on the verandah, and waved Chang toward the wicker chairs. She went to her favorite place, a hammock chair suspended from a bolt in the slanting roof. The airy netting of the sling let a breeze swirl around her with every gentle push of her foot against the wooden floor. The verandah’s new screening shimmered and rippled in the sun, making the world beyond look dreamy, unreal.

“All right, Ian. What does the Chang family want from me?”

“We’re willing to assume Pearl Cove’s debts.”

“Any particular reason?”

“The usual.”

“Which is?”

“Business,” Chang said curtly.

“I see. What do I get out of this business?”

“A partner who can rebuild Pearl Cove.”

“Partner.” Hannah toed the floor and swung gently. If Chang knew she had a partner already, he wasn’t letting on. She wondered if that made him more or less likely to be Len’s killer.

“I give you fifty percent of Pearl Cove and you assume all debts, is that it?” she asked.

“Seventy-five percent.”

The hammock chair paused in its swing. “We give up seventy-five percent?”

“There’s no ‘we’ about it. Len is dead. Pearl Cove is just you, Sister McGarry.”

“I’ll think about your family’s offer.”

“Don’t think too long.”

“Is there a time limit?”

Abruptly Chang stood up. “Mother of God, you can’t be that naive!”

For a time there was only the soft squeak of the hammock chair against the ceiling bolt as Hannah swung back and forth, back and forth.

“I guess I am that naive,” she said finally. “Explain it to me.”

“Do you really think Len died because of that cyclone?”

Every muscle tensed. She wanted to get up, to scream, to run. Since it would be stupid to do any of those things, she did nothing at all.

“I could list Len’s friends on one finger,” Chang said bluntly. “I don’t have enough hands to list his enemies. It’s not only his charming personality I’m talking about. It’s pearls and double crosses. He buggered one too many big players.”

“How?”

“Don’t waste my time. You’re his wife.”

“Yes. His wife. Not his business partner. I run the house, keep the payroll, collect rent from the workers who live on site, order equipment for the farming operations, and have the final say on color matching the harvest. That’s it.”

“What about the black pearls?”

“What about them? The ‘big players’ you mentioned know how to make silver-lipped oysters produce black-toned pearls or gold-toned or pink or all three in the same oyster. Members of the South Sea Consortium developed the technology. And they kept it to themselves. It has nothing to do with Pearl Cove.”

“I’m not talking about the normal run of black pearls. I’m talking about the rainbows.”

Stillness crept through Hannah’s blood like ice forming on an autumn pond. Though no one was supposed to know about the extraordinary pearls, word had inevitably leaked out. Rumors thrived like termites in the emptiness of Western Australia. Yet no one had actually seen those special pearls, except Len and herself. And his killer. Len had died because he knew the secret of producing extraordinary black pearls. People assumed she knew the secret, too. But she didn’t.

Her husband had trusted no one. He always opened the “experimental” oysters himself. And he was careful to have ordinary oysters in among the special ones, just to have some pearly junk to show the curious. He never would have told her about the rainbows at all if he hadn’t needed her hyperacute color perception to find the best matches among the iridescent, seductively colorful black gems.

Despite all Len’s care, despite his paranoia, in the past few years, some of the special black pearls had been stolen and found their way to the marketplace. Yet Len wouldn’t share the secret of producing the black rainbows.

He had been killed for it. As soon as the murderer discovered that she knew nothing about producing them, her life would be worthless. She would be all that stood between the killer and ownership of Pearl Cove, home of the oysters that produced fabulous, unique black pearls.

“Rainbows?” she asked through stiff lips. “We’ve had some lovely peacock blue—”

“No,” Chang cut in. “They’re not the same.”

“If your family is buying in to Pearl Cove for these so-called rainbows, you’ll be disappointed. I don’t have any for you.” That, at least, was the truth. Most of the special pearls had been destroyed as unworthy. The rest had been kept in the vault.

And the vault lay like a cracked steel egg inside the ruined shed.

Chang watched her with clear black eyes and formidable intelligence. “Think about our offer.”

“You don’t believe me.”

“I believe that the cyclone season is coming.”

“Is that a threat?”

“It’s a fact. Sell Pearl Cove to the Changs. We’re big enough to weather the coming storm. You aren’t. Don’t follow Len into the grave.”

For a breath Hannah wished she owned all of Pearl Cove and could turn it over to the Changs. Then she would run. The Stone Age villages in the rain forests of Brazil had never looked so good to her. So safe.

But that was cowardice whispering seductively in her ear. She couldn’t sell, had no money to run, and was damned if she would be again what she had been at nineteen—a runaway stranded in a strange city with night coming on and no assets to sell but her newly unvirginal body.

“I can’t sell Pearl Cove,” she said evenly.

“You mean you won’t.”

“No. I mean I can’t.”

“Why?”

“Half of it belongs to Archer Donovan.”

“What?” Chang demanded, too shocked to hide it.

“Archer—Mr. Donovan—was Len’s silent partner.”

“For how long?”

“Seven years.”

“Bloody hell. No wonder Len is dead. He finally buggered the wrong man.”

“What are you saying?”

Chang laughed curtly. “They don’t come any more ruthless than Archer Donovan.”

“I didn’t think the Chang family would back up for anyone.”

“A man who can tangle with the Red Phoenix Triad and come out on top deserves respect. Archer Donovan has it.” Chang turned away. “I’ve got to make a call. This changes everything.”

The screen door swung shut behind Chang. Moments later, red dust boiled, then settled in the wake of his car.

For a long time Hannah sat on the verandah in the hammock chair, unmoving but for the occasional prod of one foot against the floor. Back and forth. Back and forth.

She didn’t doubt Chang’s appraisal of Archer Donovan; she had been in a position to see just how ruthless he could be. But not with Len. Never with Len. Despite ample provocation, Archer had never acted against Len McGarry. Quite the opposite. He had saved Len’s life, paid for his rehabilitation, and made him a partner in Pearl Cove. Then he did what Len had demanded: he got the hell out of Len’s life and stayed out.

She didn’t know what the bond was between the two men. She only knew that it existed. Perhaps it extended beyond the grave. Perhaps Archer Donovan would care enough to do what no one else would—find Len’s murderer.

If revenge wasn’t enough to move Archer, there was always money. Even the most ruthless man might be persuaded to search for Pearl Cove’s vanished treasure if he was promised half of something that was worth three million dollars wholesale.

The Black Trinity.









Three



With reflexes left over from the years he couldn’t leave behind, Archer came from deep sleep to full wakefulness. Lean fingers snatched the phone from its cradle before he even looked at the clock.

Two A.M.

Visions of all that could have gone wrong with the family sleeted through his brain. Faith was first in his mind. The man she had just broken up with had knocked around his first wife and at least one of his girlfriends. The Donovan brothers had told Tony what to expect if he laid a hand on Faith, but Tony’s memory wasn’t reliable when he started drinking.

Archer looked at the display on the phone that gave incoming numbers. It was blank. That left out the family, and let in Uncle Sam.

Shit.

“What,” he said. It was a statement, not a question.

“Is this Archer Donovan?”

“Yes.”

“This is—”

“Hannah McGarry,” he interrupted, wondering if he was still asleep. That smoky voice of hers had haunted too many of his dreams.

“How did you know?”

“I have a good memory. What’s wrong, Hannah?”

“Len’s dead.”

Archer didn’t try to sort out the boil of emotions those two words brought him: disbelief, relief, guilt, anger, sadness for all that might have been. He didn’t say anything about his own feelings. The tension in Hannah’s voice told him that she had more to say, none of it good.

“When?” he asked.

“Just . . . days.”

Old habits were hard to break. Especially when he could all but taste the fear in Hannah’s desperately level voice. The quality of the connection told him that she was using a cellular phone, open to anyone who cared enough to eavesdrop. So he didn’t ask her where or how or why Len had died.

“I’m sorry,” Archer said softly. “That’s not adequate, but in the face of death, no words are. I’ll be there no later than noon tomorrow, your time, earlier if at all possible.”

Hannah’s fingers loosened a bit on the thin, vaguely oblong plastic body of the cellular phone. All she could think of was that Archer understood everything she hadn’t said. “I . . . thank you.”

Archer knew he shouldn’t ask, but the words were out before he could stop them. “Are you all right?”

She shivered, remembering Len’s stripped, battered body and sightless eyes, and Chang’s warning: Cyclone season is coming. Don’t follow Len into the grave.

“Hannah?”

“Hurry, Archer. I’m getting . . . sleepy.”

The quality of the sound changed, telling him that she had disconnected. He didn’t bother cursing the empty line. If someone had a lock on her cellular, she was safer not talking at all.

He punched in one of Donovan International’s unlisted numbers, the one Donovan executives called when things started to go from sugar to shit. No matter what time it was, someone would answer this number.

“This is Archer Donovan,” he said. “Put me through to someone who can get me to Broome, Australia, no later than noon tomorrow. Shave every minute you can.”

“Noon U.S or Australian time?” asked a woman’s voice.

“Australian.”

“Where are you now?”

“Seattle.”

“Thank you. One moment, please.”

It was more than one moment, but at least he was spared any canned music. He waited quietly, not showing the urgency riding him or the adrenaline licking in his blood, called by the fear that even Hannah’s smoky voice couldn’t conceal. He simply held the phone and made a list of things that had to be done before he landed in Australia. Some could be handled from the plane. The important things couldn’t.

Kyle Donovan was in for a rude awakening.

“Thank you for waiting,” said a man’s voice. “None of the Donovan International aircraft can get you from Seattle to Australia in your time frame. We have chartered a jet from Boeing Field to Hawaii. A company jet will meet you there. Our files show that your Australian visa is up-to-date.”

Archer’s passport was never mentioned. People in Donovan International would sooner take up nude ice-climbing than let their passport lapse.

“Are you at the Donovan family suite in Seattle?” the man asked.

“Yes.”

“A car will pick you up in half an hour. A rental car has been reserved in Broome. Will there be anything else?”

“Not at the moment. Good work.”

“That’s what you pay me for, mate,” the man said, allowing his native Australia to color his voice for the first time.

Archer hit the disconnect and headed for the door that led to the family areas of the Donovan suites. Kyle and Lianne were in town to celebrate Donald Donovan’s birthday. Jake and Honor were due in this afternoon. Archer regretted missing his sister and her husband, but not as much as he regretted having to tell The Donovan that Len McGarry was dead. Happy Birthday, Dad. And by the way, the son who hated you is dead.

Grim-faced, Archer started knocking on the door to Kyle’s suite. Moments later, it opened. The person who opened the door wasn’t Kyle, who wouldn’t get out of bed before nine o’clock for anything but a dawn salmon-fishing raid. His wife, however, didn’t need a kick-start to get going. Mussed with sleep, wearing a navy man’s T-shirt that came to her knees, six months pregnant with twins, looking like a grumpy Munchkin, Lianne stood in the open door. One look at Archer’s face had her wide-awake.

“What’s wrong?” she asked quickly. “Is—”

“It’s nothing you need to worry about,” he cut in quickly. “Everyone you love is just fine. Get your husband’s lazy ass out of bed. I need him.”

“It’s four-fifteen!”

“I know what time it is. Get Kyle or let me do it.” With an effort, Archer gentled his voice. “It’s all right, Lianne. I just need his computer magic right now. I’ll be in the kitchen making coffee. Or do you want me to wrestle him out of bed for you?”

“Any bed-wrestling Kyle does will be with me. Make enough coffee for three.”

The door closed before Archer could thank his sister-in-law, or even pat the taut mound of her stomach where another generation of Donovans was doing lazy backflips.

By the time Archer had coffee and Canadian bacon made, Kyle wandered into the kitchen wearing navy shorts and a hairy chest. Archer handed his youngest brother a mug of well-creamed coffee and turned back to the pancakes that were just beginning to firm on the griddle. With Kyle, there was no point in trying to talk until the first cup of coffee—and sometimes the second or third—had burned through the morning fog that passed for his brain.

Lianne was more alert. She was still wearing Kyle’s T-shirt, the one that celebrated the hazards of men who went fly-fishing naked. She pushed long, black hair out of her face, poured her own coffee, sugared it, and scooted in next to Kyle in the breakfast nook without saying a word to her husband. Early in their relationship, she had decided that there was only one thing Kyle was good for in the first few minutes after waking up, and she didn’t need a witness for that. Sipping coffee, she looked at Seattle’s glittering lights spread against the utter black of a November morning.

Kyle took his second cup without cream, drank it down, shuddered, and held out his cup for more without looking at Archer. Halfway into the third cup, he raked his fingers through his blond hair, straightened, and clicked into focus.

“Where’s the fire?” he asked irritably.

“If there was a fire, you’d be toast by now,” Archer said.

“Yeahyeahyeah. This better be good.”

“A half brother you never knew just died.” As Archer spoke, he flipped pancakes onto a warm plate.

Kyle’s green-and-gold eyes narrowed to slits. It took him less than two heartbeats to realize that his brother was serious. “Jesus.”

“I doubt that religion had anything to do with it. Len McGarry wasn’t a churchgoing man.” Archer put the pancake plate in the oven and poured more batter onto the griddle.

“Half brother. Holy shit.” Kyle looked into his coffee and took a slow, deep breath. “Dad or Mom?”

“Dad. Before he met Mom.”

“How do you know?”

“Long story. I don’t have time for it and it doesn’t matter now. Just don’t say anything to The Donovan or Susa,” Archer added, using his parents’ nicknames. “I’ll tell Dad when I know more. He can tell Mom whatever he wants.”

“Was The Donovan married before?” Lianne asked.

“No.”

She winced. “I hope being raised a bastard was easier on your half brother than it was on me.”

“Len wouldn’t know easy if it walked up and tied a knot in his pecker,” Archer said, putting a plate of pancakes and bacon in front of his sister-in-law. “Eat. You’re too thin to be carrying that big mutt’s children.”

“Thin?” she asked, outraged. “Archer, I could barely get into the breakfast nook!”

“We run to twins, sugar,” he said, smiling at her. It was one of his rare smiles, the kind that made people want to get closer rather than to look for the nearest exit.

“Who are you calling sugar?” Kyle asked, rubbing Lianne’s belly and eyeing her plate of food at the same time.

“Not you, fish breath. There’s nothing sweet about you in the morning.” Archer pulled a plate out of the oven and shoved food under Kyle’s nose. “Feed your nerd cells. I need them.”

“Talk to me.” Kyle picked up the syrup and began pouring generously. “I can listen and eat at the same time.”

“About two this morning, Len’s widow, Hannah McGarry, called and told me he was dead. Her voice told me a lot more. She’s scared down to the soles of her elegant feet.”

Something in Archer’s tone made Kyle stop shoveling in food and look at his brother. Elegant feet?

Archer didn’t notice his brother’s glance. His eyes were narrowed, more gray than green, with not a hint of the blue that sunlight and sky could bring out. He was focused on a past only he could see.

“She was calling on an open line,” he said, “so I didn’t ask questions and she didn’t offer answers. I told her I’d be in Broome by noon tomorrow.”

“Broome? In Australia?” Lianne asked.

Archer nodded.

“Pearls,” Kyle said instantly.

Archer nodded again. “Len and I are—were—partners in a pearl-culturing venture. Pearl Cove Farms.”

“I didn’t know that,” Kyle said.

Archer didn’t answer. There was a lot about his past that his family didn’t know. He planned on keeping it that way. If he could have wiped some of the memories from his own brain, he would have. But he couldn’t, so he lived with them and did whatever it took to make sure that no one else had to.

“Normal spelling on Pearl Cove Farms?” Kyle asked, already organizing the computer search in his mind.

“Yes.”

“Is it a registered business?”

“Licensed, taxed to the max, and all but one form duly filed,” Archer said.

“Which one?”

“The partnership agreement.”

“Why?”

“Len’s choice. I didn’t care. But the partnership will stand up in court, here or there, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“What do you want from me?”

“Everything you can get electronically on Hannah McGarry.”

Archer slid into the opposite side of the breakfast nook. His knees bumped Kyle’s. Archer was older by four years and a timeless amount of experience, but Kyle was every bit as
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