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      While Worth Dying For is a work of fiction, and license has been taken on the ethics of treasure hunting for the sake of the story, there are a few things in this book that aren’t fiction.

      The Hunley was a Confederate combat submarine from the American Civil War and the first to sink a warship, the USS Housatonic, off the coast of Charleston, South Carolina. The H.L. Hunley and her eight-man crew would not survive the February 17, 1864, attack.

      While Lee Spence claimed to have found the sub in the 70’s, Clive Cussler’s National Underwater Marine Agency, NUMA, is credited with finding the sub in 1995. The Hunley was raised in 2000.

      The Flor de Mar, Flower of the Seas, sank in 1511 off the coast of Sumatra (Malacca). The Portuguese ship sank with treasure estimated to be worth billions. To this day, the ship has not been found.

      Finally, in September of 1700, a hurricane hit Charlestown, now known as Charleston, South Carolina. Among the many vessels that sank was the Scottish warship, Rising Sun. The Rising Sun carried refugees from the failed Darien colony in Panama. Before the hurricane hit, Reverend Archibald Stobo, a Presbyterian minister, went ashore to officiate a wedding. The hurricane hit later that night. If he’d stayed on board, he likely would have died with the rest of the passengers. Because he didn’t, I am here today.
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      To call it fate might give the universe too much credit.

      Matt West knew better.

      A fortuitous turn of events, perhaps. Or maybe the universe just owed him one after he’d spent months in the hospital and now had dodgy lungs to show for it.

      Whatever it was, Matt wasn’t going to question his good fortune. He had the warm late afternoon sun on his skin, the sea breeze on his face, and a beautiful woman by his side.

      Unfortunately, that was only literally, not figuratively. Spending the better part of a decade on salvage ships all around the world had left him little time to find his person. But there would be plenty of time for that.

      For now… he had treasure to find.

      If your great uncle—not to mention all the other treasure hunters out there—couldn’t find the Annabel in his lifetime, what gives you the audacity to think you can?

      Except Matt couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe, just maybe, his uncle had found the Annabel shortly before an accident took his life. If only Matt could figure out what his uncle had found.

      He would figure it out. Eventually. And he’d already bet nearly his entire inheritance that he would. His sister thought he’d lost whatever sense the universe gave a porcupine, but she would come around as soon as he located the wreck. She’d have to.

      He pulled back on the throttle, and his salvage boat settled into the mild Atlantic chop. He let her drift, since there were no boats on the horizon in any direction. He’d have to think of a name for his boat, but that was way down on his list of things to do.

      Dru stood in the wheelhouse beside him, the bib and straps of her grease-stained coveralls hanging from her waist, her gray sports bra stained with sweat between her breasts. He glanced away.

      Don’t stare. Don’t stare. Don’t stare.

      “You look very pleased with yourself,” Matt said as he cut the engine and set the anchor.

      “And why shouldn’t I be?” Dru retied her hair into a quick ponytail that the wind had wreaked havoc with. “This rust bucket should have been cut up for scrap. If it weren’t for my crew and me, you’d have been better off sinking it and collecting the insurance.”

      Matt grinned. His boat wouldn’t win any beauty pageants, but a boat didn’t have to be shiny and new to find treasure. It just had to function. “Never.”

      Matt went to the rear of the wheelhouse and held the door open for Dru so they could run through the boat’s equipment together. “It’s not too late to change your mind, you know. I’m looking for a business partner.”

      Dru laughed, the sun hitting her bright smile and forming a halo around her blond hair. There might have been some derision in her laugh, but he didn’t detect any. “Yeah. No. You sea cowboys can have your fun hunting treasure and losing money by the bucketful. I’ll be here on land to fix whatever you break.”

      “When I find the Annabel—”

      She laughed again. “The Annabel? You know she’s a fable, right?”

      “The Annabel isn’t a fable,” Matt said, and yeah, he hadn’t managed to keep the petulance out of his voice, no matter how hard he tried. He couldn’t help it. People had laughed his uncle out of conference rooms. Well, Matt would see who had the last laugh.

      Shut your trap. You shouldn’t have said anything to her about the wreck anyway. Loose lips sink ships, remember.

      Well, it wasn’t World War II anymore, and while it was best to keep his hunt for the wreck a secret, he hated doing it alone. And who better to have as a partner than the woman who nearly single-handedly retrofitted his boat from the keel to the antennae?

      “There are supply records that survived the Charleston hurricane in 1700. The Annabel resupplied on September 2nd, the day before the hurricane hit. Which means it’s completely within the realm of possibility that the same storm that sank the Rising Sun, and so many others in Charleston Harbor that day, could have taken the Annabel as she sailed south.”

      “That’s if she went south. What if she went north?”

      “She didn’t. There are reports that she was heavy in the water even before resupply, which supports the claims that she’d intercepted the HMS Reveille days before. Captain Nibley was known for hiding her treasure in the Bahamas. She would have headed there to unload. If that’s true, she could have sunk with countless millions worth of gold doubloons and jewels.”

      “If…” Dru said, clearly unmoved. He liked that about her.

      He could use a partner like her. Someone intelligent, who knew boats the way surgeons knew their way around a scalpel and could fix anything that went wrong while they were at the dock or on location. The fact that she was easy on the eyes didn’t hurt either.

      Matt shook his head. “I don’t get it. Why are you even in this business if you don’t believe in treasure hunting?”

      “I believe in treasure hunting. I believe in taking your money to work on boats that should have been left at the scrapyard and putting that in the bank where one day I can retire with a pocketful of money, not a bank account in the red and dreams that never materialized.”

      “But your father—”

      “Don’t,” Dru said. That one word made him swallow everything else he’d planned to say.

      Matt held up his hands. Clearly, he’d bumped up against a sore spot. “Sorry. I’ll stop.”

      For now.

      She hitched her thumb over her shoulder. “Come on. We’ll start with the compressors to fill your dive tanks.”

      Matt hesitated. He hadn’t had a tank on his back since he’d been discharged from the hospital over nine months ago. And hadn’t been cleared to dive. But it had been months.

      “We are going to dive, aren’t we? You’ll want to test the air hoses, right?”

      It was only one dive. What could it hurt? He pasted on a smile that he hoped didn’t show his uncertainty. “Yeah. Why not?”
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      After the dive, Dru and Matt ran through all the boat’s systems—without any issues, thank you very much—except for that blood Matt coughed up after the dive.

      That was concerning.

      But it had nothing to do with the boat’s systems check.

      He’d brushed her off when she asked if he was okay. He’d coughed a couple of times since then, but there hadn’t been any more blood, so he was probably fine, just like he’d said.

      Matt cranked up the engine to head back to her boatyard.

      Dru hit the button on the windlass, drawing up the anchor as the sun started to set, casting the sky in bright pinks, purples, and oranges. An osprey flew overhead, diving toward the water and snatching a fish in its sharp talons.

      She’d never get tired of that sight.

      She’d live on the ocean if she could, but she’d have to enjoy her view of the river and the marsh across from her dry dock from beneath the hull of a boat or standing inside an engine compartment. After all the money her father had skimmed off the business over the years, chasing his treasure-hunting fantasies, the boatyard had finally clawed its way out of debt and started turning a small profit under her care, and she didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize that.

      As quickly as she’d shut Matt down, she couldn’t deny the allure of finding a fortune. Maybe treasure hunting was in her blood.

      But that didn’t mean she had to follow in her father’s foolish footsteps.

      As darkness fell, Matt turned on the running lights and navigated toward Charleston Harbor. It would be full-on dark by the time they made it back to the boatyard, but they’d only dry-docked her next customer’s boat a few days before, and she was still waiting on the work order to start the repairs, so she had little to hurry back to. She’d likely have a day, maybe two, to catch up on a stack of neglected paperwork before she had to turn wrenches.

      They chugged toward the harbor in silence except for the hum of the engine and the occasional radio call. Since she’d shut Matt down about her father, he’d been nothing but business. Not rude, but not his normal talkative self. Which was fine. She wasn’t responsible for his moods. She just had a boundary where her father was concerned and… fuck.

      “Sorry,” she said at last, almost angry with herself for saying it even as the word left her mouth.

      “For what?” A line formed between Matt’s brows as a smile played at the corner of his lips.

      She pressed different buttons on the depth finder, absently scrolling through different views so she wouldn’t have to look him in the eye. “About my dad.”

      “Stop that.” Matt batted her hand away and reset it to the view he preferred. “Sore subject?”

      He asked as if he’d only expected a ‘yes’ and would have left it at that. Maybe that’s why she said more. “My father was a good man. He was. Even a good father in his own way. But the treasure hunting took hold of him and refused to let go. He almost lost the boatyard a number of times. It took my mom leaving and taking me with her before he promised to leave treasure hunting behind.”

      Her voice shook at the end, and it took several minutes before she could continue. She appreciated that Matt didn’t press, that he gave her the space and the time to collect herself instead of trying to step in and make it all better, because the truth was, nothing he could say could wipe away the years of stress, and the fear of losing the yard, their livelihood, and their home.

      “My father kept his word after we returned. But he was never the same. The light had left his eyes. He worked on the boats during the day and would sit out on the deck at night, watching the marsh as if the rest of him was still out there hunting treasure. So, yeah, I’ll take your money for the repairs, but that life… I don’t want any part of it.”

      She had to give Matt credit. He nodded and dropped the subject instead of pressing for more, as if she didn’t owe him any more of an explanation.

      Eventually, they entered Charleston Harbor, chugged past Fort Sumter, then Castle Pickney, and on up the Cooper River past the Columbus Street Terminal and Drum Island before Matt simply said, “Okay. I get it.”

      She waited for that smile, the one she and her mother had received many times before, the weird half-smile, the one that is all pity, and ‘poor thing.’ It never came, and she blew out a breath when she realized it wouldn’t.

      She was so fucking tired of the pity.

      There was a soft glow on Matt’s face as they turned into Shipyard Creek, a warmer glow than what the lights on the helm should have given him. Then she caught the scent of smoke in the air, heavy with oil and plastics.

      Matt pointed through the wheelhouse windscreen. “What’s that?”

      “Fire,” she said as she stood, taking the binoculars off the helm. There was a dredging company with docks and dredging boats on the left of the creek about a quarter mile from her few acres with her shop and boatyard. “One of the dredgers caught fire, I think…”

      The harder she looked, the closer they got, the more she realized the fire wasn’t on one of the dredging boats. “Oh shit,” she said as the fire boats came into view, their hoses aimed toward a building on the shore.

      “What is it?” Matt asked as he maneuvered the boat toward the east side of the creek to get a better view as they approached the dredging docks.

      Her mouth went dry, and all she heard was the rushing of blood past her eardrums.

      “That’s your boatyard,” Matt said, ignoring the no-wake zone and hammering down on the throttle.

      She took a step back, balancing herself as the boat sped up. “Dock up there,” she said, finally finding her voice. The dock belonged to a boatyard next to hers that hadn’t been in business since Hurricane Hugo had flattened their building. At least their dock was still there. Mostly.

      She dropped the binoculars and scurried onto the deck, grabbing one of the dock lines and stepping off when Matt eased the boat against the dock. The structure shook under her feet as she tied the line to the piling rather than the rusted cleat on the rotting dock.

      Matt cut the engine, the light breeze pushing the stern into the dock. “Go,” Matt said as he came up on deck. “I’ll get it from here and catch up.”

      She didn’t ask if he was sure. She dropped the end of the line and ran, hoping she wouldn’t put her foot through a board and break her leg before she made it to shore.

      Once on land, she sprinted through the vacant field between the properties. Along with the fireboats, there were two fire engines, one on either side of her building. Smoke billowed into the air as the fire fed on the flammable materials they kept on site.

      She breathed in a lungful of acrid, hot air. It singed her nostrils and the back of her throat. She coughed and kept running. Someone shouted a moment before strong arms wrapped around her and pulled her up short.

      “Ma’am, you can’t go any closer. It’s too dangerous. The whole thing is likely to come down.”

      She stopped struggling, and the strong arms fell away. “What happened?”

      The fireman wiped a hand over his face, but all it did was smudge dirt and ash across his skin. “We don’t know. Someone from the dredging company called it in. Was there anyone inside?”

      Her stomach went into free fall. The flames had completely engulfed her building. The only thing the fire hoses would do was keep the fire from spreading to the vacant lot or other nearby businesses. It was all gone. The boatyard. Her apartment on the second floor.

      Everything.

      “What?”

      “Was anyone inside?” the fireman asked again.

      “Uh, no. We finished up early today. I sent the crew home around noon.”

      Someone called out, and the man in front of her answered, “On the way,” before leveling his gaze on her. “No closer. You got me?”

      “Yeah, sure. I’ll stay right here.”

      She watched, with her mouth agape, as gallons upon gallons of water poured onto the fire. The flames slowly subsided as the black, billowing smoke rose higher and higher.

      Matt’s voice came from behind her. “You alright?”

      She shook her head. Not having the words to express her feelings as she watched everything her father and she had worked so hard to build burn to the ground. And the thought of calling her client and telling him his boat burned in the fire made the bile slither up the back of her throat.

      She was going to be sick.

      She spun and ran, but only made it a few feet before her stomach convulsed, and she lost the cheese and crackers they’d eaten before they’d headed back to the harbor.

      Matt’s hand landed on her back as she retched and retched until her stomach was empty and nothing more came up. She spat the bitter taste from her mouth as Matt gathered her ponytail and moved it out of the way.

      “Here.” Matt twisted off the top of a water bottle and handed it to her. “Rinse your mouth.”

      She took it, swishing the cold liquid across her tongue and spitting it out again. Straightening, she held the cold bottle to her forehead, trying to stave off the motherfucker of all migraines.

      “Feel better?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “But thanks.”

      “Want me to call someone?”

      She laughed, though the question wasn’t funny. Her parents were dead. She didn’t have any family. At least not any that mattered at a time like this. They would just think she wanted money. “I’ll need to call my crew, but that can wait.”

      “You’ve got insurance, right?”

      She nodded. “I don’t know if it will be enough to rebuild, but yes. I have insurance. And with the final payment you owe me—”

      He shoved his hands in his pockets and refused to look her in the eye.

      “Matt?” She moved into his line of sight so he couldn’t avoid her. “You said you had the money. When you signed the contract for the repairs and put down the deposit, you said you had the money.”

      “I did.”

      “Did?” And yeah, that might have been a bit of hysteria creeping into her voice.

      “Well, do… sort of.” He grimaced. “It’s complicated.”

      She squeezed her temples between the heels of her hands. “Matt, so help me—”

      “I have the money. It’s just tied up in my great-uncle’s trust. I should have had it already, but things are taking longer than expected.”

      “And you were going to tell me this when?”

      “I was hoping we could make a deal. A partnership. A piece of the cut of the Annabel for the work you did on my boat.”

      “A cut of a shipwreck that you haven’t found and that may not exist.”

      “It exists. After the hurricane, no one saw the Annabel again. No record of it in any ports. All up and down the coast. Trust me, I’ve checked.”

      “Trust you?” Dru laughed again because it seemed like a much better option than crying.

      He raised his hands again. “Okay. You don’t have to trust me. I’ll get you the money. Promise.” He dropped one hand, leaving the other raised. His forefinger and middle finger together, then his ring and little fingers spaced apart from each other, forming a ‘V’.

      “What’s that? Some sort of Boy Scout hand sign or something?”

      He dropped his hand, his face sheepish. “Um, sorry. That was…”

      He mumbled the rest, and she couldn’t understand what he’d said.

      “What was that?”

      Matt looked her dead in the eye, and she was certain that if it had been lighter out, she would have seen him blush. “No. That was a Star Trek thing.” He raised his hand again with the split between his fingers. “You know, live long and prosper?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Wait, what? Where have you been your whole life?”

      “Face down in an engine compartment?” she said.

      “Fair.” At least he gave her that.

      Matt looked over at the fire. The flames were dying down, the building nothing more than a skeleton of posts and beams that probably didn’t need more than a gentle breeze to blow them over. He looked back at her. “I really am sorry about your boatyard.”

      “Not your fault.”

      “But if you hadn’t gone out on my boat—”

      “Then I would have been in my apartment when the fire broke out. It could have killed me.”

      By some miracle, Dru’s voice didn’t break, but then Matt opened his arms, and Dru stepped into them. The back of her eyes stung, but the tears refused to fall. She wanted to fall apart while she had someone there to help her hold it together, but she’d learned long ago that she was the only person she could truly depend on.

      She stood there in his arms, wanting to melt into him but afraid she’d never stand on her own two feet again if she did.

      “Ma’am. Could I have a word with you?”

      Matt let go of her as a police officer approached. Questions filled the next thirty minutes, many of which she didn’t have the answers to. Questions like Do you have any enemies, or Is there any reason someone would want to burn your place to the ground?

      That probably wasn’t a direct quote, but that was the gist. When she first saw the fire, she’d assumed it was accidental, but with all the questions, she began to wonder. But she couldn’t think of anyone who would want to hurt her or her business. Not like that.

      Eventually, she called her crew and told them about the fire. She didn’t know what they’d do. It could be months before she was back up and running. Maybe longer.

      Minute by minute, the pounding in her head worsened. When the firetrucks and police finally cleared out, not having the flashing lights helped, but her headache refused to go away.

      A fireman had told her that the arson investigator would be by in a couple of days to determine the cause of the fire. Until then, there was nothing else they could do.

      “You should go,” Dru told Matt.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Get a hotel, I guess. My truck wasn’t damaged. At least I still have that.”

      “You can have the extra cabin on the boat.”

      “Thanks, but…” She didn’t have a ‘but,’ so she let the rest of the sentence fall away.

      Matt nodded as if he understood. “I’ll see you around, yeah?”

      “Sure.”

      He started walking backward toward his boat, and she stood there and watched until he finally turned around and headed across the vacant lot. She walked to her truck, the back of her throat dry and her lungs irritated from all the smoke. All she wanted now was a shower and a bed.

      Punching in the code on the door frame of her truck, she slid behind the wheel. Finding the keys in the center console where she’d left them with her wallet, she started the engine and turned on the headlights. She watched the smoke rise from what remained of her building and realized she hated the thought of being alone.

      Dru cut the engine, grabbed her wallet and keys, and started running across the field toward Matt’s boat.

      And Matt.

      But mostly the boat.

      Mostly.

      She made it to the dock as Matt started pulling the lines. “I’m coming with you,” she called out over the rumble of the engine.

      Matt looked up and grinned. Her stomach turned, but not like it had before when she’d thrown up in the field, but she didn’t have the energy to think about what that meant.

      “You change your mind?” Matt asked as he offered her his hand and helped her climb aboard. “You want to be my partner?”

      She stood on his deck, her hand still in his. “We’re not partners. I’m just not letting you out of my sight until I have my money.”

      He let her pull her hand free. “Fair enough.”

      She started to walk away, then stopped. “And Matt?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I get the big cabin.”
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      Under the red glow of the task light, Matt sat at the chart table behind the helm in the wheelhouse, the windows and door open, trying to catch as much of the March breeze as he could. At least the mosquitoes and no-see-ums had pitied him and called it a night.

      But it wasn’t the charts that he was looking at. It was journals and scribbled notes, coordinates and drawings, and dog-eared photocopied records that his great-uncle Travis had painstakingly researched and compiled. Anything and everything about the Annabel, her Captain namesake, her crew… her victims.

      It was all right there. Except it wasn’t.

      He was missing something.

      And the problem with missing something was that you didn’t know what that was until you stumbled onto it. And Matt hadn’t so much as stubbed a toe.

      He scrubbed the sleep and the smoke irritation from his eyes and went to refresh his now cold coffee. With Dru’s boatyard little more than charred wood and twisted metal, the pressure to find the Annabel sat like a two-ton anchor on his shoulders. The boatyard catching fire wasn’t his fault, but he owed Dru money. A lot of money. If the red tape with his great-uncle’s trust didn’t get resolved soon, he’d have to find another way to pay her back. And the Annabel seemed like the most promising way to accomplish that.

      Promising? Your great-uncle lived and died searching for the Annabel. Dru doesn’t have that kind of time. She can’t wait months or years or decades to get her money.

      Stepping out of the wheelhouse, he first maneuvered his way to the bow to have an unobstructed view of the destruction. They’d decided to stay tied to the dock near Dru’s boatyard because it was as good a place as any to stay the night, and there wasn’t anyone who cared enough to stop them.

      The blanket of stars fanned out behind a half-moon that lit the sky just enough for him to see the occasional wisps of smoke billowing up. The acrid scent of burnt oil, plastic, and anti-fouling paint hung around like an old acquaintance that had long since outstayed their welcome.

      Leaning on the railing, he took a sip of his cold coffee, ready to spend the rest of the night—like he had many nights before—poring over the research in the hopes of finding that needle in an ocean-sized haystack.

      The cicadas sang in the overgrown grasses near the shore, and here and there came the occasional splash as something hit the water’s surface. Beneath that, though… he heard… he heard… sobbing.

      The coffee soured on his tongue, and he debated whether he should leave the bow and give Dru her privacy or if he should check on her. They weren’t super close. Sure, in the time it had taken her to get his boat retrofitted, he’d come to respect and admire her talent and her drive, but it had been a business relationship. Nothing more.

      Besides, there was little he could do or say that could mitigate the sting of losing everything you owned.

      And to be fair, she didn’t strike him as the type of woman who needed a man’s shoulder to cry on. But…

      Fuck it.

      All he could do was be there for her. If she didn’t want him around, he had plenty of other things to keep him busy.

      He threw back the rest of his coffee and headed toward her cabin.

      When she’d claimed the big cabin, he hadn’t argued. She could have whatever she wanted. He’d sing and dance for her if he thought it would help, but he couldn’t sing to save his life, and he had three left feet, so the bigger cabin had been an easy thing to give up.

      It took two short sets of stairs to get from the bow to the main salon and galley. Matt ignored the rattle at the bottom of his lungs, chalking it up to the smoke irritating his still-healing lungs. Not wanting to think too much about it since he’d rather put the whole knife-in-the-chest-and-almost-dying thing from the summer before behind him.

      Hard to put it behind you when it could steal your ability to ever dive again. You know, the thing that comes in handy when you’re at the bottom of the ocean searching for treasure.

      He stuffed that thought down. Deep, deep down where no light could shine, and encourage it to grow. He’d dive again because not diving, not treasure hunting, wasn’t an option.

      Dru’s quiet sobs hit him as he took the three steps down to the main cabin in the bow, and the sound dropped him back a step. He leaned against the bulkhead, his head softly thudding against the wood as he waited for the tightness in his chest to wane.

      She sniffed. “Don’t just stand there like a creep.”

      Straightening, he said, “I’m not creeping. I came to check on you.”

      The top sheet covered her body, and she had a pillow over her head that muffled her “I’m fine.”

      “Clearly.” He stepped into the cabin. “Because people always cry themselves to sleep when life is treating them well.”

      She tossed the pillow at him and levered up on one elbow. “You’re not helping.”

      “Then tell me what I can do to help.” She looked him up and down, and he didn’t know why he knew what she was about to say next, but he did. “Besides forking over a pile of cash I can’t get my hands on at the moment.”

      She collapsed onto the mattress and pulled the sheet over her head. “Then go away.”

      He stayed for a second, maybe two. Had he expected her to change her mind? The smoke from the fire still clung to her clothes and hung heavy in the cabin like a bad exhaust leak. She needed a shower and probably something in her belly. She hadn’t had anything to eat since the cheese and crackers on their return trip to the boatyard, and they both knew what had happened to them.

      Even the quick jar spaghetti he’d whipped up as they’d settled onto the boat hadn’t brought her out of the cabin. He didn’t have many provisions on the boat. Nothing more than what he’d thrown on before the sea trials, anticipating taking his boat back to Wright’s Island for the formal kitting out.

      But he had a few days’ worth of clothes and food.

      And she had… absolutely nothing. Besides the clothes on her back and whatever she’d had in her truck.

      He backtracked to the salon and the rucksack he’d tossed beneath the table and pulled out a towel, underwear, athletic shorts, and a butter-soft, sun-bleached T-shirt from his last project off the coast of Greece, before he’d returned home and started his search for the Annabel.

      From the cabin’s doorway, he tossed everything on top of her. “Get up. Get a shower while I heat some food for you.”

      “I don’t want a shower, and I’m not hungry.” She burrowed deeper under the sheet. Seemed impossible, but she pulled it off.

      “Are you always this grumpy?”

      She threw the sheet back and glared at him. “Only when my business burns to the ground. Are you always this… this…” She waved her hand in his general direction. “This.”

      He smiled because what else could he do? “My sister says it’s my best quality.”

      “She’s lying to you.”

      A laugh escaped. “You’re probably not wrong. But seriously, you’ll feel better once you’re cleaned up.”

      “And then what?”

      Matt opened his mouth. Nothing prophetic fell out. He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      She sat, piling the clothes on the towel and making a bundle to take to the head with her. He turned to leave. “Hey, Matt?”

      He stopped but didn’t turn around. “Yeah?”

      “Thanks.”

      Glancing over his shoulder, he saw everything it was taking for her not to fall apart again. Her eyes were red and puffy, her cheeks blotchy. And all he wanted to do was scoop her up in his arms and tell her that everything was going to get better when he had no idea how far from the truth that could be. The last thing she needed from him was a lie.

      “You’re welcome.”

      He reheated the leftover spaghetti and pulled the garlic bread from the oven that he’d made from a slice of white bread, butter, and an off-brand bottle of garlic salt. It was by no means Michelin Star worthy, but it would stick to her ribs.

      If she ever got out of the shower.

      The water heater had to have long run cold, but the water tanks were full and closer to the engine than he sometimes preferred, so she wouldn’t freeze, and if it took all two hundred gallons of fresh water washing over her body to make her feel halfway human again, then she could have every last drop.

      While he waited, he snagged a couple of Travis’s journals from the wheelhouse and settled onto the stiff dinette cushions. His boat wasn’t luxurious by anyone’s standards, but it would get the job done.

      “Hey,” she said, looking a little sheepish as she stepped into the salon. “I’m sorry about before.”

      Matt jumped up and offered her his seat. It had the best light over the galley table. Plus, his bag was still under there, so it was a good place to lean back and prop your feet up. “Feel any better?”

      “Cleaner,” she said as she took the offered seat. “Not sure about better. I guess I’m still in shock. And I know everything I own and built is gone, but it feels like a glancing blow, like it really won’t hit me hard until later, and I’m already a mess.”

      Matt spooned noodles onto a plate and slathered them with a heaping serving of meaty sauce. He dropped the bread on the plate next and placed it on the table in front of her with a fork.

      “Smells good.”

      “Want a beer? Something stronger?”

      “Beer sounds good. Thanks.”

      Matt went out on deck and grabbed two cans of beer from the iced-down cooler since he’d saved the limited space in his refrigerator for food. He dropped each into a koozie and handed one to her.

      He took one of the leftover pieces of garlic bread off the stove and settled on the seat beside her. She opened her beer and slid one of his uncle’s journals in front of her, opening it to a random page.

      The booth around the table was ‘L’ shaped, and he settled into the corner and watched her while he ate. Not watch watch her. Like he mostly read the other journal while he nibbled on the crunchy bread and occasionally glanced up to see her reactions to what she was reading.

      She had one knee bent, her heel hooked on the edge of the bench, her T-shirt’s shoulders damp from her wet hair. From one page to the next and to the next, she continued to read until she’d devoured her plate of spaghetti and sucked her beer dry. He got up and quietly replenished the beer and the spaghetti, not wanting to disturb her concentration.

      Finally, when she’d almost made it through her second helping, she sat back and took a long swallow of her beer. “Wow. Your great uncle—or is it uncle?—was… thorough.”

      “He’s my great uncle, but that ‘great’ was always too much of a mouthful, so we always just called him our uncle. And someone not as generous as you might call him anal.”

      The tips of her lips tipped up. The first time he’d seen a semblance of a smile since they’d pulled up on the fire. “So, tell me, cowboy…”

      Why her calling him cowboy amused him, he didn’t know. Maybe because he didn’t hear any derision in her voice, only mild annoyance, which shouldn’t have made him smile the way it did. Matt reached for his beer. “Tell you what?”

      “Tell me what makes you think you can find the Annabel.”
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      “How much do you know about the Annabel?” Matt asked.

      “I’ve heard of it. Heard of people chasing after her. No one has caught up with her. And as much as you think you know where she went, the reality is she could be anywhere. And I know as well as anyone in this business that finding her is only the beginning. And that finding her doesn’t mean she has any treasure. So, pretty much what I said before. You’re chasing a ghost.”

      “My uncle found her.”

      The admission didn’t make her believe him any more than she had in the seconds before he said them. She turned in her seat, wrapping her arms around her knees as she leaned back. “I’m all ears.”

      “I was working on the Marigold.” Matt waved a hand in her general direction, and she glanced down at the T-shirt she wore with the words Marigold Project across the chest. “My uncle called, said he had news. Good news. The kind of news where you could hear the barely contained excitement in his voice. He sounded like a little kid getting to unwrap a present the night before Christmas. When I pressed him for clarification, he was tight-lipped, not trusting anyone on the boat who might overhear. He said he’d tell me as soon as I got back at the end of the summer. Only…”

      Matt glanced away and rubbed the back of his neck. In the soft glow of the galley light, the redness flamed on his cheeks. He took a deep, shuddering breath in and blew it out before continuing. “Only he died before I returned.”

      Of all the things she expected him to say, that hadn’t been one of them. It knocked whatever snarky reply she’d thought of right out of her mouth. “I’m… I’m so sorry.” And because they had nothing but time, she added, “You two were close.”

      It wasn’t a question. The quiet devastation in his voice said it all.

      He nodded and took another swig of his beer before he could respond with a rough, “Very.” For a few minutes, he didn’t seem like he’d say more, but then a slight smile softened his face, and she could tell his thoughts had gone inward. Back to a more pleasant memory. “He was more like a grandfather to Audrey and me.”

      “Audrey?” she asked.

      “My sister. We’d spend almost every day of our summer vacations at his house on Wright’s Island, and he’d tell us tall tales about Black Beard, Annabel Nibley, and all the other pirates of that era that history books had long since forgotten. But he hadn’t forgotten anything.”

      A twinge pinched her chest, and she had to bite down on the morsel of jealousy that, while he’d been told stories of swashbuckling pirates, she’d been told they had no money for food. Again.

      And again.

      And again.

      If nothing else, she’d gotten good at crabbing with a string and plucking oysters off the old pilings when no one was looking. Which was more often than not.

      “I was there,” Matt said, at last.

      The statement pulled her out of her thoughts. “There? For what?”

      “When my uncle found the H.L. Hunley. It was the—”

      She dropped her legs and sat forward. “A Confederate submarine. It was the first submarine to sink an enemy warship during a war. “Yeah, I know about the Hunley. Everyone around Charleston knows about it. It was in the newspaper on and off for years. I thought Clive Cussler found the Hunley.”

      “He provided financial support.” The light returned to Matt’s eyes, and Dru had to begrudgingly admit it looked good on him. Very good. “Cussler gave NUMA, the National Underwater and Marine Agency, money. However, archaeologist E. Lee Spence claimed to have found her in the seventies. My uncle was a consultant for NUMA. My uncle never had a boat of his own, but he’d built a reputation, and hunters hired him for his expertise.”

      “I can’t even imagine. What was it like?”

      “Like Christmas and Easter and Thanksgiving all rolled into one. Only it was bigger. So. Much. Bigger. They found her on her side, nearly swallowed whole by the pluff mud in only about thirty feet of water. Before we left the site, my uncle got permission to take Audrey and me down.”

      “Wait…” Dru was having one of those I-can’t-believe-I-just-met-a-rock-star moments. “You were there when they found her, and you got to dive on her?” She narrowed her eyes at him. “How old were you?”

      “Ten,” he said, without needing a second to think about his answer.

      Was he bullshitting her? Was this all part of his plan to get her to go along with his harebrained scheme to find the Annabel?

      “You look skeptical.” He smiled when he said it, not the least bit upset that she didn’t blindly trust every word out of his mouth.

      She cocked her head. “I’m trying to figure out your angle. You have good reason to lie, because you could use my help, but then again, a simple Google search could verify or debunk everything you just said, so…”

      She let the sentence fall off as she considered all the angles.

      “You won’t need Google,” Matt said as he slid out of the booth and pulled out the duffel bag from beneath the table. He scrounged around in the bag before standing with his hand closed around something. “Hold out your hands.”

      When she hesitated, he rolled his eyes. “Okay. Fine.”

      She held out her hand, and he dropped a small object into it. She held it up to the light. “It’s a… button?”

      He sat back in the booth beside her. “A button from one of the crewmen.”

      She turned it over in her hand. It could have been any old rusted Civil War-era button. She’d seen plenty of those in the museums in her time. But she knew it wasn’t. “How did they even let you keep that?”

      It was a small piece of metal, but she still set it gently on the table, afraid she’d somehow do irreparable damage to it.

      He shrugged. “I’m not sure. Audrey has one, too. It’s my good-luck charm.”

      “Good luck, huh?” Dru believed in good fortune. She just didn’t have much personal proof that it existed where she was concerned. “What kind of luck has it brought you?”

      “You,” he said, in a way that should have sounded cheesy but had so much sincerity that somehow it didn’t.

      “That wasn’t luck. My cousin referred you to me.”

      “Yeah, your cousin, who I met off the coast of Greece. The world’s too big for it not to be luck, or fate, or whatever you want to call it, to meet a guy with a cousin who retrofits boats for treasure hunters. It’s a pretty niche market. And that you had an opening in your schedule to fit my boat in.”

      “That’s only because the one scheduled for that time slot sank before the owners could have it towed here.”

      “See,” Matt said, all smiles. “Lucky me.”

      Dru tipped her chin at the button. “Is that why you do this? Because of that?”

      “It’s a big part of it. I was fascinated by the hunt before the Hunley was ever found, but after…” He tapped his chest. “I can’t describe what that does to you in here. And after finding that button, I’m not gonna lie, I was hooked.”

      Was it Matt’s infectious enthusiasm or her need to believe in something beyond herself when the rest of her world was imploding that made her pick up one of the journals? “Show me. Show me what in all this makes you think he found the Annabel.”

      Matt scooted out of the booth. “Want another beer?”

      After the day she’d had, she didn’t want to be clear-headed. “Definitely.”

      He went out on deck and returned with two more beers, slotting them into the koozies to keep the condensation off the table. A few moths flew in, and he gave them little more than a cursory swat before settling into the booth again. The moths zipped around the salon, only to zero in on the light above the galley, where they dive-bombed the light over and over again.

      “Well,” Matt confessed, “If you want direct proof that Travis found the Annabel, you’re going to be disappointed.”

      Some of her excitement faded, and she prepared herself for the hemming and hawing and half-truths. Instead, she got the full truth. At least as far as she could tell. “I can’t find any documentation of the coordinates anywhere in any of his journals.”

      “Because he died before he could tell you.”

      “Yes, but look at these…” Matt shuffled through a few of the journals laid out on the table. “You read part of one, what was your impression of Travis, of his work?”

      She absently flipped through a few of the pages, many of them dog-eared, coffee-stained, and smudged by a left hand writing too fast. But beneath all that, she couldn’t deny the painstaking detail. The drawings. The citations. Travis was as thorough a researcher as anyone she’d ever seen. Hell, if her father had shown even a fraction of the tenacity and resourcefulness that his great-uncle had, her father might have gotten lucky and stumbled upon a wreck that could have changed their lives. “That he doesn’t leave a stone unturned. That he follows every lead to the end. That he pulls on all the strings until it nearly wants to fall in his lap.”

      “Exactly,” Matt said as he slipped out of the booth again. He ducked under the table and then popped back up with an armload of similar leather-bound journals. He tossed them on the table one by one. “But in each of these, there’s nothing. I mean, sure, he has a lot of information about the Annabel, but no coordinates. No drawn map.”

      “I’m not sure I follow you.”

      “These are supposed to be all of his journals, but I think there’s one missing. Or more than one, I don’t know. A man like him documents everything. Everything he’s found about the Annabel is in these journals. Everything in these,” he said as he picked one up and then the other. “This was him gathering information. None of these includes his analysis. None of these shows the work he’d done, narrowing down the scope of his search.”

      He paced to the other side of the salon, which was about two steps, before turning around again.

      “So what you’re saying is that there are other journals out there. That you think there’s one that’s going to lead us to her.”

      Instead of answering, he said, “I know he found her. If you could have heard the excitement in his voice that day, you’d believe it, too.”

      Dru sat back. Not knowing what to believe, except that Matt wasn’t bullshitting her. He could be wrong. His great-uncle may not have found the wreck, but with everything Matt was, he believed Travis had.

      And really, Dru needed something to believe in, even if it turned out to be pure folly. “So, where do you think the missing journal is?”

      “It has to be at his house—my sister’s house now—hidden somewhere no one would expect to find it.”

      “His house on Wright’s Island.”

      “Yes. I’ve searched. But it has to be there somewhere. It didn’t just get up and walk away.”

      As much as she didn’t want to let Matt out of her sight until she had payment in hand for all the work she and her crew had done on his boat, she had her boatyard to deal with.

      “I can’t go to Wright’s Island. I’ve got the arson investigators and the insurance people to deal with. I’ll get a hotel in the morning. You can—”

      “Wait, that’s not what I’m getting at.”

      She scrubbed her face, the exhaustion finally starting to seep into her bones now that the adrenaline dump had vanished, leaving room for the beer to do what it did best. She dropped her hands into her lap. “Then what were you getting at?”

      “I want you to come with me. I want you working this with me. I meant what I said about wanting you as a partner. I mean a business partner,” he quickly clarified. Of course, because no one would be delusional enough to think she’d be acceptable as a romantic partner. She’d grown up on the wrong side of the crab traps for that.

      “I can’t leave,” she said again, hoping that the reiteration would sink into his head.

      “Then I’ll stay until you can.”

      She stared at him. He stared back, his gaze unwavering. “Wait. You mean that.”

      It came out as part question and part disbelieving statement.

      “Every word.” He slid into the booth again and gathered her hands in his. “Say you’ll partner with me. Honestly, I can’t promise we’ll find the Annabel. What I can promise is it’ll be one hell of a ride.”

      She didn’t need any more excitement in her life. She liked waking up, having her coffee, turning wrenches all day, then settling into her bed at night. Simple. Easy.

      Boring.

      And you have nothing keeping you here. Not anymore.

      “Okay,” Dru said, not knowing where the word came from and not caring where it had. Doing something was a hell of a lot better than sitting in Charleston feeling sorry for herself.

      Dru pulled her hands free and picked up the button from under one of the journals, the tarnished metal warm in her hand. Who knew? Maybe Matt was right after all.

      And maybe there was enough luck left in that button to go around.
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      “Okay?” Had Matt misheard her? She’d set the button aside and put her hands in his again, and maybe he couldn’t hear correctly over the buzzing in his brain from their joined hands.

      She pulled her hands free, a flush on her cheeks that wasn’t there mere moments before. “You sound shocked.”

      He heard her clearly that time. His hands still felt unusually warm, but not in the way that made you want to rub your hands on your pants and wipe away the sensation. It was the complete opposite. And Matt didn’t know what to think about that. Best not to think about it, especially if they were going to be business partners. That could get messy. “That’s because I am. I fully expected you to tell me to fuck right off.”

      The little scrunch in her nose told him he wasn’t far off the mark. “If the circumstances were different…”

      But they weren’t. Her boatyard had burned to the ground, and even if Matt had the cash on hand to pay her, it wasn’t nearly enough to rebuild. He knew that. She had to know that, too.

      She stared at the table, her eyes unfocused, her mind seemingly wandering. And although the fire hadn’t been his fault, he still felt a responsibility toward her. Even if she hadn’t agreed to partner with him, he wouldn’t have been able to just reverse his engines and wave goodbye. Not
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