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Lorali was gone.

Mitch stood dumbfounded, staring at the note in his hand. 

Darling, I’ve been called home suddenly to Lazarus Key. Lorali.

Ten simple words apparently ended a relationship of nearly three months. He turned the card over looking for something else. Three months together and she’d left after just ten words.

Mitch didn’t think he could just let her walk away.
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Mitch had been on the docks most of the day looking for passage to Lazarus Key. He was not alone in his quest. He was not, in fact, the sort of man who enjoyed being alone. He liked company, and female company too often liked him, which indirectly explained his most regular companion.

Kit Moran was four inches taller than Mitch, a shade over six-four, with fifty additional pounds of muscle and bone. The perfect companion for Mitchell Pembroke III, or so Mitchell Pembroke II had thought when he hired Kit to keep his son out of trouble.

On most levels, they were quite different—most unlikely friends. Mitch was the son of a steel tycoon from Pittsburgh; Kit from a blue-collar family in New Jersey. Yet Mitch had never been overly impressed by his father’s wealth and station and quickly grew to like the man who succeeded in keeping him out of fights he never quite understood were beginning.

Neither man was quite sure they should be making this journey. The fresh salt air and sunshine were encouraging, but the stodgy old sailors mending their nets and smoking their pipes were not. The Captain of the Princess proved the most helpful, although that was clearly not his intent. “Lazarus Key?” he asked them. “You mean that old island where they stashed the lepers?”

Mitch shrugged. He didn’t know about any lepers. All he knew was that Lorali lived there and he wanted to find out why she had left him. “I guess so. I only know the place is called Lazarus Key.”

The captain looked Mitch and Kit up and down. “You’re the second one to ask me about that today. You look smarter than the other guy. Why don’t you take some advice and just forget you ever heard of the place?”

“I can’t do that,” Mitch told him. “I’ve got to meet someone there.”

The captain sighed. “Chasing that Sinclair girl, I’ll bet. Well, I don’t care how pretty she is, she ain’t worth risking a voyage to Lazarus Key.” He started to return to his work, then thought twice about it. “Look, can you read a map?”

“Mr. Pembroke,” Kit informed him, “was a pilot during the Great War.”

Mitch colored with embarrassment, but the captain was evidently impressed. He disappeared into the Princess and came back with a nautical chart, spreading it on the dock between them. “Look, we’re here in Miami.” He pointed. “Here are what we call the Florida Keys. Lazarus Key isn’t really one of them. It’s way over here, nearly fifty miles west of the traditional keys and one hundred twenty miles south and west of Florida. It’s surrounded by some uncharted coral reefs. Practically no one alive knows the way in and out of those reefs. It’d be suicide for just about anyone besides the Sinclairs to try and pilot a boat in or out of that harbor. I won’t try, and you won’t find a sane pilot in this town who will try it either.”

Mitch looked at the map and tried to decide if his own sailing skills would be adequate. His father could afford the boat, and he was fairly certain he could get Kit and himself to the island, but he had to admit that he had no reason to believe that he could find a way through the reefs.

“Those waters are full of sharks,” the captain added to discourage him, “tiger, gray reef, you name it.”

“You said that no one sane would take us,” Kit noted, a small part of him wondering why he was helping Mitch to do something that was clearly stupid. “Do you know someone insane enough to try it?”

The captain sighed and spit. “Just what that other fool said. Captain Jack and the Lucky Lady is who you should ask for. Let it be on your own heads.”

“Captain Jack?” Mitch asked him, his voice brightening with anticipation.

The reply lacked any enthusiasm. “He learned the route in the Yellow Fever days. You’ll find him at the end of the wharf.”
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“Lazarus Key, you say? Seems like the whole town wants to go to Lazarus Key.” Captain Jack rubbed his hands together and leapt onto the dock. “Let’s see your money.”

He was a dry and weather-beaten man whose shock of white hair made him look seventy, even if his spry movements were those of a much younger man.

Mitch took a fold of crisp 1925 bank notes out of his pocket as a fat stranger in a cheap suit came out of the small cabin behind Jack and onto the deck of the Lucky Lady. “Hey,” the fat man bellowed. “What do you think you’re doing? I’ve chartered this boat!”

Captain Jack continued to watch Mitch count bills. “I know you’ve chartered it,” he retorted, “but we’re all going to the same place and there’s plenty of room on the Lady.”

“I chartered this boat and it’s not big enough for more than you and me,” the fat man insisted,

Kit stepped lightly onto the deck. The Lucky Lady was thirty foot from stem to stern with a cabin, a single mast and an inboard motor. Under normal circumstances it should be able to carry six or seven passengers, but if the fat man wanted trouble Kit would oblige him. “That may be true,” he conceded, “considering your enormous girth, but Mr. Pembroke and I are coming. If you don’t like that you can wait for Mr. Jack’s next trip.”

“Captain,” the old sea dog protested. “I’m Captain Jack.”

The fat man blustered up next to Kit until he was practically spitting in his face. “I chartered this boat!” 

“Too bad about the stomach ache,” Kit apologized.

“Huh?”

Kit jabbed a hard left into the man’s paunch and watched him sit down hard on the deck.

“Hey now, that ain’t half bad,” Captain Jack applauded. “Glad you boys settled that because we’ve got another passenger to pick up in the Keys.” He tucked the money Mitch paid him into his pants and busied himself freeing the mooring lines.

“You mind if we get our things before you sail?” Mitch asked him.

“Mind?” Captain Jack repeated. “No, I don’t mind. Course the Lady’s sailing now. I won’t be here when you get back.”

Helpless against such logic, Mitch looked to Kit who clearly had no easy answer for him. Not knowing what else to do, Mitch stepped onto the Lady’s deck.

“You two guys must be as dumb as the kid I’ve come out here to find,” the fat man told him.
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“Name’s Charlie Diamond.”

The fat man started talking about ten minutes after the Lucky Lady eased away from the docks and Captain Jack raised the sails. Neither Mitch nor Kit responded immediately and after a few moments of silence, Charlie spoke again.

“That’s quite a hammer you’ve got there, big guy. You fight professionally?”

“I’ve been a few rounds,” Kit admitted.

“Kit’s been more than a few rounds.” Mitch laughed. “He’d have been a contender if the war hadn’t intervened.”

“He sure showed fatso a thing or two,” Captain Jack agreed.

Charlie snapped his fingers a couple of times. “Kit . . . Kit . . . Kit Moran!”

“In the flesh,” Kit admitted, far more pleased to be recognized than he wanted to admit.

Charlie was clearly excited. “You fought Mickey Malone in Chicago in 1923. That’s my hometown. I made a fortune that night.”

Kit tried to be modest, which clearly wasn’t easy. They were talking about his final fight and his last great win. “Mickey wasn’t used to an opponent who wasn’t willing to take a dive.”

“That’s just what I thought.” Charlie laughed. “I heard somewhere that you wouldn’t take a fall. Won a hundred bucks that night.”

“So why are you heading out to Lazarus Key, Charlie?” Mitch asked.

“That’s my employer,” Kit announced. “His name’s Mitch Pembroke.”

“Dad’s your employer,” Mitch corrected him. “I’m your friend.”

“Whatever you say, Mr. Pembroke,” Kit agreed.

“So, like I was asking,” Mitch continued, “why Lazarus Key, Charlie?”

Charlie considered Mitch for a moment, noting the expensive clothes and the dashing good looks. “I’m searching for someone like you—handsome and well-to-do, but a few years younger. The boy’s name is Eddie Mason, and his father hired me to come down to Miami and find out what happened to him.”

“Last winter,” he continued, watching Mitch closely for any reaction, “Eddie met Lorali Sinclair and fell head-over-heels in love with her.” Kit and Captain Jack found their eyes moving toward Mitch as well. “In December, Eddie followed the girl home after her brother sent word that he needed her at Lazarus Key. He never came back again, and the Sinclairs told my employer that his son never arrived on their island. Mr. Mason and I suspect differently.” Charlie wrapped up his story by asking Mitch a question. “You still want to go out to Lazarus Key?”

“Does he want to go?” Captain Jack asked. “Of course he does, fatso. You don’t think a young man’s going to worry about what happened to the girl’s last suitor, do you? He wants her for himself. Happy not to have the competition, I’ll bet. Wouldn’t change his mind even if I told him I dropped Eddie off on the shore myself, which I did.”

“If you landed him safely on the shore,” Kit asked, “then what happened to him?”

“Can’t rightly say, now can I? Could be he left the path to the house and got lost in the swamps. Could be the spirits got him—lots of dead things buried out there on Lazarus Key. Could be lots of things.”

“It doesn’t really matter,” Mitch observed. “I need to know why Lorali left, not why Eddie didn’t.”
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At Key Largo they took on Miss Agnes Tharpe, a scholarly woman in her early forties with masters degrees in history and anthropology. Unlike Charlie Diamond, she was not the slightest bit discomforted by the presence of unexpected companions in the boat, and if anything was happy to have a captive audience to lecture about the importance of her journey.

“Well, I don’t know how much I can presume you know about the history of these parts,” Miss Tharpe began.

“Absolutely nothing,” Mitch assured her, while Captain Jack insisted he knew more than any of them.

“Well then,” she continued, in what was clearly a classroom manner, “perhaps I should begin with a bit of general history. Lazarus Key was discovered by a Captain P’druza when the Spanish still ruled this part of the world. P’druza was searching for gold and the Fountain of Youth, but occasionally he took time out from his hunting to note other matters of interest. On one voyage he was forced to put in at Lazarus Key to escape a tropical storm and lost part of his hull in doing so. While he was repairing his vessel, he noted that certain natives from the neighboring Keys carried their dead to Lazarus to bury them. When questioned, these natives claimed that they were appeasing spirits, guardians of the dead which they called a-cha-te. P’druza translated this term as those who hunger. We have no other reference to these a-cha-te, probably because the natives disappeared shortly after this. They were the victims of a European disease which they doubtless caught from P’druza.”

“Very colorful,” Charlie commented, “but what’s it have to do with the price of tea in China?”

“Yes, of course it’s colorful.” Miss Tharpe made an effort to ignore Charlie’s question and suppress her irritation. “But what is really interesting is that after the Spaniard repaired his vessel and moved on, he returned twice more to the island for fresh water and supposedly buried a fortune there in doubloons and Aztec gold.”

“So, you’re treasure hunting?” Charlie asked, still searching for the woman’s interest. Truth to tell, Charlie could be convinced to take some time off from his search for Eddie if there was a fortune in gold to be discovered.

“Of course not,” Miss Tharpe growled. “I am an historian. I’m simply trying to explain to you the background of my interest in Lazarus Key.”

“And it’s really quite interesting,” Mitch placated her. “Do you know how the Sinclairs came to live on the island?”

Miss Tharpe seized eagerly upon Mitch’s interest. “That is particularly fascinating. The founder of the family, Robert Sinclair was an American Tory who was run out of Charleston after the American Revolution. He was a very wealthy slave trader with a decidedly sadistic streak. In 1790, he bought Lazarus Key from the Spanish crown and set up a sugar plantation on it. It is said he enforced discipline on his slaves by cutting off the hands and feet of those who disobeyed him.

“Fortunately, some of his successors proved to be more humane. In 1868 when Yellow Fever struck Florida, Carl Sinclair, Robert’s grandson, volunteered the use of Lazarus Key as a burial ground for victims. He said that his plantation had been shut down by an onslaught of malaria nine years earlier and in exchange for a token bounty, agreed to take the infected bodies off Florida’s hands. More than five thousand corpses were shipped to him.”

“My Pappy made some of those runs,” Captain Jack piped in. “Stank something terrible, but it was all good money. A lot of the bigger ships didn’t want anything to do with them.”

“Really? How interesting,” Miss Tharpe lied, clearly preferring to relate her story unassisted. “During the 1880s the island was turned into a leprosarium, which I understand fell out of use at the turn of the century. I believe that only the Sinclairs, themselves, and perhaps a handful of the descendants of the plantation slaves still inhabit Lazarus Key.”

Mitch had been following Tharpe’s account carefully, but couldn’t quite put all of the pieces together. “So why exactly is it that you’re going there, Miss Tharpe?”

“Well, isn’t it obvious?” she asked him.

“I’m afraid not,” Mitch admitted. From their blank expressions, Charlie, Kit and Captain Jack clearly agreed.

“The doubloons, of course,” she replied as if this explained everything. “Spanish doubloons have been showing up on the coin market in Miami. I think they might have come from P’druza’s hoard. I was able to trace the seller through the dealers. Her name is Lorali Sinclair. So I wrote to her, and her brother, Derek, responded, inviting me to come and examine their collection. This is a tremendous opportunity to learn more about P’druza’s voyages and the early history of Lazarus Key. Who knows what I might find? I’ll probably end up writing the history of this unique little island.”

“Just so long as it doesn’t write yours,” Captain Jack laughed.
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The storm loomed darkly on the horizon, just as storms must have appeared in P’druza’s day. With remarkable speed, the clouds stretched out across the water and blotted out the morning sky, leaving four tired and unhappy passengers holding tightly to the boat. Captain Jack just laughed and refused to lower the sails.

“Been at sea all my life,” he reminded them, shouting to be heard over the storm. “Not going to let a little squall slow me down, now, am I?”

“But how can you navigate?” Mitch wondered. He counted off the problems on his fingers. “No sun, no stars, barely enough light to read your compass by...”

“I’ll know it when we’re close,” Captain Jack assured him. “Don’t you worry none. I’ll feel it in me bones.”

“And the reefs?” Mitch shouted back, feeling even less confidant.

“Won’t be no problem,” Captain Jack replied. “With the wind whipping the waves into a frenzy, we’ll just pass right over those reefs and land gently on the shore.”

That, Mitch thought glumly, was probably what P’druza had told his own crew on their first voyage.
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Mitch clung tightly to the gunwale, facing into the storm. Captain Jack had finally reefed the sails, but the craft seemed impossibly frail to hold its own in these waters. Waves rose to blot out the dismal sky before crashing curtains of ocean through the thick sheets of rain.

Kit, when Mitch could see him, was turning ever darker shades of green and spewing a day’s worth of meals upon himself and the deck. Was it worth it to have brought him here to this? Was any woman worth the life of his friend? Mitch hadn’t known Kit might drown when he insisted they follow Lorali.

That final night in Miami continued to haunt him; his final night with her. Mitch could see it—could not help but see it—each time he closed his eyes. Their table by the window had overlooked the moonlit water. They feasted on shelled shrimp, pink and hot, washed down with water because with Prohibition they couldn’t order wine. Candles illuminated the table, the dancing flames reflecting in Lorali’s beautiful golden eyes.

Mitch had asked Lorali to come home with him to meet his father. He had taken her small, tanned hand in his and asked her to come to Pittsburgh. She must have understood. Why else would she have grown serious and answered, “But then my brother might insist on meeting you.”
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“Land ho!” Captain Jack proclaimed.

Mitch’s eyes snapped open as his mind lurched back to the little boat in the darkness. Salt water slapped his face as the Lucky Lady dropped beneath him. Nothing appeared to have changed—not the waves, the darkness, nor the storm.

“Land ho!” Captain Jack announced again as the Lucky Lady stood upright to crest the next wave. She smacked back down into the water again with a splash, blotting out the far more serious crash of waves ahead of them. The roar of the sea began to overpower the thunder of the storm.

“Captain Jack?” Mitch shouted. “Was that?”

“That’s right, Sonny,” Captain Jack’s gleeful voice had no problem cutting through the storm. “Those waves are hitting the reefs. Your girl’s island will be right behind them. Now you’ll learn why I call her the Lucky Lady.”

Before Mitch could move or answer, the tortured sound of rending wood split the air.

Captain Jack kept right on laughing.
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The Lucky Lady did reach shore, but much like P’druza’s vessel before it, it wouldn’t find another one until the gash was removed from its hull. To know just how much work it would need, the passengers and Captain Jack would have to wait until the storm broke. Until then, they were in dire need of shelter.

“Are you sure this is Lazarus Key?” Mitch asked. All he could see were trees bent over by the wind and waves pounding the shoreline—nothing that could be recognized as a landmark.

“Sure, I’m sure,” Captain Jack insisted. “I said so, didn’t I?”

“How do you know?” Mitch asked again.

“Ain’t no other place it could be,” Captain Jack insisted. “Besides, where else would you see all those crosses but Lazarus Key?”

“Crosses?”

“Sure, hundreds of them all around. Ain’t another place in the world like Lazarus Key.”

Mitch squinted into the storm again. He was astonished to discover that Captain Jack was correct. Crosses dotted the landscape in all directions as the land climbed away from the lagoon. A few were made of stone, but most were wood, and the majority of those in a bad state of decay. “What? Why?”

“Sort of takes your breath away, don’t it?” Captain Jack agreed. “Course it shouldn’t come as no surprise now, should it? I mean, what else do they do out here but bury people? Those Indians, the slaves, all those sick bodies, and the lepers—I’d say those hungry spirits like to be fed.”

The old man climbed up onto his beached boat, laughing to himself. “In the morning,” he told Mitch, “when the storm breaks, I’ll be able to tell you how long it will take me to fix the Lady again. You’ll have just that long to figure out how much it’s worth to you to leave Lazarus Key and go home again.”
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The four passengers struggled up the trail toward the Sinclair mansion. Captain Jack had refused to leave the Lucky Lady, and the longer they walked past row after row of grave markers, the wiser the old man had seemed to be. Large or small, ornate or crude, fresh or rotten, crosses appeared to be the one uniform feature of the island. The wind howled ferociously, the rain pounded mercilessly, and the crosses continued to grow and dwindle as the group passed by them in the darkness.

Kit was carrying a small bundle of things he had borrowed from Captain Jack since he and Mitch had not had the chance to bring any of their own belongings. Mitch struggled along with Miss Tharpe’s large suitcase while Charlie huffed and puffed with his own luggage.

The mansion—and it was a mansion—was shuttered tightly against the storm. Mitch put down Tharpe’s suitcase and manhandled the brass knocker while Kit carefully surveyed their surroundings.

Sounds of life followed, and Mitch was suddenly uncharacteristically aware of his appearance—a more than two-day growth of beard combined with rumpled, dirty, soaking clothes. He didn’t even want to consider how foul he and Kit must smell. It was hardly the way he had imagined arriving at the home of the woman he loved. Neither was there anything he could do to fix it before the door swung open and exposed the four castaways to the lantern light inside.

A well-dressed colored servant appraised the group. Faced with reality and not his imagination, Mitch instantly recovered his poise. He might as well have been dressed in a hundred-dollar suit in his father’s house in Pennsylvania as be shipwrecked and rain-soaked on Lazarus Key. He addressed the servant with confident assurance. “Would you inform Miss Sinclair that Mitchell Pembroke and his friends have come to call upon her?”

The servant pulled the door open wider to give them room to enter. If he was surprised by their appearance, he gave no indication. He spoke with a pleasant Caribbean patois. “I’ll tell Miss Sinclair that you’re here.”

As the servant left the room, Kit moved closer to his employer. “Did you notice anything unusual about him, Mr. Pembroke?”

“You saw it, too?” Charlie asked.

“Saw what?” Miss Tharpe wondered, saving Mitch from having to show his own ignorance.

“One hand,” Charlie answered. “That servant had only one hand.”

“Just like in the stories,” Kit affirmed.

“How terrible!” Miss Tharpe exclaimed.

“Do you suppose it was an accident?” Mitch wondered. Much as he didn’t want it to be, Lorali’s house and Lazarus Key grew more depressing and disturbing the more he learned about them.

“Let’s just say I brought my .38 for good reason,” Charlie answered.

Mitch was skeptical as to the current usefulness of a gun. He was taking no comfort from the one-shot derringer in his own pocket. Modified to take a single .45 cartridge, he had plenty of reason to doubt its utility after his dousing in the storm. His hunting rifles and target pistols were back in Miami at the Fontainebleau.
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“Mitch?”

Lorali swept into the room, her long dark tresses flowing behind her lithe frame as she hurried to throw her arms around Mitch’s neck. Her bold kiss was all excitement and pleasure without a hint at the problems or concern that had caused her to run away from Miami. For his part, Mitch caught Lorali up and hugged her, absolutely convinced in that moment that following Lorali here was what she had wanted him to do. All gloom and suspicion fled from his head. He put her down only when she began to squirm against his wet chest.

“What are you doing here?” Lorali asked him, her voice half-swallowed in a delighted giggle. “How on earth did you find me? And for God’s sake, I know it’s raining, but how did you get so wet?”

“The water came with the shipwreck,” Mitch teased. “And what else was I supposed to do? You left without saying goodbye.”

“I left you a note,” Lorali protested.

“Ten words,” Mitch reminded her.

“A-hem!” Miss Tharpe cleared her throat. “I really don’t want to interrupt your reunion,” she insisted as she went on to do just that, “but it has been a very tiring journey and we will all get deathly ill if we don’t get out of these wet things.”

“How rude of me,” Lorali apologized, even as she realized she didn’t know who two of the people with Mitch were.

“This is Miss Agnes Tharpe,” Mitch assisted her. “She was invited here by your brother to explore the history of the island.”

“Of course, Miss Tharpe,” Lorali responded. “I didn’t realize you would be coming so soon. Derek will be so pleased.”

“I wrote you a letter,” Miss Tharpe protested.

“I’m sure that you did,” Lorali soothed her. “But our postal service depends on Miguel taking the yacht into the keys and sometimes things get lost. Derek will be so excited you’re here. He’s been so eager to meet you.”

Having reassured Miss Tharpe, Lorali turned toward the private investigator.

“Charlie Diamond,” he introduced himself, clearly taken aback by Lorali’s grace and beauty. Hearing she was pretty was one thing. Seeing her in the flesh was something else entirely. Her lightly tanned body was soft and lithe, and long ebony tresses framed the most intriguing eyes that he had ever seen. Almost golden, the eyes were as rich as her angelic voice.

“Charlie was a passenger on our boat,” Mitch informed Lorali, suddenly embarrassed by Charlie’s mission and wanting to delay the awkward moment when Lorali learned he was looking for her old boyfriend.

“Nice to see you again, Miss Sinclair,” Kit greeted her.

“And you, Kit,” Lorali agreed, “although I can scarcely believe you let Mitch traipse all the way out here.” She entwined her arm around Mitch’s. “Although I’m delighted that you did, darling.”

“Mr. Pembroke gives the orders, Miss Sinclair,” Kit reminded her, far less comfortable than his employer with their surroundings. “I’m just around to make sure they get obeyed.”

He hoped anyone listening understood what he was saying.
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“Mr. Pembroke, I don’t like any of this,” Kit announced for the umpteenth time in the past hour.

The two men were speaking in Mitch’s room on the second floor of the Sinclair house. Kit had been given the room across the hall, but had abandoned it to talk with Mitch while they waited their turn for a bath and shave. Miss Tharpe was more than taking her time in the bathroom and the Sinclairs seemed short on servants to help prepare the water.

Mitch’s room, like the rest of the house, readily revealed the less favorable signs of age. The curtains and bedspread were threadbare and faded. The paneling on the walls was warped and cracked. The floor groaned interminably whenever either man shifted his weight. All in all, Mitch would say that the Sinclairs were putting up the brave front that many wealthy families attempted when confronted with the limit of their means. It would be good to take Lorali out of this place.

“Mr. Pembroke,” Kit said again, wishing that Mitch would at least argue with him. Both men were half-dressed and draped with blankets.

“I’m in love with her, Kit,” Mitch acknowledged. Hardly a startling observation, and certainly not an answer to Kit’s concerns.

Sighing, the ex-boxer stopped cleaning his Colt .45 and put aside the gun oil he had discovered in the sea locker where he had protected his firearm from the elements. Kit didn’t like guns, but he had decided early on that if he were to take his responsibilities as Mitch’s bodyguard seriously, he would have to be prepared for anything. Mitch had laughed when he had seen Kit’s first choice of weapon and had bought him the Colt the following Christmas. “If you’re going to carry a gun,” Mitch had advised him, “you might as well make sure it’s one that can do the job.”

“I know you love her...Mitch, but you have to keep your wits about you. It’s like going into the ring against a friend. You don’t want to hurt him but you have to protect yourself.”

Mitch smiled. “I think that’s the first time you’ve called me by my name.”

“I never thought your father would approve,” Kit confided.

That was probably true. Mitchell Pembroke II liked his employees to keep a respectful distance from the family. “Well, I approve,” Mitch told him. “If my father complains, tell him you earned the right at Lazarus Key.”

“Mr. Pembroke?”

“At least you seem to think you will. What is it you’re worried is going to happen?”

“I don’t know...Mitch, but this isn’t a good place.”

“What are you afraid of?” Mitch asked again. “Those who hunger? All of those graves? This isn’t No Man’s Land again, Kit. It’s just...Lorali’s strange home.”

“I’m not afraid,” Kit insisted, “just worried. What happened to Eddie Mason and to Joseph’s hand? I’m worried that no one knows we’re here and our boat might not be able to take us home again. And I’m especially concerned that you sat there and watched me clean my gun for twenty minutes without working on your own derringer. It used to be that you wouldn’t let dew get on a gun without thoroughly cleaning it when you got the chance.”

Mitch took the derringer out of his pocket and looked at it. “I was worried about what Lorali would think if she found me cleaning it.”

Kit tossed him an oily rag while Mitch ejected the wet cartridge. 

“Lorali isn’t going to hurt me,” he insisted.

“How can you be so sure?” Kit asked him. “It seems to me that she already has.”
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Mitch and Kit came down to the main floor at dinner time still tired after the boat trip but anxious to mingle with people again. Miss Tharpe sat by herself in an overstuffed chair making notes in her journal. Charlie Diamond was busy refilling his glass from a bottle of rum on the bar. Neither Lorali, her brother, nor the one-handed servant was present.

Charlie took a large swallow, then topped off his glass again. His eyes darted up nervously as the two men entered the room, but relaxed when he saw that it was only Mitch and Kit. He stumbled across the room and planted himself in front of them. “Am I glad to see you guys. I haven’t been feeling too welcome while I was waiting for you to come down.”

Mitch stepped around Charlie and poured himself a drink. “May I get you something, Kit?” He raised his voice. “Miss Tharpe?”

“Not right now, Mr. Pembroke,” Kit answered.

Miss Tharpe looked up from her journal and smiled patiently. “I believe that if you look at your map, Mr. Pembroke, you’ll discover that since the end of the Spanish American War, Lazarus Key has been United States’ territory. It is therefore governed by the prohibition against the consumption of alcoholic beverages.”

Charlie scowled, but Mitch lifted his glass. “Here’s to Prohibition.”

Before Mitch could actually drink, Charlie started complaining again. “They just aren’t friendly. I mean, I’ve been shipwrecked, for Christ’s sake. Why aren’t they making me feel welcome?”

“I can’t imagine why,” Mitch responded without any trace of sincerity. “Did you tell them why you’ve come? That should have them gushing with warmth and affection.”

Charlie gulped his drink.

Kit called for Mitch’s attention. “Mr. Pembroke.”

Mitch turned to find the room had grown more crowded. A short and muscular Hispanic man had quietly wheeled a golden-eyed invalid into the room. The invalid’s features were slightly darker than Lorali’s and the curl in his hair suggested African ancestry, which Mitch immediately realized Lorali must share as well. Not that it mattered to him, but his father would throw a fit when he found out. Not that he wasn’t already going to be angry that Mitch wanted to marry a woman whose family wealth was in obvious decline—just one more obstacle to a lifetime of happiness with Lorali.

Mitch smoothly offered the invalid his hand, hoping he hadn’t overheard his conversation with Charlie. “You must be Lorali’s brother. I’m glad to finally get the chance to meet you.”

The man’s grip was surprisingly firm. “I, as well, Mr. Pembroke. Lorali has hardly stopped talking about you since she came home. My name is Derek Sinclair.”

“Please call me Mitch, and let me introduce my friend, Kit Moran. We’re sorry to drop in on you unannounced like this, but you’re a little hard to get in touch with in advance.”

Derek didn’t offer his hand to Kit. “I’m just pleased you made it safely through the reefs,” he assured Mitch. “So few people do these days. We have far too few visitors.” He was a handsome man—even if his legs beneath the blanket which covered them refused to set just right.

Miss Tharpe cleared her throat a moment before Mitch could introduce her. Derek hastened to correct the oversight. “Miss Tharpe,” he apologized, “I hope you’ll forgive me for not coming to meet you when you arrived, but I was sorting through the family papers and I thought it best to let you recover a bit from your journey.”

“Of course I understand,” Miss Tharpe assured him. “I’ve just been sitting here admiring this wonderful old house. Does it date back to Robert Sinclair?”

“Yes, Grandfather Robert built this for his wife when he started the sugar plantation. One of his many legacies. My father and grandfather tried to turn it into a leprosarium, but that was never a successful venture.” He gestured toward his legs beneath their blanket. “With my infirmity, I didn’t feel I had the strength to carry on the operation, and from what I understand there’s very little need anymore. Leprosy is no longer as common as it was during the nineteenth century, although it still surfaces occasionally.”

“Is that what’s wrong with your legs?” Charlie intruded.

Derek eyed the fat man from top to bottom, taking in the cheap suit and the empty glass of rum. “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.”

Charlie wiped his hand on his jacket and stuck it out toward Derek. “Charlie Diamond.”

Derek looked at the hand but did not take it. Charlie awkwardly pulled it away. His eyes danced around the room looking for help and settled uncomfortably on the Hispanic man.

“To answer your question, Mr. Diamond, yes, I have leprosy. It is yet another legacy I’ve inherited from my ancestors. Lorali has been more blessed.”

As if on cue, Lorali stepped into the room radiating charm and grace. Every eye turned to see her, and the men were in no hurry to look away. Mitch offered Lorali his arm and led her back to the others.

“Kit,” she apologized, “I’m afraid that suit of Daddy’s just doesn’t do you justice.” She went on, explaining to her brother, “Kit was the best-dressed man in Miami. I think he’s the real secret of Mitch’s success with the ladies.”

“A man of many talents,” Mitch agreed.

“I’m grateful for the clothes just the same,” Kit thanked Lorali. “I prefer to wear a shirt when I’m not in the ring.”

“Our loss I’m sure,” Lorali answered, drawing a frown from Miss Tharpe and Derek and an embarrassed retreat into silence from Kit.

“I’m sure our guests are hungry,” Derek announced. “And I need to be careful not to over exert myself. Miss Tharpe, I look forward to spending more time with you in the morning.”

“You’re not going to stay for dinner?” Miss Tharpe asked, clearly disappointed.

“I’ll eat something later,” Derek assured her. “If you’ll excuse me? Miguel, take me to my room.”

Obediently, the Hispanic wheeled the chair into the hall, leaving Charlie looking nervously after him.
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“I think I recognize Miguel,” Charlie told Kit.

Dinner had ended, Miss Tharpe had retired, and Lorali was singing while Mitch tried to accompany her on the piano. He was remarkably good, but with the piano thirty years out of tune, there wasn’t much that he could do. Fortunately the storm dampened most of the off-key noise, leaving Lorali’s voice to float across the room.

“You’re from Chicago,” Kit protested. “How are you going to recognize him?”

“I’ve been around,” Charlie insisted, “and I’ve been to Cuba once or twice, and I’m telling you that is Miguel Sanchez.”

“Never heard of him.”

“He killed a few men when I was over there last.” Charlie wet his lips. “Chopped them up with a machete. Even killed a woman and her little baby. That man is pure crazy.”

“Really?” Kit was not certain he wanted to credit Charlie Diamond. “Why isn’t he in prison?”

“Disappeared,” Charlie explained. “No one knows where he is.”

“Well, I do,” Kit stated as he put down his drink.

Charlie grabbed hold of Kit’s arm. “What are you going to do?”

Kit pulled free of the fat man. “Take care of this!”

He strode across the room to Miguel. “Are you Miguel Sanchez?”

The Hispanic remained silent.

“Did you kill those men in Cuba?”

“What’s going on?” Lorali asked.

“Just a moment,” Kit said. “Are you—”

“Yes, he is, Mr. Moran.” Derek Sinclair slowly wheeled himself back into the drawing room. “Yes, he is and yes, he did.”

“What’s going on?” Lorali asked again.

“It would appear, my dear,” Derek told her, “that Mr. Moran or Mr. Diamond has recognized Miguel. He was involved in some trouble in Havana. There were some deaths—nothing you needed to be concerned with.”

“They weren’t just deaths.” Charlie rediscovered something of the brash investigator who had tried to keep Mitch and Kit off the Lucky Lady. “He butchered those men.”

“That was all a misunderstanding,” Derek insisted, “a matter of self-defense. And in any event, it is all well behind him. Now Miguel works for me and he avoids spontaneous fighting.”

“That’s a rather unusual background for a servant,” Mitch commented.

“Not so unusual in these parts,” Derek corrected him. “Miguel is very useful to me, especially since my mobility is restricted.” He motioned toward his legs beneath their blanket. “He and Joseph are all the help we have these days.

“Now if this has been resolved I—”

“No,” Kit insisted. “It has not been resolved.”

He poked his finger into Miguel’s chest. “If anyone here shows up missing, even for a little while... If anyone is suddenly missing a finger, a foot, or a hand... If anything bad happens at all, I’ll come looking for you. You better make sure that doesn’t happen.”

Miguel’s eyes tightened on Kit’s. 

Derek ordered him to leave. “Miguel, you’re clearly making my guests uneasy. Why don’t you retire for the evening?”

Miguel continued to stare hard at Kit.

“Miguel!” Derek commanded.

With a sharp glance at his employer, the Cuban turned and stalked away.

“And now, if I may?” Derek asked Kit with exaggerated politeness. “Good.” He turned to Charlie Diamond. “It occurs to me, Mr. Diamond, that you never explained why you were on the boat with my other guests.”

Charlie retained his restored confidence, emboldened by the departure of Miguel. “I’m looking into the disappearance of Eddie Mason,” Charlie told him, looking carefully for a reaction from either Sinclair.

Derek gave him one—a long glance in the direction of Mitch and Lorali. “Oh, yes, Eddie Mason. He was the last pretty face to turn my sister’s head. Mr. Pembroke, here, will be pleased to know that he’s already lasted a few weeks longer than him.

“As I told Mr. Mason in my letter, I’ve never seen his son. He never arrived at Lazarus Key. And I’ve nothing further to say on the matter.”

“That’s not what Captain Jack says,” Charlie noted. “He says he dropped Eddie off on the shore near where we came in.”

“Does he?” Derek might have been surprised, or he simply might not have cared. “That old trespassing fool might know something. He might even have brought him here, but that doesn’t change the fact that I didn’t see him.”

“I wonder if Miguel did,” Mitch mused, a little too loudly.

Lorali’s eyes widened with disbelief, then she whirled away from Mitch and hurried out of the room.

Derek’s laughter followed Mitch as he hastened after her.
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“Lorali, wait!”

Mitch caught up with the woman he loved at the door to her bedroom. “Wait, please, I’m sorry for what I said.”

She pulled free of his hand and flung herself into the room. Mitch prevented the door from slamming in his face.

“Go away!”

“I love you.”

“You think I helped to kill Eddie.”

“No! I don’t think you had anything to do with it,” Mitch assured her, crossing to sit next to where she had sprawled face down on the bed. “But I do think Eddie died,” he admitted.

“You’ve got to get out of here,” Lorali told him.

“Why, Lorali? I love you!”

“Derek,” she whispered in the darkness, “is jealous of you.”

“Jealous?” Mitch hesitantly tried the word, afraid of what it might mean.

“You’re handsome and strong, able to get about in the world,” her words were reassuring for what they didn’t say. “You have to leave here. When the storm breaks, get back in your boat and go to Florida. If you stay, I’m afraid of what he might do.”

“Come with me, Lorali.”

“Mitch...don’t—”

“Come with me,” he asked again.

“It’s not going to work between us,” Lorali told him. “Your family is never going to accept me.”

“Yes, they will,” Mitch insisted. That was probably a lie, but it didn’t have to be. Lorali was very charming and his father had always appreciated a beautiful woman. “They’ll come to love you like I do.”

Lorali didn’t give in. “Derek needs me.”

“You’re his sister, not his slave, and you certainly shouldn’t be anything else.” He shuddered at the thought he didn’t like thinking. “Let me take you away from here. It’s the only way I’ll leave.”

“Mitch...”

“You love me,” Mitch coaxed her, placing his hand on the small of her back.

Lorali looked back at him over her shoulder as she lay on the bed. “I know.”

Mitch lifted his hand from her back to caress her cheek. “Let me take you away from this. We can make a new home together.”

Her bright golden eyes nearly gleamed in the darkness. “I . . . I’ll . . . I’ll think . . . I’ll consider . . . I’ll give you my answer before you sail tomorrow.”

Try as he might, Mitch couldn’t get her to agree to more.
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“Nice set of pictures,” Kit observed.

Reluctant to go to bed with Mitch in another wing of the house, he waited for his friend to return from Lorali’s room, wondering if it would be the sort of night when Mitch wouldn’t return to his own chamber. So Kit stood in a room across the hall and looked at Sinclair family portraits.

“So that’s what old Robert looked like,” Kit observed. “Got to admit he was a handsome fellow. Whose this woman next to him?”

“That’s his wife, Mr. Moran,” the one-handed servant answered—Joseph, by name, if Kit remembered correctly.

Kit let loose a low whistle. “Attractive woman. I guess this is where Miss Sinclair gets her looks.”

“If you say so, Mr. Moran,” Joseph agreed.

“And who is next,” Kit asked. “The portrait is missing.”

“Those missing pictures are being cleaned,” Joseph informed him.

“You can’t clean them all at once? They’re all pretty dirty,” Kit noted.

“Cleaning a painting is expensive,” Joseph told him. “Mr. Sinclair felt it was best to send out just a few at a time.”

“Well, I’m sure Mr. Sinclair knows what he’s doing.”

“He certainly does,” Joseph agreed.

“So, did Miguel cut that hand off, Joseph?”

Surprised by the question, Joseph glanced down at the stub of his left forearm. The muscles in his wrist contracted as if he was trying to flex the non-existent fingers. He looked back at Kit as if the ex-boxer had just asked him to betray the Sinclairs. Without answering, he turned and left the room.
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Mitch woke in darkness, uncertain what had disturbed him.

He took a moment to recover his surroundings—the strange sheets scratching his chest, the musty smell of creeping age, the painful settling of an old and failing home. His surroundings returned to him in a rush. The storm had broken and he was in his own room in Lorali’s home on Lazarus Key.

Mitch relaxed and sank back into the mattress, dangling memories of his lover across his mind. The fragrance of lilies kissing the nape of her neck... The long ebony tresses spilling out across her shoulders... The light, almost olive tan, which warmed her skin... The golden eyes above her perfect smile . . . Could anyone be more precious?

“Mommy?”

Mitch stopped fantasizing and concentrated on the room around him. He could have sworn that he heard a voice in the darkness—a wail, a child crying out in the night. Crying to...

The sheet fell to the side as Mitch sat up and swung his legs out of bed. Feeling about in the dark, he found his trousers and pulled them on. His feet were naked against the floor, describing every break and irregularity in the aging wood. He stood, paused to consider, then fumbled about on the nightstand until his hands found his derringer. Stealthy as any hunter, he padded across the room and opened the bedroom door.

The hallway was cloaked in inky blackness, even darker than Mitch’s room, for there were no shutters to emit the silver moonlight through the cracks. Mitch took a deep breath, holding the air ballooned within his chest.

He heard the sound again—a high-pitched mewling carrying faintly from the depths of the house. It was precisely the sort of sound made by a kitten or a cat.

Abruptly, the absurdity of Mitch’s position struck him. He was standing half-dressed in the dark with a gun in his hand. He was prowling about Lorali’s house with a gun, and why? Because a cat was crying and his imagination had twisted the sound into human speech. And what was it he thought he had heard? A child? There was only one woman in the house. Whose child did he think it could be?

“Mommy?”

Mitch stopped arguing with himself. He knew what he had heard. And he knew whose child he didn’t want the voice to belong to.

But he had to see.

Trailing the fingers of his left hand along the wall, Mitch ventured into the darkness. The floor was cold and smooth beneath his feet, the wall slightly moist and clammy beneath his fingertips. His breath seemed to rasp past his lips and his heart thudded audibly within his chest. The only other sound was the creak of the floorboards beneath him.

And the voice of a child crying somewhere in the darkness.

After eight or ten steps, Mitch crouched down and felt the floor in front of him. Somewhere ahead—it was impossible to gauge the distance precisely—the floor would give way to a stairwell and a banister. Somewhere ahead, where Mitch couldn’t see...

His eyes strained against the blackness, although closing them would not have hurt his progress for all the good that they were doing. He shuffled forward, feeling the floor before him with his fingertips.

The floor ended at a sharp downward angle. Mitch slid his hand horizontally to the wall, then lifted it until he discovered the banister. He stood slowly, careful not to overbalance himself, then cautiously began to descend the stairs.

The tired boards groaned beneath him.

The landing presented a problem. He could go right toward the drawing room and the dining room where Lorali had entertained them this evening. Or he could go left toward Lorali and Derek’s rooms. The child hushed unhelpfully.

He was about to explore the hallway to the left when the noise greeted him again—a gentle sigh or plaintive plea. He considered for a moment and decided that the noise rose behind him, where he didn’t remember seeing a door this evening.

With nothing but his ears and the tips of his fingers to guide him, Mitch explored the wall directly to the left of the stairwell. His fingers sketched the outline of a narrow closet, and he flattened his palm against its length until he encountered the heavy latch. At first he thought the door was locked, but when he continued to squeeze mightily, the trigger-like mechanism conceded with a click. The sound echoed in the darkness as the door swung out to meet him.

The acrid taste of rotten eggs brushed Mitch’s senses. A lightly creeping odor tinged with sulfur breathed through the open doorway and enveloped him. Mitch’s eyes began to sting and small tears welled and leaked down his cheeks. He stepped back, listening, but the child gasped again, convincing him he had found the right direction.

Anchoring himself on the doorframe with his left hand, Mitch probed with his foot through the open space. There was no floor to greet him, but the sound of the child continued to reach out to him. Swinging his bare foot lower, he found the first step of a stairs and lowered himself onto it.

Cold and clammy, the steps were chiseled from stone. He couldn’t say why this surprised him, but he hadn’t expected to find cellars here in the middle of nowhere, where half of the island was a swamp.

Mitch edged deeper beneath the house. The child’s voice was clearer now, crying meekly in the darkness ahead. Crying somewhere in a cellar that smelled like swamp gas instead of flowers, as a nursery should.

Perhaps foolishly, Mitch ceased to torment himself with practical dangers and worried over what could force a child to be raised down here in the dark. He remembered words like jealousy and wondered if he was about to discover the reason Lorali was convinced she could not leave Lazarus Key.

Mitch turned a corner, guiding himself with his fingers and nearly collided with a set of golden-eyes.

They were not Lorali’s.

Cold and yet burning, the eyes grew narrower even as Mitch stared at them. A low growl issued from beneath the orbs and a lumbering mass—blacker upon black—edged forward.

Mitch took a quick step backward, retreating around the corner. His breath caught in his throat. His eyes began to burn more fiercely. The fetid taste of rotten-eggs washed over him anew as the golden-eyes reappeared.

Lifting the derringer, Mitch emptied his lungs, took a half-breath and held it. He’d been hunting with his grandfather since he was eight years old. He’d shot moose and elk in Canada, hunted lions in Africa and stalked game on four continents. If golden-eyes stepped closer he would plant his single bullet in its left eye, then turn and run like hell.

The child wailed again in the darkness. Golden-eyes glanced away and growled back at it.

Suddenly, insanely, Mitch believed he understood. He slowly retreated another step. “I promise you,” his voice calm and reassuring, “I’m not going to hurt the child.”

Even more insanely, Mitch was certain that golden-eyes understood.
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Kit snapped awake in the darkness at the first tap upon his door. He rolled smoothly out of the bed and in three strides had crossed the room.

“Come on, Kit.” The tapping continued.

Yanking open the door, Kit was startled to make out a shape whirling to bring a gun to bear on him. Mitch checked his movement just before Kit’s own reflexes would have caused him to deck his friend.

“It’s about time,” Mitch told him, pushing past Kit to get into the room. “Shut the door! We’re getting out of here.”

Kit closed the door. Thought a moment, and blocked it with a chair to be sure. Since first meeting Mitch in the No Man’s Land between the trenches in the Great War, he had seen him in many states of mind, but this was the first time he’d seen him on the edge of panic. Yet Kit knew he couldn’t help Mitch if he didn’t know what was wrong. He tried to sound confident and reassuring. “Tell me what happened.”

Mitch made an obvious effort to pull himself together. It had been easier to keep a grip on himself when he was face-to-face with golden-eyes than it had been after he lost sight of it. He couldn’t get the smell of rotten eggs out of his nostrils.

“In the morning,” he told Kit, “we are going down to the beach and doing whatever it takes to fix the Lucky Lady. We are not going to spend another night in this place.”

That was good news, Kit believed, but he didn’t like the way he was learning it. When they arrived, all Mitch could think about was Lorali. Now all he wanted was to leave? “What about Miss Sinclair?”

Mitch wasn’t sure he wanted to think about her. Tomorrow in the daylight would be time enough for that. The golden-eyes...so different and yet so like hers. “She comes with us if I can convince her,” he decided. “But one way or the other, tomorrow we leave.”

“What happened?” Kit asked again.

“I think...I think I just saw an a-cha-te.”
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There were crosses as far as the eye could see.

Starting less than twenty feet from the house, they spread out in broken lines extending in all directions. To the east the crosses dotted the one open hillside on the key, falling down the slope until they dropped into the sea. To the north in the direction of the lagoon, grave markers lined both sides of the twisting path, stretching back in unending rows until they were lost from sight in the tangled undergrowth. Only in the south and the southwest did their numbers appear to dwindle. In the southwest the swamp swallowed the land, and the crosses, if they were there, drowned with the decaying earth.

Most of the crosses were barren, devoid of any marking that might remind the world of the identity of the one who slumbered beneath it. A few rotted remains attested to more care, bearing fragmentary memories of a name or a date. A very few indeed were made of stone as sturdy as the day they were erected. Yet even these concealed their secrets with the growth of moss and weeds. As though even this was not enough to maintain the aura of mystery surrounding the dead, the ground itself had opened up and tumbled many of the markers into its depths.

Lazarus Key was not a testament to new life and resurrection, but to the power of age and decay.
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Mitch and Kit picked their way across the sand, stepping over driftwood and making fresh tracks. There was no sign of Captain Jack, so the hole in the Lucky Lady captured their attention.

Not nearly so badly wounded as they had feared it might be, the boat still needed a considerable number of repairs. If Captain Jack really knew what he was doing, they might make the Lady seaworthy again in a day. Left to their own devices, there was no telling how long repairs might take.

“So where do you think he is?” Mitch asked Kit.

“Right behind you, Mister.”

The response was so close and so completely unexpected that both men started in surprise. Captain Jack howled with laughter. “Look at you two fellows jump,” he wheezed. “You’d think I was one of those spirits come down to the shore to get you.”

Mitch let go of his derringer and Kit unclenched his fists. Captain Jack kept right on laughing. “Come down to see me so soon, have you? Had enough of your girlfriend already? Well I don’t blame you. Women are trouble. Except,” he added fondly, “for my Lucky Lady.”

“No,” Mitch answered, “we’ve come down to help you fix the boat. We want to leave by sunset.”

“Sunset? You fellows must be smarter than I thought. Those spirits may not like the sunlight, but no ghost worth his salt was ever afraid of the dark.” He walked around them to have a look at the Lady. “So, I’m going to be captain with crew this voyage. I kind of like that. Not so profitable as a captain with passengers, but now I get to give some orders. So I’m giving one. Get up on that there deck and clean out those sea lockers. I’ve got to have some tools if I’m going to fix my girlfriend up again.”

Mitch followed Kit up onto the deck.
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Mitch found the old shotgun with a strange mixture of hope and trepidation. It was wrapped in oilcloth and tied with twine and packed in the bottom of an old sea locker. He untied the fastenings with trembling fingers, spilling loose shells onto the deck. He ignored the shells and examined the barrel, cringing when he saw signs of rust.

“That’s my Pappy’s,” Captain Jack informed him when he noticed what Mitch was doing. “I take it out every once in a while and clean it if it needs it.”

“If it needs it?” Mitch asked. Salt air was notoriously hard on metal.

“It usually does,” Captain Jack admitted. “I just ain’t got much use for a gun.”

Mitch broke open the stock to make sure the barrel was empty, then locked it again. He cocked the hammers and held them near his ear so he could listen to the action when he pulled the triggers. “This must have been beautiful once. It’s a sin to neglect a weapon like this.”

“I didn’t neglect it,” Captain Jack protested. “I just didn’t have much use for it. My Pappy, he liked to keep it handy in case something untoward happened. Me, I just prefer to sail away from trouble.”

“Does it have any shells?” Kit asked.

“There’s a box of cartridges. Who knows how many will fire?”

A possibility in front of him, Mitch came to a sudden decision. “Let’s find out. Kit, toss that gun oil up here. You two don’t really need my help.”

“Don’t need your help? I’ll decide whose help I need. I’m the captain. You’re proposing mutiny.”

“Let’s just say I’m preparing to defend your decks,” Mitch suggested.

“All hands repel borders,” Captain Jack laughed. “Now there’s something I never thought I’d live to see.”
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Slow-moving Joseph was running all out when he hit the beach. Mitch watched him approach over the barrel of his shotgun. He was not taking hard aim, but was definitely pointing the gun in Joseph’s direction. Kit watched the servant also, but with less concern than Mitch. Joseph didn’t worry Kit. He was saving his concerns for Miguel.

“Mr. Pembroke,” Joseph panted, “Mr. Moran, you’ve got to come back to the house.”

“Why?” There was more defiance than suspicion in Mitch’s voice.

“There’s been an accident. Miss Lorali...” He paused to catch his breath.

Mitch lowered the gun. “Lorali’s been hurt?”

Joseph shook his head. “No, it’s Miss Tharpe. Miss Lorali sent me to fetch you.”

“What happened?” Kit asked. He was suspicious, not defiant.

“Miss Tharpe was looking at some grave markers. The ground around here isn’t always good and it caved in beneath her. Now the sides of the hole she’s trapped in are starting to fall in. She’ll suffocate for sure if we don’t get her out soon.”

“Damn!” This was precisely the sort of problem that neither Mitch nor Kit needed. They had been working on the Lucky Lady all day, and it actually looked as if they might finish in time to get past the reefs in daylight. Now this, and there was nothing they could do but help rescue the woman. They wouldn’t be able to live with themselves if they didn’t.

“Kit, grab that coil of rope. Joseph go back to the house and tell Lorali we’re on our way. Then find Charlie Diamond and get him out there to help us. And keep everyone away from the edge of the hole—no closer than ten or fifteen feet.”

Joseph ran back toward the house.

“Captain Jack,” Mitch continued.

“Don’t you worry about me none. I’ll stay right here and finish the Lady. We’ll be sitting here ready to sail when you get back.”

“I don’t like leaving you here alone,” Mitch protested.

“You want to spend another night here instead? Now get going. And take that old shotgun with you. I’d probably shoot myself if I tried to fire the fool thing.”
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Everyone had gathered by the sinkhole when Mitch and Kit arrived, everyone on the island but Derek, Miguel, and Captain Jack. Lorali had brought lanterns against the lengthening shadows of the afternoon, but that was the end of any show of initiative. Lorali, Charlie, and Joseph simply had no idea what to do.

The sinkhole, Mitch could see, was seven or eight feet across. Miss Tharpe was not in sight, but she could hear Mitch’s voice when he called to her.

“Mr. Pembroke,” the voice was excited, not scared. “Thank goodness it’s you. I’ve made the most incredible discovery. Just wait until you see. You have to come down and get me out of here.”

“I can’t do that, Miss Tharpe.”

“Then send Mr. Moran then,” she ordered, excitement instantly turning to annoyance when her wishes were frustrated. “I have made the most incredible discovery.”

“Miss Tharpe,” Mitch’s voice was calm, serious and very firm. “Listen to me very carefully. The ground around the edge of the hole you are in is unstable. If we try to come down after you, the sides of the hole could collapse and you might be buried and suffocate. Do you understand? We can’t come down to get you.”

“Oh dear,” Miss Tharpe exclaimed, evidently only just beginning to realize the weight of her predicament. Her self-confidence began to erode. “How are you going to get me out of here then?”

“Trust me.” Mitch could be reassuring when he wanted to be. “Now I need you to answer a few questions for me, all right? Are you buried in dirt right now?”

“Yes, I slipped into something. I’m buried to my waist.”

“But your hands and arms are free?”

“Oh, yes, I can move about. Even one of my feet.”

“Your feet?” Mitch asked again.

“Yes, I told you. I slipped into something. There must be a cave or something below me. My right foot is dangling free.”

Mitch tried to conceal his concern. If Miss Tharpe slipped once she could slip again, especially when they started to move her. He had to keep her calm.

“That’s good,” Mitch lied, “but I want you to move as little as possible. Let’s not do anything that might disturb those walls. Now, we can’t see you from where we’re standing, so I need you to look up and tell me how high the walls reach over your head. How deep are you?”

“A few feet,” Miss Tharpe answered with uncharacteristic vagueness.

“Not ten?”

“No, I don’t think it’s quite ten.”

“How about five?”

“I think it’s closer to eight.”

“That’s good,” Mitch assured her again. He motioned to Kit to bring him the rope, quickly tied a bowline in one end and threaded the rope through to make a loop. He explained his plans clearly and carefully so that everyone would understand.

“Miss Tharpe, I’m going to throw a rope down to you. I want you to put the loop over your head and shoulders and pull your arms through. Then Charlie, Kit, and I will pull you up to the surface. Okay?”

“All right,” Miss Tharpe agreed.

Mitch coiled a few loops in his hand, then tossed the bowline into the center of the pit. Miss Tharpe gathered it up and hooked the rope under her arms. “I’m ready,” she announced.

Mitch, Kit, and Charlie took their places on the line with Charlie and his weight standing furthest from the hole to anchor them. “Gentlemen,” Mitch instructed, “we want slow and steady force.”

Lorali and Joseph watched eagerly from the side as the three men took up the slack and began to pull.

“I...I think I see her hands,” Joseph announced.

Miss Tharpe groaned.

“Keep pulling,” Mitch’s voice was calm and sure. “Steady pressure, no sudden jerks.”

“I see her,” Joseph repeated. “You’re freeing her. Just a few more feet.”

“It hurts,” Miss Tharpe complained. Then her voice took on a decidedly more urgent note. “What was that?”

“What was what?” Mitch gasped, trying to haul another arm’s length of rope toward him while his feet searched for traction in the soft dirt.

“Something touched me,” Miss Tharpe reported. “Something, something’s down here. Oh, help! Help! Something’s grabbed me! Something’s grabbed me!”

The length of rope surged back toward the pit, hauling all three men five feet closer to the edge of the sinkhole. “Oh, God,” Mitch prayed as his feet lost purchase and he continued to slide forward. “Pull, damn you, pull!”

Lorali ran forward and grabbed the end of the rope behind Charlie, wrapping it around the nearest tree. Mitch stopped sliding three feet from the pit’s edge.

“I can’t see her anymore,” Joseph announced.

“I can,” Mitch grunted, “at least her hand and arm.”

“Help!” Miss Tharpe screamed again, proving her head was still above ground. “It’s biting me! It’s biting me!”

“Kit,” Mitch ordered. “Forget the rope. Get up here where you can see and shoot into the ground around her.”

“Mitch?”

“Just do it. Maybe you’ll hit something.”

Kit dropped the rope and drew his pistol, sliding dangerously close to the edge. It was a miracle the ground hadn’t collapsed under Mitch already. Kit had no doubt that it would soon give out. He aimed and fired, quickly placing three bullets around Miss Tharpe’s body, then leapt back from the edge.

The rope surged back toward Mitch and Charlie. Lorali immediately took in the slack.

“Pull!” Mitch grunted. “Give it everything you’ve got, Charlie.”

The fat man took a deep breath and heaved. Kit holstered his pistol and rejoined the line.

“I see her,” Joseph announced again. “Keep pulling.”

In two more ferocious tugs, Miss Agnes Tharpe broke free of the ground. They dragged her clear of the pit and rolled her onto her back.

“It’s got me,” the woman mumbled. “Help, please help.”

“Does anyone know anything about medicine?” Mitch asked.

“I was a boxer, you know,” Kit reminded him.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

Kit took over and scraped at the dirt and blood congealing on the woman’s leg. “Joseph, get some water. I’m going to have to try and clean this gash.”

Mitch and Kit leaned closer, peering at the wound. It was still difficult to see through the grime, but blood was seeping from a half-dozen scratches on her calf. The nastier wound was a roundish hole where the meat had been ripped off her leg. The flesh around it was already swelling and turning black.

“I think that’s a bite, not a gash,” Mitch corrected his friend.

“A bite?” Charlie asked. “But what could have bitten her? She was buried in the ground.”

“Maybe something like this,” Mitch suggested, prying a skull free of Miss Tharpe’s clenched right hand.

“Let me see that.” Charlie took the skull from Mitch and turned it over in his hands. “It don’t look quite right. Must belong to some kind of ape.”

“Not ape,” Mitch corrected him. “A-cha-te.”

****
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It was dark by the time Kit finished cleaning Miss Tharpe’s wound. The woman was burning with fever and rambling in and out of consciousness. Kit was convinced that she would die without a doctor. He just wasn’t certain if she had a few hours or a few days.

“All right people,” Mitch announced, picking up the shotgun. “We are getting out of here. Kit, you carry Miss Tharpe, and we will convince Captain Jack to try and sail out of here by moonlight.”

“You can’t get away like that.” Lorali’s voice was soft, barely audible. “The only safe place is in the house.”

“It’s not that safe,” Mitch corrected her, remembering the night before. “You said it yourself. We have to get away from here. Help us.”

“It’s too late for that. Night has fallen and you know too much. Come back to the house. I won’t let them harm you.”

“Won’t let them harm me? Or won’t let them harm us?” Mitch’s gesture included Kit, Charlie, and Tharpe.

“Mitch?”

“That’s what I thought. We’re going to the Lucky Lady, Lorali, and we’ll do what we have to do to anyone or anything that tries to stop us.”

Kit cradled Miss Tharpe in his arms and snatched up her strange skull as well. Charlie pulled out his pistol and
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