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                   PART ONE
                   
PAST
                 

                 
                  The present contains nothing more than the past, and what is found in the effect was already in the cause.
                 

                 —Henri Bergson

                 
                 

                 



                  PROLOGUE
                 

                 
                  J
                  AMES LASSITER WAS forty years old, a well-built, ruggedly handsome man in the prime of his life, in the best of health.

                 In an hour, he’d be dead.

                 From the deck of the boat, he could see nothing but the clear silky ripple of blue, the luminous greens and deeper browns of the great reef shimmering like islands below the surface of the Coral Sea. Far to the west, the foamy froth and surge of sea surf rose up and crashed against the false shore of coral.

                 From his stance at the port side, he could watch the shapes and shadows of fish, darting like living arrows through the world he’d been born to share with them.

                 The coast of Australia was lost in the distance, and there was only the vastness.

                 The day was perfect, the jewel-clear shimmer of the water, dashed by white facets of light tossed down by the gold flash of sun. The teasing hint of a breeze carried no taste of rain.

                 Beneath his feet, the deck swayed gently, a cradle on the quiet sea. Wavelets lapped musically against the hull. Below, far below, was treasure waiting to be discovered.

                 They were mining the wreck of the Sea Star, a British merchant ship that had met its doom on the Great Barrier Reef two centuries before. For more than a year, breaking for bad weather, equipment failure and other inconveniences, they had worked, often like dogs, to reap the riches the Star had left behind.

                 There were riches yet, James knew. But his thoughts traveled beyond the Sea Star, north of that spectacular and dangerous reef to the balmy waters of the West Indies. To another wreck, to another treasure.

                 To Angelique’s Curse.

                 He wondered now if it was the richly jeweled amulet that was cursed, or the woman, the witch Angelique, whose power—it was reputed—remained strong in the rubies and diamonds and gold. Legend was that she had worn it, a gift from the husband it was said she murdered, on the day she was burned at the stake.

                 The idea fascinated him, the woman, the necklace, the legend. The search for it, which he would begin shortly, was taking on a personal twist. James didn’t simply want the riches, the glory. He wanted Angelique’s Curse, and the legend it carried.

                 He had been weaned on the hunt, on tales of wrecked ships and the bounty the sea hoarded from them. All of his life, he had dived, and he had dreamed. The dreams had cost him a wife, and given him a son.

                 James turned from the rail to study the boy. Matthew was nearly sixteen now. He had grown tall, but had yet to fill out. There was potential there, James mused, in the thin frame and ropey muscle. They shared the same dark, unmanageable hair, though the boy refused to have his cut short so that even now as Matthew checked the diving gear, it fell forward to curtain his face.

                 The face was rawboned, James thought. It had fined down in the last year or two and had lost the childish roundness. An angel face, a waitress had called it once, and had embarrassed the boy into hot cheeks and grimaces.

                 It had more of the devil in it now, and those blue eyes he’d passed to Matthew were more often hot than cool. The Lassiter temper, the Lassiter luck, James thought with a shake of his head. Tough legacies for a half-grown boy.

                 
                 
                 One day, he thought, one day soon, he would be able to give his son all the things a father hoped for. The key to it all lay quietly waiting in the tropical seas of the West Indies.

                 A necklace of rubies and diamonds beyond price, heavy with history, dark with legend, tainted with blood.

                 Angelique’s Curse.

                 James’s mouth twisted into a thin smile. When he had it, the bad luck that had dogged the Lassiters would change. He only had to be patient.

                 “Hurry up with those tanks, Matthew. The day’s wasting.”

                 Matthew looked up, tossed his hair out of his eyes. The sun was rising behind his father’s back, sending light shimmering around him. He looked, Matthew thought, like a king preparing for battle. As always, love and admiration welled up and startled him with its intensity.

                 “I replaced your pressure gauge. I want to take a look at the old one.”

                 “You look out for your old man.” James hooked his arm around Matthew’s neck for a playful tussle. “Going to bring you up a fortune today.”

                 “Let me go down with you. Let me take the morning shift instead of him.”

                 James suppressed a sigh. Matthew hadn’t learned the wisdom of controlling his emotions. Particularly his dislikes. “You know how the teams work. You and Buck’ll dive this afternoon. VanDyke and I take the morning.”

                 “I don’t want you to dive with him.” Matthew shook off his father’s friendly arm. “I heard the two of you arguing last night. He hates you. I could hear it in his voice.”

                 A mutual feeling, James thought, but winked. “Partners often disagree. The bottom line here is that VanDyke’s putting up most of the money. Let him have his fun, Matthew. For him treasure-hunting’s just a hobby for a bored, rich businessman.”

                 “He can’t dive worth shit.” And that, in Matthew’s opinion, was the measure of a man.

                 “He’s good enough. Just doesn’t have much style at forty feet down.” Tired of the argument, James began to don his wet suit. “Buck take a look at the compressor?”

                 “Yeah, he got the kinks out. Dad—”

                 “Leave it, Matthew.”

                 “Just this one day,” Matthew said stubbornly. “I don’t trust that prissy-faced bastard.”

                 “Your language continues to deteriorate.” Silas VanDyke, elegant and pale despite the hard sun, smiled as he exited the cabin at Matthew’s back. It amused him nearly as much as it annoyed him to see the boy sneer. “Your uncle requires your assistance below, young Matthew.”

                 “I want to dive with my father today.”

                 “I’m afraid that would inconvenience me. As you see, I’m already wearing my wet suit.”

                 “Matthew.” There was an impatient command in James’s voice. “Go see what Buck needs.”

                 “Yes, sir.” Eyes defiant, he went belowdecks.

                 “The boy has a poor attitude and worse manners, Lassiter.”

                 “The boy hates your guts,” James said cheerfully. “I’d say he has good instincts.”

                 “This expedition is coming to an end,” VanDyke shot back. “And so is my patience and my largesse. Without me, you’ll run out of money in a week.”

                 “Maybe.” James zipped his suit. “Maybe not.”

                 “I want the amulet, Lassiter. You know it’s down there, and I believe you know where. I want it. I’ve bought it. I’ve bought you.”

                 “You’ve bought my time, and you’ve bought my skill. You haven’t bought me. Rules of salvage, VanDyke. The man who finds Angelique’s Curse owns Angelique’s Curse.” And it wouldn’t be found, he was sure, on the Sea Star. He lifted a hand to VanDyke’s chest. “Now keep out of my face.”

                 Control, the kind he wielded in boardrooms, kept VanDyke from lashing out. He had always won his rounds with patience, with money, and with power. Success in business, he knew, was a simple matter of who maintained control.

                 “You’ll regret trying to double-cross me.” He spoke mildly now, with the faintest hint of a smile curving his lips. “I promise you.”

                 “Hell, Silas, I’m enjoying it.” With a quiet chuckle, James stepped inside the cabin. “You guys reading girlie magazines, or what? Let’s get going here.”

                 Moving quickly, VanDyke dealt with the tanks. It was, very simply, business. When the Lassiters came back on deck, he was hitching on his own gear.

                 The three of them, VanDyke thought, were pathetically beneath him. Obviously they had forgotten who he was, what he was. He was a VanDyke, a man who had been given or earned or taken whatever he wanted. One who intended to continue to do so, as long as there was profit. Did they think he cared that they tightened their little triangle and excluded him? It was past time he dismissed them and brought in a fresh team.

                 Buck, he mused, pudgy, already balding, a foolish foil to his handsome brother. Loyal as a mongrel puppy and just as intelligent.

                 Matthew, young and eager, brash, defiant. A hateful little worm VanDyke would be pleased to squash.

                 And James, of course, he mused as the three Lassiters stood together, sharing idle conversation. Tough and more canny than VanDyke had supposed. More than the simple tool he had expected. The man thought he had outwitted Silas VanDyke.

                 James Lassiter thought he would find and own Angelique’s Curse, the amulet of power, of legend. Worn by a witch, coveted by many. And that made him a fool. VanDyke had invested in it, time, money, and effort, and Silas VanDyke never made poor investments.

                 “There’s going to be good hunting today.” James strapped on his tanks. “I can smell it. Silas?”

                 “Right with you.”

                 James secured his weight belt, adjusted his mask and rolled into the water.

                 “Dad, wait—”

                 But James just saluted and disappeared under the surface.

                 The world was silent and stunning. The drenching blue was broken by fingers of sunlight that stabbed through the surface and shimmered clear white. Caves and castles of coral spread out to form secret worlds.

                 A reef shark, eyes bored and black, gave a twist of its body and slid through the water and away.

                 More at home here than in the air, James dived deep with VanDyke at his heels. The wreck was already well exposed, trenches dug around it and mined of treasure. Coral claimed the shattered bow and turned the wood into a fantasy of color and shape that seemed studded with amethyst, emerald, ruby.

                 This was the living treasure, the miracle of art created by seawater and sun.

                 It was, as always, a pleasure to see it.

                 When they began to work, James’s sense of well-being increased. The Lassiter luck was behind him, he thought dreamily. He would soon be rich, famous. He smiled to himself. After all, he’d stumbled onto the clue, he’d spent days and hours researching and piecing the trail of the amulet together.

                 He could even feel a little sorry for that asshole VanDyke, since it would be the Lassiters who brought her up, from other waters, on their own expedition.

                 He caught himself reaching out to stroke a spine of coral as though it were a cat.

                 He shook his head, but couldn’t clear it. The alarm bell sounded in one part of his brain, far off and dim. But he was an experienced diver and recognized the signs. He’d had a brush or two with nitrogen narcosis before. Never at such a shallow depth, he thought dimly. They were well shy of a hundred feet.

                 Regardless, he tapped his tanks. VanDyke was already watching him, eyes cool and assessing behind his mask. James signaled to surface. When VanDyke pulled him back, signaled toward the wreck, he was only mildly confused. Up, he signaled again, and again VanDyke restrained him.

                 He didn’t panic. James wasn’t a man to panic easily. He knew he’d been sabotaged, though his mind was too muddled to calculate how. VanDyke was an amateur in this world, he reminded himself, didn’t realize the extent of the danger. So he would have to show him. His eyes narrowed with purpose. He swung out, barely missing a grip on VanDyke’s air hose.

                 The underwater struggle was slow, determined, eerily silent. Fish scattered like colorful silks, then gathered again to watch the drama of predator and prey. James could feel himself slipping, the dizziness, disorientation as the nitrogen pumped into him. He fought it, managed to kick another ten feet toward the surface.

                 Then wondered why he’d ever wanted to leave. He began to laugh, the bubbles bursting out and speeding high as the rapture claimed him. He embraced VanDyke in a kind of slow whirling dance, to share his delight. It was so beautiful here in the gilded blue light with gems and jewels of a thousand impossible colors waiting, just waiting to be plucked.

                 He’d been born to dive the depths.

                 Soon, James Lassiter’s merriment would slide toward unconsciousness. And a quiet, comforting death.

                 VanDyke reached out as James began to flounder. The lack of coordination was only one more symptom. One of the last. VanDyke’s sweeping grab pulled the air hose free. James blinked in bemusement as he drowned.

                 
                 

                 
                 
                 



                  CHAPTER 1

                 
                  T
                  REASURE. GOLD DOUBLOONS and pieces of eight. With luck, they could be plucked from the seabed as easily as peaches from a tree. Or so, Tate thought as she dived, her father said.

                 She knew it took a great deal more than luck, as ten years of searching had already proven. It took money and time and exhausting effort. It took skill and months of research and equipment.

                 But as she swam toward her father through the crystal blue Caribbean, she was more than willing to play the game.

                 It wasn’t a hardship to spend the summer of her twentieth year diving off the coast of St. Kitts, skimming through gloriously warm water among brilliantly hued fish and sculptures of rainbow coral. Each dive was its own anticipation. What might lie beneath that white sand, hidden among the fans and sea grass, buried under the cleverly twisted formations of coral?

                 It wasn’t the treasure, she knew. It was the hunt.

                 And occasionally, you did get lucky.

                 She remembered very well the first time she had lifted a silver spoon from its bed of silt. The shock and the thrill of holding that blackened cup in her fingers, wondering who had used it to scoop up broth. A captain perhaps of some rich galleon. Or the captain’s lady.

                 And the time her mother had been cheerfully hacking away at a hunk of conglomerate, the chunk of material formed by centuries of chemical reactions under the sea. The sound of her squeal, then the bray of delighted laughter when Marla Beaumont had unearthed a gold ring.

                 The occasional luck allowed the Beaumonts to spend several months a year hunting for more. For more luck, and more treasure.

                 As they swam side by side, Raymond Beaumont tapped his daughter’s arm, pointed. Together they watched a sea turtle paddle lazily.

                 The laugh in her father’s eyes said everything. He had worked hard all of his life, and was now reaping the rewards. For Tate, a moment like this was as good as gold.

                 They swam together, bonded by a love of the sea, the silence, the colors. A school of sergeant majors streaked by, their black and gold stripes gleaming. For no more than the joy of it, Tate did a slow roll and watched the sunlight strike the surface overhead. The freedom of it had a laugh gurgling out in a spray of bubbles that startled a curious grouper.

                 She dived deeper, following her father’s strong kicks. The sand could hold secrets. Any mound could be a plank of worm-eaten wood from a Spanish galleon. That dark patch could blanket a pirate’s cache of silver. She reminded herself to pay attention, not to the sea fans or hunks of coral, but to the signs of sunken treasure.

                 They were here in the balmy waters of the West Indies, searching for every treasure hunter’s dream. A virgin wreck reputed to hold a king’s treasure. This, their first dive, was to acquaint themselves with the territory they had so meticulously researched through books, maps and charts. They would test the currents, gauge the tides. And maybe—just maybe—get lucky.

                 Aiming toward a hillock of sand, she began to fan briskly. Her father had taught her this simple method of excavating sand when Tate had delighted him by her boundless interest in his new hobby of scuba diving.

                 
                 
                 Over the years, he’d taught her many other things. A respect for the sea and what lived there. And what lay there, hidden. Her fondest hope was to one day discover something, for him.

                 She glanced toward him now, watched the way he examined a low ridge of coral. However much he dreamed of treasure made by man, Raymond Beaumont loved the treasures made by the sea.

                 Finding nothing in the hillock, Tate moved off in pursuit of a pretty striped shell. Out of the corner of her eyes, she caught the blur of a dark shape coming toward her, swift and silent. Tate’s first and frozen thought was shark, and her heart stumbled. She turned, as she had been taught, one hand reaching for her diver’s knife, and prepared to defend herself and her father.

                 The shape became a diver. Sleek and fast as a shark, perhaps, but a man. Her breath whooshed out in a stream of bubbles before she remembered to regulate it. The diver signaled to her, then to the man swimming in his wake.

                 Tate found herself face mask to face mask with a recklessly grinning face, eyes as blue as the sea around them. Dark hair streamed in the current. She could see he was laughing at her, undoubtedly having guessed her reaction to the unexpected company. He held his hands up, a gesture of peace, until she sheathed her knife. Then he winked and sent a fluid salute toward Ray.

                 As silent greetings were exchanged, Tate studied the newcomers. Their equipment was good, and included those necessary items of the treasure seeker. The goody bag, the knife, the wrist compass and diver’s watch. The first man was young, lean in his black wet suit. His gesturing hands were wide-palmed, long-fingered, and carried the nicks and scars of a veteran hunter.

                 The second man was bald, thick in the middle, but as agile as a fish in his undersea movements. Tate could see he was reaching some sort of tacit agreement with her father. She wanted to protest. This was their spot. After all, they’d been there first.

                 But she could do no more than frown as her father curled his fingers into an “okay” sign. The four of them spread out to explore.

                 Tate went back to another mound to fan. Her father’s research indicated that four ships of the Spanish fleet had gone down north of Nevis and St. Kitts during the hurricane of July 11, 1733. Two, the San Cristobal and the Vaca, had been discovered and salvaged years earlier, broken on the reefs near Dieppe Bay. This left, undiscovered and untouched, the Santa Marguerite and the Isabella.

                 Documents and manifests boasted that these ships carried much more than cargoes of sugar from the islands. There were jewels and porcelain and more than ten million pesos of gold and silver. In addition, if true to the custom of the day, there would be the hoards secreted by the passengers and seamen.

                 Both wrecks would be very rich indeed. More than that, discovery would be one of the major finds of the century.

                 Finding nothing, Tate moved on, bearing north. The competition from the other divers caused her to keep her eyes and her instincts sharp. A school of gem-bright fish speared around her in a perfect vee, a slice of color within color. Delighted, she swam through their bubbles.

                 Competition or not, she would always enjoy the small things. She explored tirelessly, fanning sand and studying fish with equal enthusiasm.

                 It looked like a rock at first glance. Still, training had her swimming toward it. She was no more than a yard away when something streaked by her. She saw with faint irritation that scarred, long-fingered hand reach down and close over the rock.

                 Jerk, she thought, and was about to turn away when she saw him work it free. Not a rock at all, but the crusted handle of a sword that he drew from the scabbard of the sea. Grinning around his mouthpiece, he hefted it.

                 He had the nerve to salute her with it, cutting a swatch through the water. As he headed up, Tate went after him. They broke the surface in tandem.

                 She spit out her mouthpiece. “I saw it first.”

                 “I don’t think so.” Still grinning, he levered up his face mask. “Anyway, you were slow, and I wasn’t. Finders keepers.”

                 “Rules of salvage,” she said, struggling for calm. “You were in my space.”

                 “The way I see it, you were in mine. Better luck next time.”

                 “Tate, honey.” From the deck of the Adventure, Marla Beaumont waved her hands and called out. “Lunch is ready. Invite your friend and come aboard.”

                 “Don’t mind if I do.” In a few powerful strokes, he was at the stern of the Adventure. The sword hit the deck with a clatter, his flippers followed.

                 Cursing the poor beginning to what had promised to be a wonderful summer, Tate headed in. Ignoring his gallantly offered hand, she hauled herself in just as her father and the other diver broke the surface.

                 “Nice meeting you.” He dragged a hand through his dripping hair and smiled charmingly at Marla. “Matthew Lassiter.”

                 “Marla Beaumont. Welcome aboard.” Tate’s mother beamed at Matthew from under the wide brim of her flowered sun hat. She was a striking woman, with porcelain skin and a willowy frame beneath loose and flowing shirt and slacks. She tipped down her dark glasses in greeting.

                 “I see you’ve met my daughter, Tate, and my husband, Ray.”

                 “In a manner of speaking.” Matthew unhooked his weight belt, set it and his mask aside. “Nice rig here.”

                 “Oh yes, thank you.” Marla looked proudly around the deck. She wasn’t a fan of housework, but there was nothing she liked better than keeping the Adventure spit and polished. “And that’s your boat there.” She gestured off the bow. “The Sea Devil.”

                 Tate snorted at the name. It was certainly apt, she thought, for the man, and the boat. Unlike the Adventure, the Sea Devil didn’t gleam. The old fishing boat badly needed painting. At a distance, it looked like little more than a tub floating on the brilliant platter of the sea.

                 
                 
                 “Nothing fancy,” Matthew was saying, “but she runs.” He walked over to offer a hand to the other divers.

                 “Good eye, boy.” Buck Lassiter slapped Matthew on the back. “This boy was born with the knack,” he said to Ray in a voice as rough as broken glass, then belatedly held out a hand. “Buck Lassiter, my nephew, Matthew.”

                 Ignoring the introductions making their way around the deck, Tate stowed her equipment, then tugged out of her wet suit. While the others admired the sword, she ducked into the deckhouse and cut through to her cabin.

                 It wasn’t anything unusual, she supposed as she found an oversized T-shirt. Her parents were always making friends with strangers, inviting them onboard, fixing them meals. Her father had simply never developed the wary and suspicious manner of a veteran treasure hunter. Instead her parents shimmered with Southern hospitality.

                 Normally she found the trait endearing. She only wished they would be a little choosy.

                 She heard her father offer cheerful congratulations to Matthew on his find, and gritted her teeth.

                 Damn it, she’d seen it first.

                 Sulking, Matthew decided as he offered the sword to Ray for examination. A peculiarly female trait. And there was no doubt the little redhead was female. Her copper-toned hair might be cut short as a boy’s, but she’d certainly filled out that excuse for a bikini just fine.

                 Pretty enough, too, he mused. Her face might have been all angles, with cheekbones sharp enough to slice a man’s exploring finger, but she had big, delicious green eyes. Eyes, he recalled, that had shot prickly little darts at him in the water, and out.

                 That only made annoying her more interesting.

                 Since they were going to be diving in the same pool for a while, he might as well enjoy himself.

                 He was sitting cross-legged on the forward sundeck when Tate came back out. She gave him a quick glance, having nearly talked herself out of the sulks. His skin was bronzed, and against his chest winked a silver piece of eight hanging from a chain. She wanted to ask him about it, to hear where he’d found it, and how.

                 
                 
                 But he was smirking at her. Manners, pride and curiosity collided with a wall that kept her unnaturally silent as conversation flowed around her.

                 Matthew bit into one of Marla’s generous ham sandwiches.

                 “Terrific, Mrs. Beaumont. A lot better than the swill Buck and I are used to.”

                 “You have some more of this potato salad.” Flattered, she heaped a mound on his paper plate. “And it’s Marla, dear. Tate, you come on and get yourself some lunch.”

                 “Tate.” Matthew squinted against the sun as he studied her. “Unusual name.”

                 “Marla’s maiden name.” Ray slipped an arm over his wife’s shoulders. He sat in wet bathing trunks, enjoying the warmth and company. His silvered hair danced in the light breeze. “Tate here’s been diving since she was pint-sized. Couldn’t ask for a better partner. Marla loves the sea, loves to sail, but she barely swims a stroke.”

                 With a chuckle, Marla refilled tall glasses of iced tea. “I like looking at the water. Being in it’s something different altogether.” She sat back placidly with her drink. “Once it gets past my knees, I just panic. I always wonder if I drowned in a former life. So for this one, I’m happy tending the boat.”

                 “And a fine one she is.” Buck had already assessed the Adventure. A tidy thirty-eight footer, teak decking, fancy brightwork. He’d guess she carried two staterooms, a full galley. Without his prescription face mask, he could still make out the massive windows of the pilothouse. He’d liked to have taken his fingers for a walk through the engine and control station.

                 A look around later was in order, after he had his glasses. Even without them, he calculated that the diamond on Marla’s finger was a good five carats, and the gold circle on her right hand was antique.

                 He smelled money.

                 “So, Ray . . .” Casually, he tipped back his glass. “Matthew and me, we’ve been diving around here for the past few weeks. Haven’t seen you.”

                 
                 
                 “First dive today. We sailed down from North Carolina, started out the day Tate finished her spring semester.”

                 College girl. Matthew took a hard swallow of cold tea. Jesus. He deliberately turned his gaze away from her legs and concentrated on his lunch. All bets were definitely off, he decided. He was nearly twenty-five and didn’t mess with snotty college kids.

                 “We’re going to spend the summer here,” Ray went on. “Possibly longer. Last winter, we dived off the coast of Mexico a few weeks. Couple of good wrecks there, but mostly played out. We managed to bring up a thing or two though. Some nice pottery, some clay pipes.”

                 “And those lovely perfume bottles,” Marla put in.

                 “Been at it awhile, then,” Buck prompted.

                 “Ten years.” Ray’s eyes shone. “Fifteen since the first time I went down.” He leaned forward, hunter to hunter. “Friend of mine talked me into scuba lessons. After I’d certified, I went with him to Diamond Shoals. Only took one dive to hook me.”

                 “Now he spends every free minute diving, planning a dive or talking about the last dive.” Marla let out her lusty laugh. Her eyes, the same rich green as her daughter’s, danced. “So I learned how to handle a boat.”

                 “Me, I’ve been hunting more than forty years.” Buck scooped up the last of his potato salad. He hadn’t eaten so well in more than a month. “In the blood. My father was the same. We salvaged off the coast of Florida, before the government got so tight-assed. Me, my father and my brother. The Lassiters.”

                 “Yes, of course.” Ray slapped a hand on his knee. “I’ve read about you. Your father was Big Matt Lassiter. Found the El Diablo off Conch Key in ’sixty-four.”

                 “ ’Sixty-three,” Buck corrected, with a grin. “Found it, and the fortune she held. The kind of gold a man dreams of, jewels, ingots of silver. I held in my hand a gold chain with a figure of a dragon. A fucking gold dragon,” he said, then stopped, flushed. “Beg pardon, ma’am.”

                 “No need.” Fascinated with the image, Marla urged another sandwich on him. “What was it like?”

                 
                 
                 “Like nothing you can imagine.” At ease again, Buck chomped into ham. “There were rubies for its eyes, emeralds in its tail.” Bitterly, he looked down at his hands now and found them empty. “It was worth five fortunes.”

                 Caught up in the wonder, Ray stared. “Yes. I’ve seen pictures of it. Diablo’s Dragon. You brought it up. Extraordinary.”

                 “The state closed in,” Buck continued. “Kept us in court for years. Claimed the three-mile limit started at the end of the reef, not at shore. Bastards bled us dry before it was done. In the end they took, and we lost. No better than pirates,” he said and finished off his drink.

                 “How terrible for you,” Marla murmured. “To have done all that, discovered all that, only to have it taken.”

                 “Broke the old man’s heart. Never did dive again.” Buck moved his shoulders. “Well, there are other wrecks. Other treasures.” Buck judged his man, and gambled. “Like the Santa Marguerite, the Isabella.”

                 “Yes, they’re here.” Ray met Buck’s eye steadily. “I’m sure of it.”

                 “Could be.” Matthew picked up the sword, turned it over in his hands. “Or it could be that both of them were swept out to sea. There’s no record of survivors. Only two ships crashed on the reef.”

                 Ray lifted a finger. “Ah, but witnesses of the day claim they saw the Isabella and the Santa Marguerite go down. Survivors from the other ships saw the waves rise and scuttle them.”

                 Matthew lifted his gaze to Ray’s, nodded. “Maybe.”

                 “Matthew’s a cynic,” Buck commented. “Keeps me level. I’m going to tell you something, Ray.” He leaned forward, pale blue eyes keen. “I’ve been doing research of my own. Five years on and off. Three years ago, the boy and I spent better than six months combing these waters—mostly the two-mile stretch between St. Kitts and Nevis and the peninsula area. We found this, we found that, but we didn’t find those two ships. But I know they’re here.”

                 “Well, now.” Ray tugged on his bottom lip, a gesture that Tate knew meant he was considering. “I think you were looking in the wrong spot, Buck. Not that I want to say I’d know more about it. The ships took off from Nevis, but from what I’ve been able to piece together, the two lost wrecks made it farther north, just past the tip of Saint Kitts before they broke.”

                 Buck’s lips curved. “I figure the same. It’s a big sea, Ray.” He flicked a glance toward Matthew and was rewarded with a careless shrug. “I’ve got forty years experience, and the boy’s been diving since he could walk. What I don’t have is financial backing.”

                 As a man who had worked his way up to CEO of a top brokerage firm before his early retirement, Ray knew a deal when it was placed on the table. “You’re looking for a partnership, Buck. We’d have to talk about that. Discuss terms, percentages.” Rising, Ray flashed a smile. “Why don’t we step into my office?”

                 “Well, then.” Marla smiled as her husband and Buck stepped into the deckhouse. “I think I’m going to sit in the shade and nap over my book. You children entertain yourselves.” She moved off under a striped awning and settled down with her iced tea and a paperback novel.

                 “I guess I’ll go over and clean up my booty.” Matthew reached for a large plastic bag. “Mind if I borrow this?” Without waiting for a response, he loaded his gear into it, then hefted his tanks. “Want to give me a hand?”

                 “No.”

                 He only lifted a brow. “I figured you might want to see how this cleans up.” He gestured with the sword, waited to see if her curiosity would overpower her irritation. He didn’t wait long.

                 With a mutter, she snatched the plastic bag and took it down the ladder to the swim step and over the side with her.

                 The Sea Devil looked worse close up. Tate judged its sway in the current expertly and hauled herself over the rail. She caught a faint whiff of fish.

                 Gear was carefully stowed and secured. But the deck needed washing as much as it needed painting. The windows on the tiny wheelhouse where a hammock swung were smudged and smeared with salt and smoke. A couple of overturned buckets, and a second hammock, served as seats.

                 “It’s not the Queen Mary.” Matthew stored his tanks. “But it’s not the Titanic either. She ain’t pretty, but she’s seaworthy.”

                 He took the bag from her and stored his wet suit in a large plastic garbage can. “Want a drink?”

                 Tate took another slow look around. “Got anything sterilized?”

                 He flipped open the lid of an ice chest, fished out a Pepsi. Tate caught it on the fly and sat down on a bucket. “You’re living on board.”

                 “That’s right.” He went into the wheelhouse. When she heard him rattling around, she reached over to stroke the sword he’d laid across the other bucket.

                 Had it graced the belt of some Spanish captain with lace at his cuffs and recklessness in his soul? Had he killed buccaneers with it, or worn it for style? Perhaps he had gripped it in a white-knuckled hand as the wind and the waves had battered his ship.

                 And no one since then had felt its weight.

                 She looked up, saw Matthew standing at the wheelhouse door watching her. Furiously embarrassed, Tate snatched her hand back, took a casual drink from her Pepsi.

                 “We have a sword at home,” she said evenly. “Sixteenth century.” She didn’t add that they had only the hilt, and that it was broken.

                 “Good for you.” He took the sword, settled with it on the deck. He was already regretting the impulsive invitation. It didn’t do much good for him to keep repeating to himself that she was too young. Not with her T-shirt wet and molded against her, and those creamy, just sun-kissed legs looking longer than they had a right to. And that voice—half whiskey, half prim lemonade—didn’t belong to a child, but to a woman. Or it should have.

                 She frowned, watching him patiently working on the corrosion. She hadn’t expected those scarred, rough-looking hands to be patient.

                 “Why do you want partners?”

                 He didn’t look up. “Didn’t say I did.”

                 
                 
                 “But your uncle—”

                 “That’s Buck.” Matthew lifted a shoulder. “He handles the business.”

                 She propped her elbows on her knees, her chin in the heels of her hands. “What do you handle?”

                 He glanced up then, and his eyes, restless despite the patience of his hands, clashed with hers. “The hunt.”

                 She understood that, exactly, and smiled at him with an eagerness that ignored the sword between them. “It’s wonderful, isn’t it? Thinking about what could be there, and that you might be the one to find it. Where did you find the coin?” At his baffled look, she grinned and reached out to touch the disk of silver at his chest. “The piece of eight.”

                 “My first real salvage dive,” he told her, wishing she didn’t look so appealingly fresh and friendly. “California. We lived there for a while. What are you doing diving for treasure instead of driving some college boy nuts?”

                 Tate tossed her head and tried her hand at sophistication. “Boys are easy,” she drawled, and slid down to sit on the deck across from him. “I like challenges.”

                 The quick twist in his gut warned him. “Careful, little girl,” he murmured.

                 “I’m twenty,” she said with all the frigid pride of burgeoning womanhood. Or she would be, she amended, by summer’s end. “Why are you out here diving for treasure instead of working for a living?”

                 Now he grinned. “Because I’m good. If you’d been better, you’d have this, and I wouldn’t.”

                 Rather than dignify that with a response, she took another sip of Pepsi. “Why isn’t your father along? Has he given up diving?”

                 “In a manner of speaking. He’s dead.”

                 “Oh. I’m sorry.”

                 “Nine years ago,” Matthew continued, and kept cleaning the sword. “We were doing some hunting off of Australia.”

                 “A diving accident?”

                 “No. He was too good to have an accident.” He picked up the can she’d set down, took a swallow. “He was murdered.”

                 It took Tate a moment. Matthew had spoken so matter-of-factly that the word “murder” didn’t register. “My God, how—”

                 “I don’t know, for sure.” Nor did he know why he had told her. “He went down alive; we brought him up dead. Hand me that rag.”

                 “But—”

                 “That was the end of it,” he said and reached for the rag himself. “No use dwelling on the past.”

                 She had an urge to lay a hand on his scarred one, but judged, correctly, that he’d snap it off at the wrist. “An odd statement from a treasure hunter.”

                 “Babe, it’s what it brings you now that counts. And this ain’t bad.”

                 Distracted, she looked back down at the hilt. As Matthew rubbed, she began to see the gleam. “Silver,” she murmured. “It’s silver. A mark of rank. I knew it.”

                 “It’s a nice piece.”

                 Forgetting everything but the find, she leaned closer, let her fingertip skim along the gleam. “I think it’s eighteenth-century.”

                 His eyes smiled. “Do you?”

                 “I’m majoring in marine archeology.” She gave her bangs an impatient push. “It could have belonged to the captain.”

                 “Or any other officer,” Matthew said dryly. “But it’ll keep me in beer and shrimp for a while.”

                 Stunned, she jerked back. “You’re going to sell it? You’re just going to sell it? For money?”

                 “I’m not going to sell it for clamshells.”

                 “But don’t you want to know where it came from, who it came from?”

                 “Not particularly.” He turned the cleaned portion of the hilt toward the sun, watched it glint in the light. “There’s an antique dealer on Saint Bart’s who’ll give me a square deal.”

                 “That’s horrible. That’s . . .” She searched for the worst insult she could imagine. “Ignorant.” In a flash, she was on her feet. “To just sell it that way. For all you know, it may have belonged to the captain of the Isabella or the Santa Marguerite. That would be a historic find. It could belong in a museum.”

                 Amateurs, Matthew thought in disgust. “It belongs where I put it.” He rose fluidly. “I found it.”

                 Her heart stuttered at the thought of it wasting away in some dusty antique shop, or worse, being bought by some careless tourist who would hang it on the wall of his den.

                 “I’ll give you a hundred dollars for it.”

                 His grin flashed. “Red, I could get more than that by melting down the hilt.”

                 She paled at the thought. “You wouldn’t do that. You couldn’t.” When he only cocked his head, she bit her lip. The stereo system she envisioned gracing her college dorm room would have to wait. “Two hundred then. It’s all I have saved.”

                 “I’ll take my chances on Saint Bart’s.”

                 Color flooded back into her cheeks. “You’re nothing but an opportunist.”

                 “You’re right. And you’re an idealist.” He smiled as she stood in front of him, hands fisted, eyes fired. Over her shoulder, he caught movement on the deck of the Adventure. “And for better or worse, Red, it looks like we’re partners.”

                 “Over my dead body.”

                 He took her by the shoulders. For one startled minute, she thought he meant to heave her overboard. But he simply turned her until she faced her own boat.

                 Her heart sank as she watched her father and Buck Lassiter shake hands.
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