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A HUGE WHITE YACHT WAS SAILING INTO VIEW OVER THE HORIZON.

“They must be turning,” Dugan remarked.

“Turning?” Veronica asked.

“Either that or they’re slowing down. I’m hoping they’re turning.”

“Why would they be slowing down?”

“That’s a question I’d rather not have to answer. Keep playing with that fishing rod. Make it look good.”

It was true, boats could slow down and pull alongside just to be friendly. But they didn’t do it very often.

“Try to look like we’re out here to get a tan and catch a fish, okay? Don’t follow me below, don’t act like we might be worried.”

“You are worried, aren’t you?”

“Just a little bit.”

She searched his face, then nodded and sat back in her chair.

Below, Dugan unlocked the drawer where he kept a Glock 9mm . . .
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To the love of my life.





Thanks to Katie V. for inviting me into her world of deafness. I’m so grateful for the masterful way you were able to give me analogies that helped make the silence real for me.

Thanks to Margaret A. for her perspective on working with the deaf, and the mechanics of hearing loss. And thanks to many others who in their various ways taught me what silence means.






Prologue
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Orin Coleridge had six months to live. He regarded the prospect with little fear, but with a whole lot of impatience. Six months wasn’t long enough for what he needed to do, especially when his strength was failing, and treatments were only going to make him weaker.

The only thing he feared was that his daughter wouldn’t outlive him. He watched her sit in a corner, rocking endlessly and staring out the window at the brilliant Florida days as if she couldn’t even see them.

A man had done that to her. Her husband had done that to her. Orin looked down at his frail, trembling hands and wished they had the strength to strangle Larry Hauser.

The bright candle flame that was his daughter had nearly been extinguished, and months later it showed no signs of leaping to life again.

She was too thin. Too withdrawn. Counseling had been useless because she wouldn’t speak. Her once raven black hair now had a silver streak in it, speaking of what she had endured. Of what Larry had inflicted on her.

Orin sighed heavily and went to stand beside her, looking out through the filtering leaves of an ancient live oak at the sunbaked street beyond. He didn’t care what happened to him, but he needed more time, time enough to find a way to put the spark back in his daughter’s eyes. A way to give her back her life before he gave up his own.

Reaching out, he touched Veronica’s shoulder and felt her shrink away. His heart breaking, he withdrew his hand.

There had to be a way to reach her, he thought, as tears burned in his eyes. Some way to reach the little girl who had once grasped life with both hands, hungry for experience. Some way to reach the woman who had followed in his footsteps, becoming a professor of archaeology.

He had so many memories of her, all of them full of light and life from the time she took her first steps to the time she had come to him with sparkling eyes and showed him her first published monograph. Surely that woman couldn’t be gone forever.

There had to be a key to the lock of silence and despair that imprisoned her. There had to be a way to fan the spark back to life.

Closing his eyes against a swelling surge of grief, he tried, as he always had, to focus on the problem at hand.

Then, to his amazement, for the first time in twenty-five years, he heard the sound of his late wife’s voice. It seemed to waft to him on the air, carrying the mysterious lilt that had first drawn him to her.

“The mask of the Storm Mother.”

A chill went through him as he recalled all the trouble that quest had brought into his life. And yet, looking at his daughter as she slowly faded away from lack of will to live, he wondered if renewing the quest could possibly be any more costly.

The answer was plain. He just hoped the mask wouldn’t bring his daughter back to life only to take her away again. Because, to this day, he was convinced his wife’s death was no accident. Whenever he let himself think of it, her loss filled him with anguish and rage.

And fear.



 
  Chapter 1
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Dugan Gallagher sat in the small jumbled office where he spent his days, with his feet propped up on the desk, tilted back in his chair so he could see the harbor.

He wore his usual costume of khaki work shirt, khaki shorts, and topsiders, about as formal as he ever got since quitting his job as a stockbroker ten years ago. Of course, the nice thing about being a business owner was that he got to set the dress code. And this was Key West besides. Even the lawyers came to work dressed this way, and kept a suit hanging in their offices for the times they needed to go into court.

Watching the Sea Maid put out with her current cargo of tourists who wanted to dive a wreck, he felt pretty good. All his captains and dive instructors had shown up today, which meant he, Dugan Gallagher, didn’t have to get wet. Which was just fine with him. He might live on an island and have an office on a harbor, and make his living from boats, but he hated to get wet. Period. The bathroom shower was his maximum preferred water exposure.

He also preferred to stay holed up in his tiny office as far away from the tourists as possible. Oh, he was well aware of the irony in the fact that he owned a diving business that catered to tourists when he hated both the water and tourists, but life was ironic any way you looked at it. Besides, never having to wear a tie again was reward enough for putting up with the other annoyances.

The Sea Maid—not the most original name in the world, but what the hell, he wasn’t angling for awards, just for business—eased out of the harbor and sailed away with her precious cargo of tourists and compressed-air tanks. From experience, he knew that everyone was talking and laughing with excitement, and that Jill, the instructor on board, was encouraging them with her own enthusiasm.

He almost snorted, then reminded himself not to get too cynical about what he did. It might show. The dives they took the tourists on were relatively tame, for liability reasons. But while he might be jaded about diving wrecks, his customers weren’t, and he needed to keep that in mind.

Besides, this job was better than Wall Street any day. Unfortunately, it was also a little more hectic than he’d planned on when he had dropped out ten years ago with the express intention of becoming a beach bum. Instead, he’d wound up buying a dying business and turning it into a profitable concern. He figured he must have a loose screw somewhere.

On the other hand, you couldn’t beat the view of the harbor, or the lazy pace around town, or the nightlife that never seemed to end. So he was a productive beach bum. It didn’t exactly call for hand-wringing and mea culpas.

There was a knock on his door, and Ginny, his office manager, the lady who dealt with ninety percent of the onshore crap of the business, stuck her head in. “Couple of people want to see you, boss.”


He didn’t even stir, but kept looking out the window at the mast of the sailboat riding at dock just outside. Maybe it was time to take the Mandolin out for a long, long sail in Caribbean waters. Maybe two weeks of long sail. “I’m busy,” he said.

“I can see that. When you get through contemplating your navel, you might want to see these folks. They’re talking about a long-term charter.”

That perked his interest a bit, though he was reluctant to show it. “Yeah? What . . . two days?”

“Open-ended, probably several months.”

He was about to say no way. Then he realized that he was curious. He turned his head and looked at Ginny. She was a thirtysomething redhead who’d spent too much time in the sun and had done too many drugs until the day she woke up and realized her live-in boyfriend was sucking her dry, leeching her meager income, and killing her with cocaine. She’d thrown out the boyfriend, kicked her habit, and come looking for a job. Dugan had never regretted hiring her.

“Okay,” he said.

“Okay? Okay, what? Charter the boat? Send them in here? Make them wait?”

Count on Ginny to give him a hard time. While he never regretted hiring her, sometimes he thought of her as his thorn in paradise. “Send them in.”

Then he went back to contemplating the navel of the world—or in this case, the mast of the sailboat. Which to him was the same thing, since he thought of sailing as the center of his personal universe. For somebody who didn’t like to get wet, he sure liked to be out on the water.

He heard the door open again and turned his head just enough to see his visitors. The first to enter was an elderly man who leaned on a cane. Dugan didn’t need to be a doctor to recognize the signs of cancer. The man looked like too many AIDS victims he’d seen on the streets of Key West.

But his eyes were bright blue and lively yet, though his face was gaunt and his head absolutely hairless. He wore casual khakis, too, and Dugan decided he could probably deal with this guy—unless the old man wanted to arrange to have his own ashes dumped somewhere out there. Dugan hated people who insisted on burial at sea. Mainly because when Dugan was forced to go in the water, he didn’t want to be thinking about what he might be swimming through or by. Not that he was squeamish. He just figured some things were better buried.

Behind the man came a young woman, maybe thirty, with brilliant blue eyes and hair as blue-black as a raven’s wing, except for one intriguing white streak. He couldn’t tell how long her hair was, because she had it pinned tightly to the back of her head.

That was the first thing he didn’t like about her, the tightly pinned hair. The next thing he didn’t like was the very, very nice figure barely hidden by a tank top and shorts. He didn’t like it because he couldn’t ignore it. He also wondered if she had any idea how fast even that tawny skin of hers was going to burn in the subtropical sun.

“What can I do for you?” he asked the man. He knew he should have stood and shook hands, but he’d sworn off formality and didn’t see any reason to break his vow for these two.

“We’d like to charter one of your boats for several months,” the man said.

Dugan could have told him he never did that. He could have pointed him to a charter boat business. But he didn’t. He was curious why they’d chosen him, and why they wanted the charter. They sure as hell didn’t look like drug runners. So instead of saying no, and saving himself from all the trouble—a significant error, he was to realize shortly—he said, “Why? Better yet, why me?”

The man nodded to one of the chairs, and Dugan waved him into it. Then, falling back on dusty manners, he waved the woman to the other chair. His feet were still on his desk, and he had no intention of taking them down, not even when he realized the woman was looking at him with disapproval. He resisted the urge to belch and scratch his chest—just barely.

“Well,” said the man, “perhaps I’d better tell you who we are.”

Dugan didn’t especially want to hear this part, but it had to be better than going back to his bookkeeping, so he nodded.

“I’m Orin Coleridge. This is my daughter Veronica Coleridge. We’re both archaeologists.”

And now Dugan guessed exactly what was coming. If he’d had an ounce of brains, he’d have shown them the door immediately. He didn’t want any part of their headache. “People have gone broke and died young hunting for treasure.”

“That may be,” said Coleridge, with a small nod that acknowledged Dugan’s quickness. “But my daughter isn’t in any danger of going broke in this lifetime, and we have good information on the location of a particular wreck.”

“So have a lot of people.” Dugan put his feet on the floor and faced the old man directly. “It took Mel Fisher sixteen years to find the Atocha—after he finally got good information. I won’t even mention the twenty years that came before that. Do you have any idea how much seafloor there is out there? How far a wreck could have drifted over the years? How unlikely that there’s still enough of it in one piece to identify?”

“We’re archaeologists,” Coleridge said.

“And then there’s the permits. Have you got permits?”

“We certainly have. We’ve done our legwork, Mr. Gallagher.”

“Maybe so. But have you talked to anyone who’s actually hunted for a wreck? Are you prepared to devote the rest of your life to this search?” Which, as soon as he said it, struck him as an utterly insensitive thing to say to a man who probably didn’t have much life left. Too late now.

But Coleridge didn’t seem to take offense. He smiled faintly. “That should be my concern, not yours. We simply want to charter a boat from you for the next three months.”

“Why me?”

“We need a dive boat. And we need divers. You have a good reputation.”

Having a good reputation in Key West could mean a lot of things, depending on who you talked to. But there was one thing Dugan wouldn’t give ground on to anyone: He had safe boats, good instructors, and the best equipment. In that respect he wanted a good reputation. The rest of it he didn’t care about. “I don’t rent boats for three months at a stretch. I need all my boats to handle the tourist demand. If I start turning people away, it won’t be good for my business.” Which wasn’t strictly true, because he turned people away all the time for lack of room. He just didn’t want to be cutting back his schedule by one boat.

“Well, we can rent a boat elsewhere, I suppose,” Coleridge said, looking at his daughter. “It’s just that you were highly recommended.”

Did he really want to throw this job to a competitor? Three months of easy work, charter fees. . . . He looked out the window again, pondering. Of course, he’d have to get wet.

Hmm.

“Three months,” Coleridge said. “We’ll pay in advance, whatever you’d make off the boat regularly plus twenty-five percent. We’ll pay all costs, and we’ll pay for your diving services and one or two other divers of your choice.”

“I don’t know.”

The woman spoke, too loudly. “Will you look this way when you talk?”

He turned sharply, prepared to take umbrage, but Coleridge was waving a hand. “Forgive my daughter, Mr. Gallagher. She’s deaf. She can’t read your lips when you look away.”

Dugan’s anger deflated almost before it was born, and he looked at the woman with new interest. Deaf? What a goddamn shame. Not his problem, of course, but when he considered some of the shysters and hucksters around here who might try to take advantage of a deaf woman and her ailing father, he felt something akin to a moral qualm, a feeling so rare that he almost didn’t recognize it.

“Yeah?” he said.

“Yeah,” she said.

Okay, so she was good at the lipreading thing. He looked at Coleridge again. “Just three months?”

“At this time. After that, we’ll have to reconsider and possibly get different equipment.”

“You can’t search a whole lot of seafloor in three months,” he said, making a point to look at the woman when he spoke.

“We can search enough,” she said succinctly, and still too loudly.


He decided he didn’t like her at all. “It’s your money,” he said finally. Only then did he realize what he had just walked himself into.

Oh, Christ, the whole damn town was going to be laughing at him. Dugan Gallagher, treasure hunter. He’d rather be called an asshole.

“One stipulation,” Veronica said.

“Yeah? What’s that?”

“Nobody at all is to know what we’re doing. Nobody.”

He sighed. “Lady, you can’t keep a secret in Key West. It’s impossible.”

“You’re not to tell anyone,” she repeated. “No one. No information. I don’t care if they know we’re looking for a wreck, but beyond that everything has to be secret.”

“Well, sure, okay.” Like anybody would be interested anyway. People were always looking for treasure around these parts and coming up empty. No big deal. His reputation could stand it.

Coleridge spoke. “We need you to find us some more divers. Trustworthy ones. We’ll pay their rate.”

“Slow down a minute.” He waved a hand and propped his feet back on the desk. “Just searching, right? No dredging or anything.”

“Not unless we find something.”

“I’ll have to look into the equipment I’ll need to get.”

Coleridge nodded. “We’ve already ordered the metal detectors and magnetometer. They’ll be arriving Saturday.”

“So that’s all you want to do? Sweep the seafloor for metal?”

“Right now, that’s it.”


Chickens for the plucking. The phrase crept into Dugan’s mind, and that’s when he knew he absolutely had to do this. Not so he could pluck this pair of chickens, but so that he could keep someone else from doing it. The old guy was nigh unto death, and the woman was deaf. Under those circumstances he couldn’t fall back on the P.T. Barnum philosophy of life. Nobody else might be able to live with him, but he had to.

“What happens if you find something?” he asked.

“Then we consider a salvage attempt.”

Of course. That was obvious, so obvious that asking the question was stupid. “Sure. Okay. So where are we searching?”

“You don’t need to know that,” Veronica said.

“Not until we have a contract,” Coleridge added. “Not until we’re ready to go.”

“Like the state doesn’t already have a record.”

“The state has a record of a very large piece of water,” Veronica said. “That’s all they have.”

“And you have a more refined idea?”

“What did you say?”

“I asked if you have a better idea where this vessel is in this large piece of water.”

“Much better.”

He nodded slowly, wondering if this woman was as crazy as she was deaf. Enunciating with considerable care, he said to her, “Regardless, you do understand that you’re searching for a needle in a huge haystack?”

“Of course.” She said it dismissively.

“Well, it’s your money. When do you want to start?”

“As soon as we sign a contract and get the metal detectors,” Coleridge said. “Saturday or Sunday.”

Dugan rubbed his chin, thinking about it. In spite of himself, he was intrigued. He’d been thinking about a vacation on his boat, and this would be a kind of vacation, even if he did have to dive. “Water depth?”


“No more than thirty feet.”

“Okay. Why the hell not. Just as long as you understand that a three-month search isn’t going to turn up anything except a lot of mud. Cripes, I’m practically fleecing you.”

Coleridge shook his head. “You can’t fleece someone who is getting exactly what they’re willing to pay for.”

“Right. I hope you feel the same way three months from now.”

“We will.”


Dugan wished he was half so sure.

Dugan had plenty of time to regret his hasty decision to help the Coleridges. All afternoon and early evening in fact. By the time he saw his last boat back in harbor and cleaned and readied for the next day’s business, he’d had ample time to wonder if P.T. Barnum had been talking about him.


Feeling like a royal sucker, he strode home through the busy streets, sidestepping crowds of tourists who were having a hell of a good time and drinking a bit too much. Finally he reached his own home, a blessed four blocks from Duval Street, where everything was quiet and dark except for the occasional passing motor scooter.

He’d bought the house when he’d first arrived, never realizing what a good investment it would turn out to be. It was a Key West original, built sturdily by a ship’s carpenter, and likely to last forever. At the time he bought it, it had been sadly neglected, but it had been exactly the therapy he’d needed to get over Jana. He had no idea how many hours he’d spent working on the place, repairing, repainting, improving, and remodeling the interior. Now he had a showpiece, a white-clapboard house with green tropical shutters, a wide shady porch, and a backyard—a small, Key West backyard—filled with a pool and tropical foliage that made it feel like the most private place on earth. And it was worth far, far more than he had put into it.

Which was a rather odd thing for a man who’d come to Florida determined to waste his life away in bars. But then, so was the business, which he’d bought from Tam Anson. Tam and he had met up in a bar one night, neither of them really sober. Tam had been bemoaning the fact that his diving business was going belly-up. Dugan, not thinking too clearly, had offered to bail him out. Which was how he’d come to own Green Water Diving, Inc. A piece at a time, anyway. He’d started by buying in as a partner, but as time passed, Tam had wanted less and less to do with it, and had sold the rest of the business to him.

Now Tam was his tenant, renting the upstairs apartment in the house and working for him intermittently as a diver while he tried to find himself. After eight years, Dugan figured Tam was never going to find himself, and probably wouldn’t pay the rent ever again either.

Which was okay by Dugan. He’d left his cutthroat ways behind in New York. And he kind of figured he owed Tam something for getting him into the diving business.

Besides, Tam was a good buddy and kept him from forgetting that he’d come here to lie back, not to rev up to Wall Street speeds. Tam was always ready to party, be it bar-crawling along Duval or taking a boat out to celebrate the sunset.

Tam was lying in the pool area, reading a copy of Mad Magazine and drinking a longneck. He was wearing blue swim trunks, still damp from the pool, and had a towel slung around his neck. He looked like the perfect beach bum with his sun-streaked blond hair and moustache. There’d been a time when Dugan had envied that look. These days he was content that his dark brown hair was still thick.

“Hey, what’s up, dude?” Tam asked, looking up from the magazine.

“Nothing much,” Dugan replied, resisting the urge to ’fess up to his stupidity. He’d get around to that later. “You?”

“Just hanging around. Thought maybe I’d invite a couple of guys over for poker, but everybody’s busy.”

That surprised Dugan. Sometimes he thought most of Tam’s friends did nothing except party. “What about Serena?” Serena was Tam’s current interest, a girl too young to be running around Key West on her own, in Dugan’s opinion, but what did he know? Twenty-one was twenty-one.

“She went home for a week. Her dad’s sick.”

“Sorry.”

Tam shrugged. “It happens. Grab yourself a beer, man, and hop in the pool. Water’s warm.”

“Funny. Very funny.” Tam knew damn well he’d put in the pool only to enhance the property’s value, and because that particular summer he’d had an overwhelming need to dig a deep hole.

He went into the house and popped open a Heineken, carrying it back out onto the deck with him, pausing to flip on the yard lights and some reggae on the outside speakers. A golden glow and quiet, upbeat music filled his private tropical paradise.

The beer did its work rapidly, considering he hadn’t eaten since breakfast. Soon he was relaxing and thinking maybe he hadn’t just made the biggest mistake of his life. There could be advantages to a job that involved sailing around a quiet piece of ocean and diving. Plenty of peace and quiet for one. As long as Veronica Coleridge wasn’t talking all the time. The old man at least would be easy to deal with. The woman he wasn’t sure about.

Basically, it might be a little more intensive than that vacation he’d been thinking about, but probably not much. How much work could be involved in taking a few shallow dives each day and running a metal detector over the seafloor? Low stress, that’s what it would be, because he didn’t give a damn if the Coleridges found anything at all.

Yeah, it’d be okay. Three months of sea and sun. Except for the getting wet part, it was his favorite way to spend time.

So . . . no big deal. And feeling better about it, he didn’t mind telling Tam what he’d done. He was aware that his major failing was his reluctance to admit he’d messed up, but he couldn’t see any good reason for trying to change himself.

Tam chose that moment to dump the magazine and jump in the pool. A splash went up, and Dugan watched water drops darken his khaki shorts and shirt. Some people, he thought, never grew up. The fact that he was one of them didn’t mean he couldn’t notice it in other people.

When Tam resurfaced, he grabbed the edge of the pool and shook his wet hair back from his face. “You oughtta come in, dude. Great way to cool down.”

“No thanks. I’m not hot.”

Tam gave him a wry look. “Yeah, right. You were a cat in your last life, right?”

“Maybe. Or maybe I’m one this time around. I just have a good barber.”

Tam laughed.

“So, you want a diving job for the next three months?”

“Taking tourists out? I don’t know.” Tam dropped the beach-bum attitude and grew serious. “You know I’m not that reliable, Dugan. I’ll drive you nuts.”

“Way I figure it, if you’re on a boat, you’re reliable. This isn’t for Green Water.”

“No? What then?”

“Some crazy woman and her dad want to look for a wreck. They figure they can find it in three months.”

Tam lifted both eyebrows, then hefted himself out of the pool by his arms and sat on the edge dripping. “Three months. You’re kidding, right? Or did they come from Mars?”

“They think they have a pretty good idea where it’s at.”

“Yeah. Sure. They’re crazy.”

“I think I already said that.”

“I’m agreeing with you.”

“Ahh.”

Tam shook his head. “So what exactly do they want us to do?”

“Use metal detectors. Two divers, one boat, just a search.”

“Sounds like a vacation.”

“That’s what I’m thinking.” And, now that he thought about it, feeling a tad guilty, too. Was it any more honest for him to take these people’s money just to protect them from somebody who’d take twice that or more? Or was he just rationalizing the fact that he was a sucker?

Tam, who hadn’t completely forgotten what he’d learned as a businessman, asked, “You didn’t make any promises, did you?”

“Hell, no. I even tried to talk them out of it. They said they’d done their research. Well, if you ask me, if they’d done any serious research, they’d know they’re probably never going to find that wreck, even if they spend the next thirty years looking.”

“Did you see their permits?”

“Yep. I’m not crazy enough to get into something illegal. It’s all on the up-and-up, Tam.”

“Then maybe they’re not as crazy as they seem. I hear only a few people get those permits every year, and hundreds try to get them. They must have something going for them.”

“Maybe. But I figure it’s not my problem. They want one boat and two or three divers for three months for an easy job. Nice money, nice work, no hassle, right?”

“Sounds good to me.”

Tam at least wasn’t asking the questions that Dugan was asking himself, such as, How could he be thinking about getting tangled up in something like this when he was already as busy as he wanted to be with the diving business?

But, he acknowledged, there was still some of the beach bum in him. Still something of the guy who’d wanted to lead a laid-back, hassle-free existence. Something of the man who’d been so singed by a bad marriage that he’d vowed never to get involved in anything serious again.

And running the diving business was beginning to seem too much like work. Seven days a week. Bookkeeping. Employee problems. The list was endless. He also had not the least doubt that with minimal supervision Ginny could run the business. No problem there. He made a mental note to give her another raise.

“So,” Tam asked, “what wreck are they looking for?”

“I haven’t a clue. They’re keeping all the information under wraps.”

Tam snorted. “Cripes. Like everyone around here hasn’t talked about every wreck and every salvage operation forever. Like anyone around here would give a shit that some new group is going after a wreck. They could come put up banners and nobody would think twice about it.”

“Maybe they don’t want to look like fools if it doesn’t pan out.”

“If they’re gonna look like fools, there’s a whole herd of fools running around here.” He shrugged and let it go. Tam wasn’t one to let unanswerable questions trouble him for long. “Three months. Now I’ve heard everything.”

Dugan nodded, but his thoughts were already drifting on to something else—namely the hunger gnawing his belly. He really needed to eat lunch. But since it was too late for that, he decided to get a pizza. And maybe it was time to call Linda. She was always a good evening of fun. Light fun. She was no more interested than Dugan in getting seriously involved, so their relationship was comfortable for both of them.

And that was the whole point, wasn’t it? he asked himself. To be comfortable. That was the mistake he’d made with Jana. It had never been comfortable.

Damned if he was ever going to be uncomfortable again.



 
  Chapter 2
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“Why don’t you put in your hearing aids?” Orin asked his daughter.

Veronica didn’t hear him, and he didn’t want to shout. So, finally, he picked up the waterproof case she’d bought to store them in for the trip and carried them to her.

Her gaze slipped from the window of the cottage they were renting down to the case he held out toward her. She shook her head and looked up in time to read his lips.

“Why not?”

“Because I hate them,” she said. She could hear her own voice, barely. It was distant, unformed, and she had to trust that her lips and tongue were doing the right things from memory.

“They help,” he said. “I want to talk.”

Reluctantly, she reached for the case and opened it. Inside were the reminders of her disability, and she looked at them with a hatred beyond words. Then, irritably, she snatched them up and inserted them into her ears. Drawing a quick breath, she listened. They were adjusted right.

And now every sound was annoyingly loud, including the grinding roar of the air conditioner and the hum of the refrigerator in the kitchenette.

“Thank you,” Orin said.

To Veronica it sounded like “aaaaa ooooo.” She had to watch his lips to identify the consonant sounds she could no longer hear at all.

“I don’t understand,” he said, “why you hate them so much, Veronica. They help you hear.”

“They help me hear everything, Dad. Everything. Right now I can barely hear you over the roar of the air conditioner.” Could barely distinguish his words from the invasion of other sounds.

He nodded, but she guessed he would never really understand. Would never understand that the amplified noise in her ears was every bit as bad as the silence she experienced without her hearing aids. Would never understand that for her there was no good solution, there was only bad and worse, depending on the situation.

“What did you want to talk about?”

“This search.” He had learned to keep his sentences relatively short to make it easier for her to follow him.

“What about it?”

“We’re probably not going to find the vessel. Not in three months.”

She shrugged and wished she could turn her attention back to the window. Watching the top of a palm turn into a dark shadow against the red smudge of the sunset sky interested her more than this conversation. But she no longer had the luxury of looking at something else while she listened to someone speak.

“Gallagher,” her father said, “was right. You might spend your entire life and fortune searching and never find a thing.”


“I know that.” But it wasn’t going to stop her. She had nothing else to live for anymore, except vindicating her mother’s quest. She had lost everything else that had mattered to her. Everything.


“Veronica . . .”

“Look, Dad, we’ve been all over this. If you didn’t want me to do this, then why the hell did you tell me about the mask and Mother?”

She must have been speaking even more loudly than usual, to judge by the way he pulled back.

He shook his head. “I told you because I wanted you to have something to live for.”

“Well, now I do. It’s all I have. So let me do it.”

“I don’t want you to be disappointed.”

As if anything could ever disappoint her the way Larry had disappointed her. She laughed bitterly and turned her back on her father, effectively ending her conversation with him. If he said anything, she would hear vowels. Just vowels. Unintelligible. If she could even hear him over the roar of the air conditioner.

She was angry with him, and had been ever since he’d told her about the mask. Her mother had died when she was five, and Veronica had grown up with a great big hole in her life. Discovering that her father had concealed her mother’s obsession with the mask from her had infuriated her because it was such an important part of her mother’s life. For twenty-five years he’d painted her mother in a light that was not her mother at all. She felt betrayed and cheated. Even more, she felt he had betrayed her mother, by hiding an essential part of her as if it were something of which he was ashamed.

Worse, she was angry at herself for being angry with her father. It seemed so wrong to be unable to forgive him when he was so close to death. Yet she couldn’t find it in herself to do so. Not after he had steadfastly lied to her all these years.

Sometimes, merely looking at him filled her with an almost uncontainable rage . . . and the rage was always followed by self-loathing.

He touched her arm, causing her to jump, forcing her to look at him.

“Veronica, please. You need to know. Just sit down and listen to me, please.”

She battled down her anger, burying it under the cold lump of lead in her heart, and sat in the chair by the window. It wasn’t a very comfortable chair, but she didn’t care about that. She felt tense, irritated, ready to fly or fight. Over what? The fact that her father wanted to caution her? For every bit of help he’d given her with research over the past months, he’d also given her warnings. She continuously felt as if he were urging her forward with one hand and holding her back with the other.

He took the other chair and faced her, taking her hands in his. The rumble of the air conditioner drowned out his first words, and she had to ask him to repeat himself. She hated that. God, how she hated that. She hated every single reminder of her disability.

“You need to be careful,” he said more clearly. He’d said it a thousand times since she’d undertaken this quest, but he’d never told her why. She was getting sick of the warnings without explanations.

“Why?” she demanded. “You keep saying that, but you never say why.”

“Because sunken treasure is valuable,” he said. “Men will do anything for gold. Because . . . because . . .”

She watched him look away, unsure if he’d said any more than that, if his words had been lost when he turned his head. Before she could ask, he faced her again.

“Honey,” he said, “your mother died under suspicious circumstances.”

“She fell off a boat and drowned!”

“Your mother could swim like a dolphin.”

“She hit her head.”

“Maybe. That’s what the coroner thought. I’m not so sure.” His face tightened, and his eyes darkened. “Just be careful. The artifact’s value is greater than gold.”

Indeed it was. Far greater. Because so few of the golden artworks of the Native American cultures had survived the Spanish plunder. So much had been melted down into gold bars for transport back to Spain, so much had been turned into coinage used to pay the armies of conquest. Very little of the beauty remained. But the mask was even more important because if it were found, it would be the only surviving artifact from a lost culture, a people whose passing had left almost nothing of archaeological value, a people whose culture was known only as a few footnotes in the journal of MesoAmerican conquests. A people without a name.

Veronica was not about to be deterred by vague warnings. “I’ll be safe, Dad. How could I be anything but? It’s kind of hard to sneak up on a boat on the open sea.”

“People don’t have to sneak up at sea, Veronica. They come as bold as you please, because there’s going to be no one around to protect you.”

She shrugged and looked away, letting him know she didn’t want to discuss this anymore.

So he changed the subject, which forced her to look at him again. “What did you think of him?”


“Of whom?” she asked, having missed the first part of what he said.

“Gallagher.”

“Him. Oh.” What did she think of him? She let her gaze wander back to the window, but found the night had grown dark and all she could see was her own reflection in the glass. “I don’t know. Drew was sure about him.”

He touched her hand again, drawing her attention back to him. “Drew’s a fairly good judge of character. How did he know Gallagher, anyway?”

“They went to Harvard together.”

Both of Orin’s bald eyebrows raised. “Harvard? Gallagher’s a Harvard man?”

She nodded. She was getting tired from the effort of talking with her father, tired from the battery of noises coming through her hearing aids. “MBA, apparently.”

Orin said something and shook his head, but she was through listening. Pulling out her hearing aids, she put them back in the container, letting him know that she was done conversing for the evening.

There was one advantage to being deaf, she thought bitterly, even as her own petulance bothered her. She could bail out of a conversation in an instant, and nobody could force her to listen.

But she couldn’t silence her own thoughts. Her father’s question, What did she think of Dugan Gallagher, followed her into the quiet.

What did she think of him? She hadn’t been particularly impressed to find him lazing back in his chair with his feet up on the desk on a business day. On the other hand, she had colleagues who assumed exactly that pose when they were thinking, so maybe she shouldn’t hold it against him.


She hadn’t liked his lack of manners, though, and she found the cluttered mess of his office distasteful. Bottom line, she hadn’t really been impressed with him. She was even less impressed by the thought that someone with a Harvard MBA was wasting himself on a small diving business.

But her friend Drew Hunnecutt, an oceanographer whose idea of a holiday was to dive the reefs off the Florida Keys, had recommended him highly. “His barrel may be a little bent,” Drew had said, “but he’s a straight shooter.”

And a straight shooter was exactly what she needed. She needed someone she could count on to tell her the truth, because there was so much she didn’t know about this whole treasure-hunting business that she could get into serious trouble. She needed someone she could rely on not to steal or conceal their finds. If they made any.

Drew had been a great help to her, studying the ocean currents in the area where Nuestra Señora de Alcantara had probably gone down, and had done some extensive computer modeling of how the wreck might have drifted over nearly three hundred years. He’d targeted a relatively small area of seafloor out toward the Marquesas as the likeliest place for a discovery.

She knew perfectly well his models could be all wrong. She knew she might never find a thing, not even some ballast. She was willing to live with that. What she wasn’t willing to live with was never having tried.

As for Gallagher . . . she could control him. After all, she was paying for him, his boat, and his time. Besides, she trusted Drew, and if Drew thought she could rely on Gallagher, she probably could.

But she had no doubt that it was going to be a bumpy ride.


Night was settling over the mountains of Venezuela. Emilio Zaragosa sat on his patio, awaiting his dinner, and watched his garden turn into shadows and shades of gray. In a little while his wife would call to him, and he would join her in a repast fit for a king.

Emilio lived well. He had grown up the hard way on the streets of Caracas, in the gutters basically. Hungry, half-naked, and unwanted, he had learned life’s lessons well. He had learned that if he wanted something, he had to take it. He had learned that the only thing he could rely on was his wits. He had learned a man could never be too wealthy.

And he had learned that it was a man’s responsibility to provide for his family. These days, Emilio Zaragosa had family. A great deal of family. He had six daughters and two sons, four of them married, and seven grandchildren. If Emilio had anything to say about it, not a single one of them would ever go hungry as he had.

So now he was in his fifties, a proud man with the fortune of Croesus, all of it made by dealing in antiquities from all over the world. He had a good business in producing fake artifacts that tourists loved to buy all over Spanish-speaking America, but he also had a healthy and very illegal trade in the priceless relics of ancient civilizations.

Wealthy men were acquisitive, he had discovered, and had a particular taste for forbidden things. He was more than willing to pander to their tastes because they were more than willing to pay generously for their pleasures.

But he had developed a certain acquisitiveness himself over the years. Maybe because he didn’t entirely trust currencies, stocks, or bonds. But the value of ancient artifacts never fell, and as they became increasingly difficult for private hands to obtain, they became increasingly priceless. So he had a collection of his own, a hedge against the ills that could befall a man who put all his eggs in one basket. A hedge against years in which he might not find some new artifact to market.

His caution did well by him. He could have retired at any time and still been sure his children and grandchildren would have been well provided for. But that was not his way. The memory of hunger dogged his heels like a ravening wolf.

So when he heard that a Tampa archaeologist was searching for the lost mask of the Storm Mother, he put his ear to the ground, so to speak. He’d heard of the mask once before in his early days, a rumble on his network of informants. A Tampa archaeologist had been looking for it then, too, and a great many acquisitive people had been bidding for it even though it was unlikely to be found.

But all the furor had interested Emilio in the mask, and he’d looked into what little he could learn about it. And what he had learned had whetted his appetite considerably. How rare indeed it would be to have the sole surviving artifact of an extinct culture. A golden artifact.

He had never been able to learn where the mask might be found, and the Tampa archaeologist had been murdered by one of Emilio’s competitors, who mistakenly thought she had found the mask. But now someone else was searching, and Emilio was never one to overlook a possibility.

He always paid attention to the permits issued by the state of Florida for exploration for ancient wrecks. The contents of those wrecks, after all, were his bread and butter. He had a Florida state employee who kept him advised of all applications and grants, and Emilio made it a habit to check out all of them. Most he discarded as pipe dreams.


But this one was different. This one had given him a gut-clenching thrill when he learned of it. Not just because of the mask.

No. Because the new archaeologist was the daughter of the one who had been killed. Emilio had always suspected there was some knowledge there that wasn’t shared by the world at large. Now he was sure of it.

The letter in his hand confirmed it. Dr. Veronica Coleridge had left for Key West. She believed she knew where the mask was.

And Emilio Zaragosa was going to keep a very close eye on her.

He was just deciding which of his informants to put in place when his wife called him for dinner. When the glass door opened as she stuck her head out, he could hear the laughter of his grandchildren.

The sound hardened his resolve. He would let Veronica Coleridge do the hard work, then he would step in and take what he wanted as he always had. Because those children inside his house were never going to be hungry or homeless.

Not while Emilio Zaragosa lived.

Veronica woke up from a nightmare, and momentarily felt frightened and disoriented. She didn’t recognize the shadows in the room where she slept, and her deafness struck her afresh, offering her no cues to her whereabouts.

Adrenaline coursing through her, she searched frantically for a light, and finally found a small lamp on the night table. As soon as she switched it on, she knew where she was. In the cottage in Key West. The cottage she was renting from a friend of Drew Hunnecutt’s. Her father, she recalled, was sleeping in the loft above.


Throwing back the covers, she climbed out of bed. The air was still and warm, and she imagined the air conditioner must have turned off. Making her way barefoot into the kitchenette, she turned on a light and poured herself a glass of milk. Then, sitting at the bar, she pulled out the papers where she had listed all the things she needed for her exploration.

But she couldn’t concentrate on it, because she was aware of the crushing silence around her. At night there were no sounds to pierce the cocoon of her deafness. There was nothing to orient her in the world, and she might have been adrift in a vacuum.

And that night it was even worse, because in her dream she had been hearing. She had been on a boat on a sunny sea, listening to the waves lap against the side of the vessel. She’d been standing at the bow, watching waves roll toward her, listening to the ceaseless whisper of the water. Listening to the wind hum in the rigging behind her.

Listening to the wind hum in the rigging.

That detail surprised her. Where had her mind drawn that sound from? She had sailed on small boats, with small sails, and she knew the sound of wind in canvas. But this had sounded bigger, much bigger, and her mind had insisted that she was on a large boat sailing swiftly before a strong wind.

But they had been sailing into a dark cloud. A black cloud. As she had stood at the bow, rising and falling on the waves with the sound of wind power behind her, she had watched the black wall of cloud grow larger, darker, denser, until it filled the sky. And with its growth had come the terror that had awakened her, every instinct shrieking for flight.

The dream, she told herself, was the result of all the warnings her father had been giving her, and nothing else. His uneasiness about her quest had begun to make her uneasy.

She forced herself to look at her lists and notes. Underwater metal detectors, the best brand made. A magnetometer, absolutely essential for finding the areas to dive and sweep. Buoys to mark those areas. A Global Positioning System so she could record and return to interesting positions. The list was, to her way of thinking, surprisingly short. But, upon reflection, she realized that the exploration part was relatively uncomplicated. Use the magnetometer to detect iron deposits, dive to check them out, and sweep the immediate area with metal detectors. Simple enough.

The hard part was locating the wreck. Despite what Dugan Gallagher might think, she wasn’t deluded about the difficulty of the search, or about the vast areas that might need to be covered.

Information about where old wrecks had gone down was unreliable at best. Survivors rarely knew the exact position of the vessel at the time it broke up or sank. At best they knew the last measured position—and that might have been taken hours before the disaster occurred, and might well have been inaccurate.

In this case, there had been only two survivors, one of them an infant. The conquistador who had managed to save himself and his child had washed aground on some unnamed island. There he had made a boat to carry himself and the child island to island until he made the mainland of Florida, where he then spent more than a year hiking his way up the coast until he reached St. Augustine. He thought the ship had gone down in the Straits of Florida. But a few things in his description had led Veronica’s mother and now Veronica herself to believe the boat had been seriously off course at the time the hurricane had hit. In fact, Veronica was so sure of it that she was prepared to sink a lot of money into her own theory that the boat had gone down somewhere southeast of the Marquesas.

She had left the conquistador’s original account, faded ink on parchment, safely locked up in her bank, but she had a translation copy with her, something she had typed up without identifying the source. The document itself was a family heirloom, a treasure she would never risk losing.

Juan Bernal Vasquez y Maria had been an old man at the time he wrote the account, which had passed down to Veronica. She allowed for the fact that he might have misremembered some of the details of his arduous journey with a two-year-old child through the wilds of Florida at a time when mosquitoes and Indians were both deadly threats. He might also have exaggerated greatly. Memory and time had a way of enlarging things.

But what she didn’t doubt was his description of the island where he washed ashore with the child, nor of the length of the journey he took from that island to the next. And while he might indeed have washed up on any of the Keys that ran along the Straits of Florida, she was willing to give Juan Vasquez credit for being able to tell the direction of his travel by the stars.

If the ship had gone down where the legajos her mother had found in the archives in Spain had suggested, then Juan Vazquez couldn’t have traveled as far east as he claimed without being lost in the Atlantic. Her mother, Renata, had believed the legajos were more accurate than Bernal’s account, and had concluded that over the years the conquistador had exaggerated the length of his journey. Veronica believed otherwise. The legajos had no accurate information about what had happened to the ship after it departed port, whereas Bernal had been there. Playing jury, she had decided the eyewitness was probably more reliable than the official records.

Combining his description of his journey with a map, it hadn’t taken all that long for Veronica to conclude that the ship had gone down somewhere between the Marquesas and Key West. Nor was it completely unlikely that the ship had gone so far astray from the Straits, not with the cloud cover that had existed for two days before they were caught in the edge of the hurricane that had caused the ship to founder.

The fact that the ship had foundered, rather than broken up on reefs, added to her conviction that the vessel hadn’t been in the Straits when it went down.

The Alcantara had been within sight of land when it foundered, but only Vasquez and his infant daughter had made it to shore. He had strapped the child to an empty barrel, then clung to it, keeping the baby upright, while the waves carried them to land. There he had watched the wind and rain batter the ship and sweep its remains away “to the southeast,” he said.

Veronica assumed he came up with that direction after the clouds had cleared and he could observe the heavens again.

So, unless he had misremembered, and unless her calculations were completely off base, she thought she had a pretty good idea where the wreckage would be found.

There wouldn’t be much of it, she was sure. The area she was looking at wasn’t isolated. If there was enough of that ship left to see from the surface, someone would have found the remains by now.

Instead she was going to be seeking broken remains, probably deeply buried in silt and sand. And gold. The Alcantara had been heavily laden with plundered gold, an estimated ten million dollars of it, melted into bars.

But she didn’t care about that. It was merely a signpost to the one treasure she really wanted: the mask of the Storm Mother.



 
  Chapter 3
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Life is what happens when you’re making other plans. The sign hung on the wall facing Dugan’s desk. The quote was attributed to John Lennon, but Dugan had read somewhere that it was really a quote from some female writer in the 1920s or ’30s, except that he couldn’t remember her name. He figured since she wasn’t around to make a stink about the attribution, there was no point in him worrying about it either.

But what that quote did, whoever was responsible for it, was help him keep his cool when everything seemed to be blowing up. Which it regularly did. Which it was doing today.

He’d come to work to find out that one of his divers hadn’t shown up, and one of his boats had major engine trouble. Apart from the loss of income, he’d had to face the irritated clients who’d had reservations for the boat that morning. Some were laid-back about it, of course, taking it philosophically that they might have to wait a day or two for their dives. But others were irate at having their vacation plans ruined, and they were vociferous in telling him so.

By noon he’d managed to rearrange the schedule, cut break times, increase the number of runs each of his boats was to make each day, and was left only with objections that they’d been promised a dive at a certain time of day. There was nothing he could do about that.

Just as he was figuring the worst of the storm had passed, the Coleridges showed up in his office. Veronica, looking a little pink from the sun, at least had her shoulders covered.

Orin took a seat without invitation, apparently deciding to practice manners the way Dugan did. Veronica stood in the corner, her arms folded beneath her breasts. It may have been a protective pose, but from Dugan’s perspective all it did was heighten his awareness of one of her better assets. Maybe her only asset.

Today she had her hair tucked behind her ears, though, and for the first time he saw her hearing aids. He felt a twinge of pity for her, which evaporated the instant he met her blue eyes. They were sparking, defying him to feel sorry for her.

So he looked at her father. Here, at least, he found a human being he could relate to. “What’s up?” he asked, not at all sure he wanted to know. Orin’s next words confirmed that ignorance could indeed be bliss.

“We’ve hired a plane to do a low flyover of the water in the area where we’re planning to search. I can’t go, so I want you to accompany Veronica. It only makes sense, since you’re going to be our captain and chief diver.”

“You want me to go?” Next to getting wet, Dugan hated flying. He most definitely did not like having someone else in control of his survival. Life required him to get on large commercial planes sometimes, and he did it, feeling rather like a cat whose fur was being stroked in the wrong direction. But a small charter? Sweet Mother! “I don’t have time.”

“Certainly you do. We’ve hired you beginning Friday. Tomorrow. Look, Gallagher, you might as well be in on it. If we can see any signs of wreckage from the air, it’ll help our search, and help you know what you’re looking for.”

“It’s a waste of time,” he said, more out of a growing sense of desperation than any real objection.

“Absolutely not,” Orin said. “Many wrecks have been spotted from the air. Flying a hundred or two hundred feet above these waters can be a great help in finding wreckage. This could narrow our search area considerably.”

Flying a hundred or two hundred feet above the water didn’t bother him. Having someone else in the pilot’s seat did. “I’m too busy. I’ve had a diver call in sick, I’ve got a boat that’s disabled, and a hundred tourists really pissed at me. Find someone else.”

He glanced at Veronica again and saw that her eyes were narrowed and irritated-looking. He wished she would say something because then he could tell her where to get off. Then it occurred to him she might not have completely followed his conversation with her father, and that narrowing of her eyes might indicate nothing except that she was trying to piece things together.

Oh, shit, he felt another moral qualm coming on. The woman was deaf. Her father couldn’t go. Was he going to cast her to the wolves? Or more specifically, some wolf who might want the treasure himself?

He looked at Orin. “Are you sure you need me?”

“It would be a great help. We have a GPS, but someone is going to have to write down the interesting coordinates while someone else watches. And it would really help to have a set of eyes looking out both sides of the plane.”

Well, it might shorten his three-month sentence if they found something right off.

Dugan leaned back in his chair and looked out his window at the harbor. “Okay, I’ll do it. Ginny can handle the mess here, now that I’ve set the ball rolling to cope with it.” Which made him remember that he still hadn’t told her he was giving her a raise.

“I’m starving,” he decided abruptly. “Let’s go get some lunch.”

Because all of a sudden he had to get out of that office, breathe a little fresh air and sunshine, and try to find some reason he shouldn’t just bail on this project.

Not that he was going to. He was a man of his word, unfortunately, and he’d already said he’d do it. But he would feel a whole lot better if the ice queen would thaw a degree or two, since they were apparently going to be in close quarters quite a bit.

He stood up and started toward the door when he caught sight of Veronica’s frustrated expression. She didn’t know what was going on, he realized. He hadn’t been looking at her when he spoke, and she probably hadn’t caught a tenth of what he’d said.

Something inside him, something well guarded behind high protective walls, nibbled at him, telling him to take it easy on her. Something very sharp slipped past his barriers and pierced his heart with an unwelcome pang of sympathy.

He stopped, facing her, and said clearly, “Let’s go to lunch. My treat.”

She darted a surprised glance at her father, then nodded. “Okay.”


He picked a restaurant not too far from the dock, a place that always kept its doors wide-open, as did most Key West businesses, and its air-conditioning set at forty below zero. “Great seafood,” he said to the Coleridges, taking care that he was facing Veronica when he spoke.

He noticed she took the seat across from him at the table, apparently determined not to miss any more of what he said. He found himself wondering what life must be like for her, and how handicapped she really was.

And he figured, judging by the expression on her face a few minutes ago, that he would go nuts from frustration if he suddenly lost his hearing. He wondered if she’d been deaf all her life, or if it was something recent.

And he concluded that it was none of his business, so he didn’t ask.

He ordered a beer, and Coleridge ordered a glass of wine. Veronica, he noted, asked for ice water. Uptight in every way. She and he were not going to get along at all.

But somebody had to break the ice, and by the time they ordered their meals, it was pretty apparent that it was going to have to be him.

“So,” he said, “tell me about this wreck we’re looking for.”

Again that look of mild irritation flitted across Veronica’s face, and he figured she hadn’t understood him. Lifting his head, he repeated his question slowly, simplifying it. “What wreck are we looking for?”

She understood this time. He also noted, with interest, that her father didn’t leap into the breach and answer for her. Instead, Coleridge seemed fascinated by the passersby beyond the window.


“La Nuestra Señora de Alcantara,” Veronica replied. Her voice, he noticed, was still too loud, but in the restaurant, which was filling up with a noisy lunch crowd, it wasn’t exceptional.


“Our Lady of Alcantara,” he translated. “Spanish treasure ship?”

She nodded.

“What happened to it?”

“Near miss with a hurricane. The cargo was doubling as ballast, and the captain wouldn’t let them throw any of it overboard when the seas got rough. They foundered.”

He nodded. He almost asked where this had happened, then decided against it. Some details were better not bruited about in public. “Survivors?”

“Two. One of them recorded the events afterward.”

Original source material. That was always useful. “You know, don’t you, that a lot of those ships made navigational errors?”

She cocked her head. “What?”

“A lot of those ships made mistakes in calculating their positions.”

She nodded. “I know. I’m going by other information.”

Maybe she had done her homework. Although he would readily admit he didn’t know a whole hell of a lot about the subject himself. That little fact probably didn’t make him the best judge of whether she knew what she was talking about.

Then she surprised him by actually asking him a question. “You’ve done some wreck diving, haven’t you?”

He nodded. “But only a little. Just for fun. No serious treasure hunting.” Back in his early days in the Keys, he’d wasted some time diving the reefs and the known wrecks. “I’ve used submersible metal detectors, but that’s about it.”

Her eyes were narrowed again, as if she hadn’t quite followed what he’d said. It occurred to him that conversing with her could be exhausting. Then he realized that if it was exhausting for him, it was probably even more so for her. “Metal detectors,” he said.

She nodded inquiringly.

“I’ve used them.”

She gave another nod, a bigger one this time, one that said she comprehended.

There, he told himself. That wasn’t so bad. Although he had a feeling that if he had to spend the next three months repeating everything twice, it was going to be a serious nuisance.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Gallagher,” Orin Coleridge said. He turned toward Dugan in a way that cut Veronica out of what he was saying. Veronica noted it instantly, Dugan saw, and she didn’t like it.

“The background noise,” Orin said. “It makes it more difficult for her to make out what you’re saying.”

Dugan didn’t get that. Now that he thought about it, he didn’t understand the hearing aids, either. “Maybe somebody ought to explain this to me, so I know what I’m up against here.”

“My daughter still has some hearing. Her loss mostly lies in the middle ranges where most daily sounds occur. Where speech occurs. With the help of hearing aids, speech can be amplified enough that she can hear some of the sounds you make, but not the consonants. Unfortunately, as she has told me so often, the hearing aids also amplify all the other sounds. So right now I would venture to say that your voice is getting lost in all the other noise around us.”

He nodded, absorbing that. “So what do I sound like to her?”


She answered, apparently having read his lips. “Ooo ow eye iiii.”

It took him a minute to realize that she had said, “You sound like this.” No consonants. Thinking about it, he guessed he could see it. Consonants were kind of quiet. So he sounded like that to her, did he? Then he could damn well understand why she was having trouble. “So you get the consonants from watching my lips?”

“Yes.”

“Wow.” He could scarcely imagine how difficult that must be. So maybe instead of feeling so irritated by her irritation, he ought to just pay more attention to looking at her, and enunciating clearly. It sounded easy enough, but he knew it was going to be a strain, because he wasn’t used to doing that.

And it might be a good time to get back to the subject at hand. “So, okay, how long are we going to be out tomorrow?”

“We’ll be out for a couple of hours and probably make two flights,” she said. “That should cover most of the area I’m interested in.”

“What if you don’t find anything?”

“We’ll still look. There’s an eyewitness report that the ship broke up, so we might not see anything from the air.”

He nodded, but was thinking that this was a fool’s quest. “When did this ship go down?”

“In 1703,” Orin answered.

“Three hundred years.” If it had gotten buried in sand or mud, there might be quite a bit of timber left, but if it hadn’t gotten buried, there wouldn’t be much except cargo and cannons and some of the ship’s iron fittings. And all of that could be scattered over several square miles. Three months? In your dreams, lady.


But he didn’t say what he was thinking. No point in it. It was on her dime, not his, and he figured that if she was going to yield to reason, she would have done it before she showed up in his office. So he acted like this was a perfectly rational thing to be doing. “I’ve got another diver for you, a friend of mine.”

She picked that up well enough, and nodded. “Good.”

“So maybe two is enough to start?”

“Why?”

“No point in hiring anyone else until we’re sure we need the extra hands.”

She thought about that, but something about her eyes told him she wasn’t too happy about it.

“Look,” he said. “You want to keep this under wraps. That means you go at it in a small way. Now if you don’t care what the world knows about this, we’ll hire another boat, string a cable between them and use it as a guideline for a whole team of divers to swim in parallel.”

“I don’t follow,” she said.

So he grabbed a napkin and drew a sketch, using it to show her what he meant as he explained again. She nodded her comprehension, then shook her head.

“I thought you’d feel that way. Look, first we do the flyover, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then we go out on the boat. You said you have a magnetometer?”

“Yes.”

“When we find something worth checking out, Tam and I can do it. You won’t need more than the two of us right away. Later, we might, but right now, two divers will be enough to check out the possibilities.”


She looked at her father. He nodded. “Mr. Gallagher is right. Two will work for a start.”

“Call me Dugan,” he said.

“Okay,” Veronica said. “Two to start. But if I think we need more, we get them.”

“Sure.” If they found anything, they’d need the extra hands. But at least for now he figured two divers were going to be overkill. In fact, he was willing to bet they wouldn’t see anything from the plane, and willing to bet her magnetometer wouldn’t find anything either.

Cripes, he might not know much about treasure hunting, but he’d been in these parts long enough to know how difficult it was going to be to find a sunken, broken-up Spanish treasure ship. Three hundred years could do a lot of weird things to wreckage. Wood would be mostly gone, coral would have grown on the remains, hiding them. Unless they found something that looked distinctly artificial, they were apt to get nowhere fast.

Not his problem. His problem, the way he saw it, was to get these two lambs through the next three months of disappointment and heartbreak without being fleeced. And without drawing the attention of some less-savory elements who might think the Coleridges knew an easy way to get rich.

Which was quite enough of a burden for a man who had decided to avoid moral burdens like the plague after he’d been taught that other people didn’t have moral qualms. The rule was every man for himself, and anybody who didn’t play by those rules was bound to be a loser.

He’d been a loser, once. And he’d finally carved out a niche where he didn’t have to face those conflicts anymore. So what was he doing getting involved in this mess?

The question kept rearing its head, irritating him because he’d already answered it numerous times since yesterday. He didn’t want to think about it anymore. He just wanted to get through these next months.

“What time tomorrow?” he asked.

“What?”

He stifled a sigh and looked at Veronica. “The plane,” he said. “What time tomorrow?”

“Eight. Wilson Air.”

Oh, God! He knew Butch Wilson. Worse, he knew Wilson’s reputation. The guy had started his life as an aviator in Vietnam, where he’d developed some seriously bad habits related to careful flying. Then he’d run drugs up from Jamaica, back in the days when drug running had been a primary industry around the island. He’d long since gone legit with a charter service, but his attitude hadn’t improved any. He still liked treetop flying and quick thrills.

Maybe he needed to pick up some Dramamine for the flight.

On the other hand, Butch was as honest as the day was long. The Coleridges had lucked out, picking him.

“Butch is a good man,” he said finally. “How’d you pick him?”

“You know Drew Hunnecutt?” Veronica asked.

“Hell, yes. We went to Harvard together, and I take him diving a lot.” Not on the regular tours, either. When Drew came to town on vacation, he was looking for something special, and Dugan had long ago developed the habit of scheduling a vacation himself at the same time, and taking Drew out on the Mandolin.


“He recommended both you and Mr. Wilson.”

“Figures.” Drew liked his thrills, too. But then Drew had always been a little bit insane. Dugan liked the sea as much as the next guy, but spending your life studying coral reefs had always struck him as the next best thing to taking up basket weaving.

“Well,” he said, taking care to face Veronica directly, “I hope you have a strong stomach. Butch can be a madman at the controls.”

She shrugged. “Drew warned me. But he said Mr. Wilson was an honest man who could keep a secret.”

“That’s true.” Sometimes he figured Butch kept more secrets than a graveyard.

Orin Coleridge bailed out right after lunch, insisting he needed to rest. Which left Dugan with the lady, who was looking at him as if she didn’t like him any more than he liked her. He was going to have a word with Drew about sending him this crew.

He ordered another beer while Veronica had a fruit bowl for dessert. She wasn’t very talkative, probably for good reason, which left him feeling awkward and irritable. He was used to people who had plenty to say, and conversations that were freewheeling.

“Is your dad going with us on the boat?”

Her head snapped up. “Did you say something?”

“Yes. Is your dad going with us on the boat?”

“I don’t think so. He’s not well and needs a lot of rest.”

“I thought so.” Great. Him, Tam, and this woman. What a happy group they were going to make. Unless he could find some way to make common ground with her, a place where they could talk more easily without ruffling each other’s feathers.

“Why are you so sure you’re going to find this boat in three months?”

“I’m not.”

The answer surprised him. She’d seemed so definite about it yesterday. “You’re not?”


She shook her head.

“Then why the deadline?”

She looked down at her fruit, then pushed it away with something like distaste. She looked at him again. “It’s a long story, Mr. Gallagher.”

“Call me Dugan. Please. And I’ve got time to listen. How about this evening? Have you seen our sunset celebration yet? You don’t want to miss it. I’ll pick you up around six-thirty.”

She looked as if she wanted to say no, but he wasn’t going to let her. The more he thought about it, the more questions he had about this little operation. And the more he wanted to know why a deaf woman and her terminally ill father were so hot on doing this search right now.

“No arguments,” he said, donning his most charming smile. “Six-thirty. I’ll come for you.”

“You don’t know where I’m staying.”

“So tell me. Believe me, you don’t want to miss the celebration. Lots of local atmosphere. A great show.”

She hesitated, then gave him a location on Elizabeth Street. Ten minutes later, when they parted ways, he was at least sixty percent certain that when he appeared at her door tonight, she wouldn’t be there. Well, it wouldn’t be the first time he’d been stood up, and he wasn’t particularly attracted to the idea of spending an evening with Veronica Coleridge.

But he did want to hear her story.

Veronica, who’d barely come out of the house since she’d lost her hearing, did something unusual after leaving Dugan Gallagher: she walked around Key West. In the anonymity of the crowds, she didn’t need to hear or to read lips. She could simply wander around without anybody realizing she was deaf, and without exhausting herself by trying to converse.

The level of the noise bothered her, though, and finally she popped her aids out and tucked them into a pocket. She wasn’t fully ready to admit it yet, but there were times when silence was a blessing. Without her aids in, every sound was distant and muffled, as if coming from a very long way away. And many sounds didn’t reach her at all.

It was still unnerving at times to see people laughing and not be able to hear them. For some reason that bothered her almost more than anything else. So she didn’t look at the people’s faces, but contented herself with looking in the shop windows.

She just wished she hadn’t let Dugan talk her into the sunset celebration. Not that he’d exactly talked her into it. He’d steamrolled her. Sort of.

Deep inside, though, at some place where the Veronica she used to be still resided, she wanted to go to the celebration. Wanted to do the ordinary things that other people did. Things she had once taken for granted.

Things she would have done without a second thought, before the accident, and before Larry had left her. Before having a simple conversation with a stranger had become one of the hardest tasks in her life.

She could lipread her father reasonably well, because they’d been practicing it for the last six months. Dugan Gallagher was a lot harder to read, although not nearly as hard as most people she encountered. But because of that limitation, she found it hard to speak with strangers at all, and that’s why her father had come along on this trip. Much as he probably would have preferred to stay home where he could get all the rest he needed more easily, he had chosen to ride shotgun, to be there to deal with all the people who might as well have been babbling, as far as Veronica was concerned.

Everyone from gas station attendants to clerks in the supermarket was a problem for her. Since becoming deaf, she’d realized how little people actually looked directly at the person they were talking to. Usually they looked down or away. And then there were so many people who hardly moved their mouths at all when they talked, leaving her completely at sea about which consonants they were using.

All of which had seriously chipped away at her self-confidence. She was aware of the erosion, but she didn’t seem to be able to stop it. Even a trip to the convenience store had become a task to avoid because someone might speak to her.

Because she was embarrassed and ashamed. Embarrassed to be flawed, and ashamed to have to keep asking people to repeat themselves, or to have to explain she was deaf. She kept telling herself that it was nothing to apologize for, but she kept feeling apologetic anyway, because she could no longer function like the rest of the “normal” world.

And behind her wall of silence, she told herself how little she was really missing. What did it matter if she couldn’t tell that the clerk was saying, “Hi, how are you today?” A meaningless question that demanded no answer other than, “Fine.” Whether she was fine or not. So she was cut off from the banalities and trivialities.

And how many people really had anything worth saying, anyway? When she really needed to understand, she could ask for repetition until she got it. The rest of the time, conversation was all just so much wasted breath anyway.

Or so she told herself.


But she didn’t really believe it. When she was honest, she admitted she missed all that casual talk about nothing important, and that she missed gabbing with her friends about nothing in particular. That she missed, most of all, the long talks she and Larry used to have over their work.

That she missed Larry most of all, even if he was a splay-footed jerk who should hang his head in everlasting shame. Good God, he had been driving the car. He had had too much to drink and lied to her about it, claiming he’d only had one beer. He’d been the one who was too dazed to avoid the other drunk driver who had crossed the median and plowed into them. So how dare he have the nerve to tell her he couldn’t deal with her deafness?

She realized she was getting blindingly angry, and the sensation frightened her. She didn’t get angry like this. She didn’t feel rage so strong that she wanted to rip nails from boards or smash something. This wasn’t like her.

But that was what she was feeling. More and more since coming out of her depression she’d begun to feel angry. Anger at Larry, mostly, for dumping her after she’d lost her hearing and the baby. Anger for her loss. Anger at her father for dragging her out of her depression with the story of her mother’s quest.

The last thought caught her unawares, and stopped her in her tracks. Crowds moved around her, some people glancing at her as if she were crazy, but she hardly noticed them.

Angry at her father for pulling her out of her depression?

That was insane.

But deep inside she knew it was true, knew it as sure as she knew she was angry that he was dying, and angry that he’d kept the secret for so long.


Angry. That’s what she was. All she seemed to be anymore. Angry at everyone and everything.

God, it had been easier when she was depressed. At least then she’d been able to hide deep inside herself, where nothing but the ache of loss and despair could touch her.

This anger hurt even worse.

A hand touched her arm and she jumped. A stranger had touched her and was saying something. She couldn’t hear him because she didn’t have her aids in, and his mouth was giving her no clue because it was concealed behind a heavy beard.

Embarrassment flooded her. Something about his face said he was concerned about her. She managed a weak smile, then made the humiliating admission: “I’m sorry, I can’t hear you. I’m deaf.”

Comprehension dawned on his face. Then he pointed to the nearby bar, and held up one finger. She nodded to him, although she had no intention of waiting to see what he was going to do.

But before she had fully passed the bar, he caught up with her. Into her hand he thrust an icy cold bottle of spring water. She looked up at him, startled. He pointed to her, then wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. He was telling her she looked too hot.

From some graveyard inside her, a genuine smile emerged. It felt strange as it lifted the corners of her mouth.

The man smiled back, waved, and walked away, leaving her in the middle of crowded Duval Street with an icy bottle of water in her hand.

Suddenly all she wanted to do was cry. And she didn’t know what the hell to make of the kindness of a stranger.



 
  Chapter 4

[image: art]


Dugan Gallagher was as good as his word. He arrived at the cottage promptly at six-thirty. Orin let him in, looking surprised to see him.

“I’m here for Veronica,” Dugan explained. “I’m taking her to the sunset celebration.”

“Oh.”

“Did she run out on me?”

“Uh, no. She’s here. . . .” Orin looked around, as if not at all certain where his daughter had gone to. “Sorry, I was napping. I think she’s in her room. Just a moment.”

Dugan waited just inside the door as Orin walked down a short hallway and opened a door. You couldn’t knock for the deaf, he supposed, unless you wanted to hammer really loudly.

“Dugan’s here,” he heard Orin say. He couldn’t hear Veronica’s response, although he could hear her voice. He wondered if that was what the world sounded like to her all the time.

“She’ll be just a minute,” Orin said, returning. “I’m surprised you got her to agree to this. She doesn’t much like to go out in public anymore.”

“I didn’t give her much choice.”

A smile creased Orin’s drawn face. “Maybe that’s what it takes.”

“Well, we’ll see how much of me she can tolerate.”
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