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This book is dedicated to

My husband, Rich, who nourishes my spirit and navigates our ship through the adventure of life. He is the wind in my sails and forever my captain.

and

The thirty-one men lost at sea on board the S/V Fantome in 1998. They lived and died with amazing grace, and inspired me to tell a happier story.





Heavenly signs of wind and rain,

Long the seafarer’s weathervane.

Into the Sea of Darkness they sailed,

And with the devil’s compass, prevailed.

—James Clary

Superstitions of the Sea





Prologue



The kitchen of Santori’s was as raucous and spirited as the Italian family that owned the landmark restaurant in Boston’s North End. Ava Santori didn’t even hear the shout of her teenage cousin over the din until a hint of panic shuddered in the girl’s voice.

“Ava! You have a long-distance call on three!”

Marone! Ava bit back the Italian curse and continued chopping. “Is it urgent, Mia? I’m a little swamped right now.”

Surely Mia had inherited the good sense to know a packed dining room at twelve-thirty on a Friday meant take pity and take a message.

“Uh, well, yes, Ava. I’d say this is urgent.”

She looked up, the knife suspended midchop.

Mia’s green eyes were wide and insistent. “You need to take this call.”

With a rueful glance at the remaining shallots, Ava dropped the knife. She dodged a sauté pan being passed by a sous-chef from stove to oven. Over the sizzle of a sudden flambé, she shouted, “Who is it?”

“It’s”—a stock pot clattered in the prep sink—“Marco.”

Every drop of blood drained from Ava’s head, down through her body, down to her soul. Marco. Her brother. It had been five years since she’d heard his voice. She steadied herself by gripping the edge of the stainless steel counter.

“Go back to the front, hon. Get Nicky to cover the last few orders for me.”

Ava wiped shaking hands on her chef’s apron and left the chaos for the back office.

Marco. The missing piece of her life. Finally, the moment, the call. The forgiveness she’d fantasized about for so many years.

She stared at the flashing yellow light on line three with a mix of hope and fear. What could she say to her little brother? Marco, honey, I love you and I miss you and I’m so sorry…

An intense shudder shook her whole body, and she lifted the receiver, unable to wipe the smile that came from her heart.

“Marco.” She savored the utter contentment of lingering over both syllables of his name. At last.

“Uh, no. This is Captain Donald Taylor with the United States Coast Guard.”

The free fall of disappointment forced her to close her eyes.

“I’m trying to reach Marco Santori’s closest relative,” the caller continued. “Would that be you, ma’am?”

Closest relative? Mama wouldn’t be back for hours, and her father was in New York, taping his TV show. She cleared her throat, her eyes still closed. “I’m Marco’s sister, Ava Santori. What do you need?”

“Miss Santori, I have the unenviable task of calling to deliver some bad news.”

Nicky barked an order in the kitchen and someone swore. Reaching across the tiny office, she shoved the door closed.

Please, Mary, Mother of God, not Marco. She fell into a seat, tears threatening, waiting for the words.

“You may have heard that a category five hurricane destroyed most of the island of Grenada a few days ago.”

A hurricane. The Coast Guard. Where on earth was this going? She tried to think. “Yes. Yes. A storm that hit Grenada or Trinidad or some such island.” A faint newsreel of destroyed shanties and flattened palm trees flashed in her mind.

“Your brother’s ship was caught in that hurricane, ma’am.”

“His ship?” What in God’s name was Marco doing on a ship?

“The Paradisio, ma’am, one of Utopia Adventures’ passenger sailing ships. Marco Santori was her second mate.”

Marco, a sailor? It seemed preposterous. It must be a mistake. But then, five long years had gone by since a nineteen-year-old boy slipped out the back door of Santori’s on a winter night amid his mother’s tears and his father’s angry diatribes. He could have done anything with his life.

“We’ve been conducting an extensive search and rescue operation for the past four days that will go on for three weeks or until we find the ship or debris,” he continued in a somber tone. “But we haven’t recovered any materials or men. As of this morning, we have officially classified your brother and the rest of the crew as presumed dead. I’m sorry, Miss Santori.”

Presumed dead.

The sob started from deep inside her gut and swallowed her whole. Marco was gone. She would never, ever see his teasing brown eyes or hear him call her Avel Navel. Her baby brother, the risk taker, the thrill seeker, the bad-to-the-bone boy she adored had ended up on some boat in the Caribbean Sea, and her fear and cowardice had kept her from even knowing that he could sail. She wanted to scream.

“We’ve got about a hundred men on the search effort, ma’am. And Utopia’s hired a cadre of private divers and aircraft…”

She didn’t hear what else he said, regret filled her mouth and turned her stomach.

“How…how did you find us?”

“Utopia’s personnel records, ma’am.” He sounded surprised at the question. “Your family is listed as next of kin.”

Could there be any more sickening words in the English language? Next of kin. It implied a closeness, a kinship. The right to mourn. Ava swallowed hard.

“I’m sure you have a lot of questions, ma’am. And you probably need some time with your family. Let me give you my number and I’ll be happy to provide you with a status of the search effort.”

She reached for a pen with shaking hands.

“Oh, and ma’am, you might be getting some calls from the media. The announcement of the shipwreck was just formally released and it’s going to be news. Be prepared.”

She had to tell her mother. Dear God, she had to tell Dominic.

“And, well, this is not really my area, but it only seems fair to warn you,” he continued. “I understand some attorneys are contacting the victims’ families already. There will be settlements and the inevitable lawsuits. Sorry, ma’am. It seems harsh at a difficult time like this.”

She barely heard him. She was still imagining what Dominic would say upon learning that his only son, banished by his own edict, was dead. Presumed dead.

“Excuse me, Mister—Captain. But, are you sure? Is there any chance he’s alive?”

His hesitation filled Ava with hope. But hope turned to dread as the silence dragged on.

“Is there?” She heard the imploring, insisting note in her voice.

“This storm killed about four hundred people on Grenada. At sea, a two-hundred-foot ship wouldn’t stand much of a chance in waves the size of six-story buildings. We’re looking for bodies, Miss Santori, not survivors. I’m so sorry. Really I am. You can call me or anyone in my office with questions and, like I said, we’ll be informing you if we find anything at all.”

“Wait a second.” Her focus started to return and reason rose to the top. Hurricanes were on the Weather Channel for days before they hit anywhere. “What was a two-hundred-foot sailboat doing in a hurricane? Didn’t they know it was coming? Why would they sail right into a storm?”

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out, ma’am.”
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Dane Erikson stood on the weather-beaten docks of St. Barts harbor, where mourners had gathered in clusters. With them, he listened to the tributes to twenty-one men delivered from a makeshift podium. Every few minutes, his gaze returned to the ebony-haired beauty in the back, drinking in her uncanny resemblance to Marco. There could only be one reason for Ava Santori to attend the memorial service for the victims of Paradisio.

Money.

So, not one reason. One million reasons.

Why else, after years of estrangement, would she join the mothers, wives, and island children who gathered at the edge of a bloodred sunset to mourn the men who perished in the wreck of his ship?

In a simple black dress, she stood out among the colorful islanders who honored the dead by donning the brilliant hues of the Caribbean.

He had no doubt of her identity, although she had apparently spoken to no one. Smaller and paler than her brother, she had the same unruly curls and enormous eyes the color of ripe black olives. The amazing likeness unnerved Dane and remorse rolled through him.

The mourners closed their eyes in prayer or moaned in grief. A small child called out for his mother, who scooped him up with one hand and slung him into a natural curve on her hip. More than a few glanced his way.

These island people understood the capriciousness of the sea that fed and nurtured them. But how many, like Ava Santori, would want retribution and vengeance and mountains of money? How many needed a villain to blame for the deaths of the young men who tried to sail the ship to safety? The orange swirl on a map that became known as Hurricane Carlos was too intangible to take the blame for their loss. Someone must pay. Someone must be held accountable. That someone was him.

Beyond the docks, two of Utopia Adventures’ majestic sailing ships rested in the harbor of St. Barthélemy, a row of matching masts against an indigo sky, listing leeward in the tropical breeze. But no familiar sense of pride filled Dane at the sight. He’d been numb for the last three weeks since his favorite ship—his first ship—had thrashed and sunk under the deadly rogue waves that few sailors live to describe.

He’d arrived from the search site last night, ill prepared to make a poignant address. Exhausted, frustrated, and as stunned as everyone else, he’d planned to keep a typically low profile among his employees. But Cassie had begged him to speak about Marco, and he couldn’t stand for her heart to break any further.

So he agreed to give the eulogy for the Paradisio’s second mate. He certainly never expected a Santori in the audience. But, then, there was never such a compelling reason for any of them to show up. Money: the great reconciler.

He kept his eyes on the ships as he strode across the wide planks of the dock, purposely avoiding eye contact with the unexpected guest from Boston. He placed a set of index cards etched with furious notes on the top of the temporary pulpit created for the event and inhaled the scent of frangipani mixed with salt water.

“I consider Marco Santori my brother.”

At the edge of the crowd, he saw her sway at his opening line, closing her eyes for a moment.

He shifted his focus to the familiar faces that watched him. He knew every employee, spouse, child, and parent in the crowd. Knew their troubles and their family secrets. Knew their children’s ailments, their marital problems and their superstitions. That’s who he needed to worry about right now.

After his three-week sojourn to the rescue site fifty miles east of Grenada, he’d returned to find suspicion. Doubt. And greed. He smelled it all around him.

He flipped the cards facedown, abandoning the prepared words of sympathy and grief. He’d better speak from the heart.

“Many of you know the story of how I met Marco. It’s Utopia folklore by now.” The murmur of a response rolled through the crowd, some chuckled softly.

“The folklore is true. I saved Marco’s backside in a barroom brawl on St. John. I felt sorry for the kid. No family, in exile from someplace called New England, and he couldn’t fight worth a damn.”

Her eyes narrowed. Piercing, reproachful.

“But he wanted to sail.” Dane thought of the hotheaded, emotional kid with boundless energy who came to Utopia and touched everyone with his humor and enthusiasm. “Even though we all just wanted him to cook.” Knowing laughter lifted the crowd as many nodded with their own memory.

Dane smiled with them. At first, Marco had been such a passionate brat, but despite that and their disparate backgrounds—one with a boiling Mediterranean temper, the other shaped by cool and controlled Scandinavian values—they quickly found common ground. Sailing. Their mentor-student relationship developed into what both expected to be a lifelong friendship, but in Marco’s case, life hadn’t been long enough.

“He loved the sea as much as I do—as much as you all do—and watching Marco develop into a fine sailor, well on his way to being a captain, was a great pleasure. A very great pleasure.”

Ava plucked at the silk of her dress, assaulted by the relentless humidity and the canned speech. Then why did you send him to his death, you bastard? A band of sweat formed under her chest, and she could feel the weight of her unrestrained hair threatening to spring into a mass of damp ringlets.

None of it mattered, she told herself. She was here, years too late, but here nonetheless.

Dominic would not let go of his stubborn pride. He wanted no part of a memorial service. He would have nothing to do with a lawsuit. He would burn the money from a settlement. He wouldn’t hear of some southern lawyer’s trumped-up claims that his son’s ship was sent directly into the storm by the cruise company’s owner. He wouldn’t even talk about it.

The fire in Dominic’s black eyes had burned hotter than ever, his own bitter regret consuming him. And Mama had just locked herself upstairs and cried.

But Grayson Boyd was one persistent lawyer. Every day, he faxed his legal briefs, sent articles from the newspapers, and E-mailed schedules of filings. And, by God, he’d convinced her. Not just to come to the island for the service. Ava needed to do that with every fiber of her being.

No, the lawyer had convinced her that Dane Erikson stood under a black cloud of suspicion. He had so very much to gain. A forty-million-dollar insurance settlement. The payoff from a slight navigational error.

She studied the man and tried to reconcile what she observed with the little she knew of him. He exuded a powerful self-assuredness that Ava would never, ever possess under any circumstances. She always envied it in people. Marco, for all his charm and exuberance, had it too.

Dane Erikson’s arresting good looks had startled her at first. The strong lines of his Nordic heritage were obvious in his square jaw and a sculpted mouth. The handsome hollows of his cheeks and the knowledge in his piercing gaze made him look every one of his thirty-seven years, somehow both a prince and a rebel. She stared at him, trying to quell the dizzying effect it had on her. She’d been prepared for someone dark and menacing and evil. She’d expected her stomach to turn at the sight of him. Instead, her heart raced every time a smile broke across the chiseled angles of his face.

The face of an angel with the heart of a devil, her father would say.

“Marco Santori commanded respect and encouraged esprit de corps among his fellow crewmen. He touched us with his unexpected sensitivity, his dry sense of humor, and his heartfelt passion for living.”

The twin sisters of regret and guilt choked Ava as she listened to the man who claimed brotherhood with the brother she had lost.

“It is impossible to imagine how many lives were touched and changed by these men.” Erikson paused, the epitome of a grieving chief executive officer, displaying an appropriate amount of mourning but completely in control of his emotions. A towering figure with broad shoulders and taut muscles straining his shirt, he looked as though he could easily bear the weight of this disaster. His ramrod straight posture oozed confidence, as though through sheer strength and force, he could keep his accusers at bay. Then he smiled, and Ava imagined if all else failed, he could charm his way out of a courtroom.

His gaze locked on her, and she held her breath, like a thief caught red-handed as she stared at him. When his attention moved on, she exhaled.

“The Paradisio was a beautiful ship,” he continued. “Graceful, elegant, majestic. Like all of our ships, her name means heaven, and it is certainly a fitting and poignant reminder of where our crew is today.”

Marone! Ava didn’t want to listen to the hypnotic words of Dane Erikson, talking of the history of the sea, ancient sailing customs, and thousands of brothers and sisters resting quietly on the ocean floor. One of them was hers.

Blessedly, he finished. In the sudden silence, she heard someone stifle a sob, another person moan. Heartache hung over the docks as palpable as the late summer humidity and just as uncomfortable. Suddenly, a fluttering whoosh startled the crowd as twenty-one white doves were released from up front, flapping their way to freedom. At the same moment, dozens of white sails unfurled on the masts of the matching tall ships in the harbor, a symphony of crackling canvas against the wind.

A woman cried out to God in French, a young man sobbed. Ava looked up at the doves, picking one at random and watching it disappear into the golden sky. Good-bye, Marco. I loved you, I really did. I’m so sorry. She dug the heel of her sandal into the soft wood of the dock and felt it make a slight indentation. Don’t second-guess, Santori. Blessed are those who don’t look back.

Suddenly, a six-foot shadow darkened her view. She knew before she even looked at him, that Dane Erikson stood next to her. The auburn sunset backlit him, denying her the chance to read his expression.

“Ava Santori.” His voice was low, the whisper of an English accent hidden in the syllables. “What a complete surprise.”

Unnerved, she stumbled on an uneven plank. He recognized her? He reached out to steady her, and she flinched away from his touch.

“This is a memorial service for my brother.” She repositioned her feet and squared her shoulders. “I have every right to be here.”

“Of course you do.” He held out a hand. “Dane Erikson.”

Finally, the remaining sunlight fell on his face and lit the golden streaks of his hair that flipped arrogantly over the collar of a loose linen shirt. His aqua marine eyes matched the color of the sea behind him, fringed with thick lashes and touched by fine lines etched by the sun and salt air. Everything about him was bright and bold. And breathtaking, Ava grudgingly admitted.

She briefly touched his hand. Cool and dry. Just like the rest of him. “I know who you are.”

“Marco would have been—happy you’re here.”

She raised a dubious eyebrow. “I doubt he would have enjoyed any aspect of his own funeral, Mr. Erikson.”

A half smile crossed his face, revealing more perfection. Straight, white teeth. “How true.”

She wasn’t prepared to talk to him. Drawn by pain and curiosity to the service, she’d thought she could mingle anonymously with the crowd, then leave unnoticed. Then she’d go back to the tiny hotel on the hillside where she could wait to meet with the lawyer.

At her silence, he continued. “I’m sorry it took a tragedy to finally bring a member of Marco’s family to his side.”

The impulse to strike back tore at her, but a lifetime of controlling her temper kept her voice low and calm. “It’s entirely possible that we wouldn’t be standing here if it weren’t for you, sir.”

His own voice dropped to a menacing whisper. “I suppose I can thank the bottom-feeding attorney Grayson Boyd for your visit.”

“That’s correct,” she hissed in response. “He makes some very compelling arguments about who is really responsible for the suicide mission that ship was sent on.”

“I’m afraid you have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Taking another step back, she tried to regroup. Why had she come here alone? She should have insisted that Boyd accompany her. But he might have tried to talk her out of coming at all. Now she didn’t know what to say, how much to give away. Don’t say too much, Santori. For once, be cool, girl.

She took a deep breath and flipped her bag over her shoulder, hoping he’d let her escape. “The service was lovely.”

He glanced around the milling crowd. “I hope it helped a little. How long are you staying?”

He’s scared, she thought with a spark of power. He’s guilty and he’s scared.

“A few days, a few weeks. Long enough.” She refused to let him draw her into the fight here, on this dock. He’d figure out soon enough what her mission was. He was smart enough to realize that Marco’s sister, estranged or not, could easily persuade the confused and uneducated families of the crewmen to join the suit. “I’d like to know…what kind of person he had become.”

His eyes narrowed in challenge. “Then you should have come sooner. It would have been a hell of a lot easier to figure it out when he was still breathing.”

Her temper sizzled at a slow burn.

“Perhaps you are unaware of the situation with my family, Mr. Erikson—”

“It’s Dane, and I know enough about the situation. Marco was my closest friend.” The aquamarine eyes closed for a moment. “He’s mentioned you.”

It hit like a sucker punch. “I didn’t come here to discuss Marco with you. Just to pay my last respects to my brother.” The wind lifted a strand of hair across her face, and she flipped it back. “I had no intention of speaking to you.”

“If you want to find out about your brother, you should talk to me.” The same breeze took a pass at his sunstreaked hair, but he made no effort to move a fallen strand from his brow. “I could tell you a great deal about Marco. His zest for life and his passion for taking risks—”

“Oh, he liked to take risks, all right.” She spat the words. “But he wasn’t stupid and neither am I.” Stop now, Santori. Don’t taunt the devil. But the damning paragraphs of Grayson Boyd’s legal brief flashed in her mind. “You were the last person to communicate with that ship and its captain. You sent them straight into that hurricane, and there are satellite phone recordings to prove it.”

He leaned closer, a blue-eyed wolf ready to bite. “You really have just enough information to be dangerous.”

She straightened to every inch that her five-foot-five frame could offer.

“I am dangerous.” She stabbed a finger ineffectively at his solid chest. “You’re the one with forty more million dollars and I’m the one who has no brother.”

“That, Miss Ava Santori, has been the case for many years. And whose fault is that?”

The low hum of voices nearby brought Ava back to her senses. She looked over his shoulder to avoid those piercing eyes and regain the self-control she needed. She might have had a hand in Marco’s leaving, but she had nothing to do with his death. He could not turn the tables and make it her fault.

“If you think that you can get away with this and not have to pay—”

“Ah.” He nodded with an air of inevitability. “It all comes down to money. Why else would you be here?”

Ava took a sudden sharp breath. “Now you have no idea what you’re talking about.” She nipped his upper arm with her fingers, unable to resist emphasizing her certainty.

Dane dropped a distasteful glance at the spot where her fingers had touched him. His eyes turned the color of ice cold steel and just as sharp.

“When you calm down and decide you have time to hear facts, and not some lawyer’s self-serving account of what happened, I’ll be happy to provide them. And I can tell you a lot about your brother that might interest you.”

“No, thank you. Save your side of the story for the courtroom and spare me your insights on Marco. I don’t want them.”

“Then perhaps you want mine.”

A lilting foreign accent floated toward Ava, and she turned and looked straight into one of the sweetest faces she’d ever seen. Sparkling green eyes fringed with reddish lashes, a spray of soft freckles, and a halo of autumn gold waves greeted her.

“I’m Cassie Sebring. Marco’s fiancée.”

Marco’s fiancée?

Ava could only stare at her.

“You look so much like Marco,” the girl commented with a tilted head, making her own intense assessment of Ava. “The resemblance is truly remarkable. Don’t you think, Dane?”

Ava felt like a horse being appraised by traders.

“She certainly has his temper.” Dane smiled, a sudden, break-your-heart smile that almost took away the sting of his words.

Ava turned away from him to study the will-o’the-wisp imp in a pale peach sundress. Should she shake hands with the person who would have been her sister-in-law? “Hello, I’m Ava.” She extended a hand in greeting.

No such discomfort seemed to confuse Cassie. She took Ava’s hand in both of hers and gave it a squeeze. “Marco told me about you.”

Ava recognized the musical tone of an Australian accent and thought how perfectly it suited the natural beauty of this young girl, barely in her twenties. But then, at almost five years younger than Ava, Marco would have been nearly twenty-five. They must have made a striking couple.

“I—I had no idea that Marco was engaged.” God, she’d missed so much of his life.

“Then it seems we’ve got a lot to talk about.” Cassie kept her eyes on Ava but addressed Dane. “Do you mind if I steal Ava for a few moments?”

Ava longed to get away from Dane Erikson, but would Marco’s fiancée be any more forgiving?

“No, Cass, your timing’s perfect.” He leaned closer to Ava, assaulting her senses with his proximity. “My offer’s open. I’d be happy to talk to you about Marco. He really was like a brother to me.”

The heat of his breath fired her response. “He wasn’t like a brother to me. He was a brother.”

“Then you should have treated him like one.” A direct hit, shot with burning blue eyes before he turned and left.

“Where are you staying while you’re in St. Barts?” Cassie broke the awkward silence as they walked toward the pastel buildings of Gustavia, leaving the remaining groups of mourners on the docks.

“I’m at a small hotel in town.” Grayson Boyd had made the arrangements and promised to pay all the exorbitant hotel expenses if she’d help his cause. At four hundred dollars a night, she might have to swallow her pride and let him.

“Why don’t you stay with me?”

“Oh, no, thank you, I couldn’t.”

“Why not?” Cassie asked. “Unless you like to throw thousands away on a hotel. I know what they charge here. We—I have plenty of room.”

Ava stopped and regarded Cassie closely, her nymphlike features contrasting with a daring butterfly tattoo just above her left breast.

“Are you serious?”

The younger girl laughed, a lovely, innocent sound. “I wouldn’t ask if I weren’t. You’re Marco’s sister. It’s his home too. He’d want you there.”

Ava suddenly thought of the lawsuit and tried to remember seeing Cassie’s name on a list of family members. Maybe she wasn’t considered family. She said she was engaged to Marco, not married. Maybe Cassie saw Ava as a threat to take her portion of any money earned from the lawsuit. Either way, Grayson Boyd wouldn’t like it.

Cassie smiled as Ava weighed her options. “Never mind. I didn’t mean to make you think so hard.”

“I appreciate the offer. I’ll see how things go.” Ava really had no idea how long Boyd would want her to stay or what he had in mind while she was here. The decision to come had been made so quickly, so emotionally, that she hadn’t thought it all through.

“Do you have a car, or can I drive you to Dane’s house?”

Ava froze midstep. “Dane’s house?”

“Utopia is having a private gathering after the service. His house is the only place that can hold everyone. It won’t be festive, but it won’t be formal, either. Didn’t he mention it to you?”

“No. I’ll just go back to the hotel.” Her unofficial host would surely frown on a trip to the defendant’s house.

“That’s ridiculous. All of the Utopians will be there.”

Ava considered that. It could be a good way to meet the family members, to talk privately without Boyd around. “Even the families who are suing the company?”

“Yes,” Cassie answered quickly, the smile evaporating from her pretty face, replaced by a furrowed brow and questioning eyes. “But today, most of us are thinking about twenty-one friends we lost. Not how much money can be made on their deaths. Is that why you’re finally here? For your piece of the legal pie that some ambulance-chasing lawyer dreamed up?”

The accusation echoed and Ava said nothing.

“Is that what you’re all about, Ava?” The Australian accent deepened in anger. “I thought maybe you were different. I thought maybe you realized that you lost a brother when Marco died, and you were here to—I don’t know—make amends for what happened.”

So she knew too. Cassie didn’t rile her as Dane did, however. For some reason, Cassie’s accusations seemed justified.

“It’s very confusing, Cassie. My family is complicated and my reasons are…well, they are mine.” Ava knew she sounded weak and vague. “Yes, I came here at the urging of Grayson Boyd. But that’s not the only reason.”

How could she describe the war that raged in her heart? How could she tell this stranger that regret was her motive and that she longed for forgiveness from a dead man?

“I’m just here to figure out what happened and say good-bye to my brother.”

They reached a set of stone steps that led toward the main street of Gustavia.

“Americans love closure,” Cassie said softly, her smile returning. “You’re so much like him, Ava. Did you know that?”

Unbidden tears surprised Ava. She shrugged gently, hoping to keep them at bay. “Well, he was my brother. We always looked a little alike. But, really, I guess I don’t know anything about him anymore.”

Cassie gently put her arms around Ava. Surrounded by the warmth and comfort of this young woman whom Marco had loved, Ava closed her eyes and tentatively returned the embrace. Balmy sea breezes mixed with the honeysuckle scent of her would-be sister. A sob caught in her throat and choked her.

“I guess you better tell me what I’ve missed, Cassie.”

•   •   •

From his vantage point at the edge of the harbor, Dane watched the two women comfort each other, the impact of his encounter with Ava still clinging to his senses. He could still see the black, fiery eyes in contrast with the pale skin of someone who rarely saw the sun. Her sultry voice, tinged with the edge of a Boston accent, but so ready to attack with venom. She even had a telltale single dimple in her left cheek, poised just above her full mouth. A Santori trademark.

Hotheaded and impetuous. Like her brother. And just as vulnerable.

His gut level response to her made no sense. When he first saw his own reflection in the eyes so dark they were all pupil, he’d wanted to hold her. To comfort her and beg her forgiveness.

But there would be no forgiveness. Hot-tempered little Ava was on a mission to destroy. Of all the weapons Grayson Boyd had in his arsenal, this tempest of a sister was the most dangerous.
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Ava held the dashboard in a death grip as the Gurgel gobbled up the narrow washboard roads of St. Barts, jostling her speechless. Cassie shoved her windblown hair out of her face. “It’s so much easier to take the back roads. Especially in tourist season.” Apparently noticing Ava’s blanched knuckles, she mercifully tapped the brakes. “It looks worse from that side of the car.”

“You call this a car?” Ava raised her shaky voice over the wind, and Cassie threw her head back and laughed.

“Bienvenue à St. Barthélemy! This is our official all-terrain vehicle.”

Ava closed her eyes as the roll bar brushed a low-hanging palm frond.

“When did you and Marco plan to get married?” Ava asked, shouting over the rumbling engine that explained the car’s odd name.

Cassie’s smile disappeared. “Very soon. We’d been together almost from the moment I arrived.”

“When was that?”

“About two years ago. When I answered the call to Utopia.” Her green eyes widened at her play on words. “I read about openings for crew members. They were looking for housekeepers and cooks, and I was dying to get out of Australia and see the rest of the world. It’s a Sagittarius thing, you know. We just move on and on, like tumbleweeds.”

She seemed willing enough to share, so Ava pressed on. “How did you meet Marco?”

“He interviewed me. We made love before the hour was over.” A sly, slow grin broke over Cassie’s delicate face.

“Oh.” Ava could easily imagine Marco, a consummate girl magnet, seducing the fair and wispy Cassie. Every girl fell for him. Oh, yes. Marco had every gift God could hand out.

“He was terribly flirtatious and sexy. Impossible to resist.” Cassie rolled her eyes. “Not that I even tried!”

“When did you get engaged?”

“Recently. Not long before…before the storm. We were going to get married this month, maybe next.”

It sounded so vague to Ava, foreign to a person used to full-scale productions for weddings. “This month, maybe next” was not exactly engraved on parchment invitations.

“Marco talked about getting in touch with your family before we got married. I guess he wanted them to meet me.”

Ava squeezed her eyes closed. A reunion with Marco had always seemed nearly impossible. Now the dream was utterly gone. “I’m not sure that was ever in the cards,” she said softly. “Nothing has changed in Boston.”

“Not even you?”

The question hung unanswered as Cassie pulled the Gurgel up to the island’s single stoplight, across from an open-air restaurant. A few relaxed tourists lingered over drinks, soaking up paradise.

Ava kept her eyes on the floral print of someone’s shirt. “I’m sure Marco told you the circumstances of why he left.”

“Yes. Once. Right after we met.”

“Then you know that I’m the one who needs forgiving.”

Ava swallowed hard, tears blurring the brilliant colors of the scenery. Cassie’s warm hand touched her bare arm, gently, in comfort. When she turned, Ava was surprised to see Cassie’s own lashes spiked with wetness.

“Marco had a good life here. He probably would thank you for getting him out from underneath his father.”

Yeah, right.

“I’m sorry for what happened. I mean in Boston. Years ago,” Ava said. “I can’t change it now.”

“You’re not going to change it with a lawsuit, Ava. You’ll just tear Utopia apart.”

Ava grabbed Cassie’s hand on the gearshift. “Cassie! Dane Erikson had a lot to gain by leading that ship astray. Forty million dollars is a pretty compelling motive, don’t you think?”

Still stopped at the light, Cassie leaned her head back and closed her eyes with a sigh. “You don’t know Dane.”

“Then explain to me how Paradisio happened to go straight into a hurricane, when the captain was taking orders from Dane Erikson?”

“The captain is in charge of a ship, Ava.”

“Grayson Boyd makes a very persuasive argument that if the last person to speak with the captain is in a position to influence him—”

“No one knows what happened on the Paradisio, Ava. Something…” Cassie’s voice trailed off.

“What, Cassie? Something what?”

Cassie’s eyes flashed open and she lifted her head. “Don’t pursue this lawsuit, Ava. Don’t rip our little family apart.”

“These families live in abject poverty. They deserve some of Dane’s millions, not a settlement of one month’s pay. And as Marco’s fiancée, you deserve more than that.”

Cassie snorted and threw the Gurgel into first gear as the light turned green. “You’ve been fed a bunch of bull from that scum-sucking attorney. No Utopians live in abject poverty. They live better than most other islanders. True, that’s not like middle-class Americans. But they wouldn’t know what to do with a million dollars. It would ruin their lives.”

“That’s not up to you to decide for them.” Ava felt the sweat trickle down her neck. “I, for one, don’t believe Paradisio’s fate was an accident, and I owe it to Marco’s memory to find retribution and justice.”

“Find out the truth, first.”

The truth of what? What happened to the ship, or how these people lived? “I intend to. And to be perfectly honest, Cassie, I’m going to try and persuade people to do the right thing.”

“Fine. You just be sure you know what the right thing is, okay?”

Ava had to smile at her spunk. No wonder Marco liked her. No, loved her. “I will.”

“All right, luv, here’s the turn.” Cassie raised her eyebrows in question. “Up to your hotel, or to Dane’s house to meet all the Utopians who adored your brother?”

Dane Erikson’s house was no place to start her campaign, and she had no right to join the mourners. “I think the hotel, please.”

Cassie shrugged and flipped the gearshift into first to start up the hill. “You’re not as much like Marco as I thought. He loved an adventure.”

And died having one.

“Okay. I’ll go.”

•   •   •

The villa Dane Erikson called home looked as if it should have a name. Ava studied the rambling pale pastel stucco, graceful columns and arches reaching out from its perch over the sea. It should be called something French and grand. La Belle Plantation. But also inviting and imposing. Xanadu. Something tropical and lush. Poinciana. Because it was all those things.

But it had no name, Cassie informed her.

“It’s just Dane’s house.” Cassie shook her strawberry blond curls. “The cruise business has made him wealthy, but not spoiled. Really.”

Wealthy. Unspoiled. A lover of luxury, for sure. The handsome head of a family of islanders who depended upon him for their livelihood. The only son of the renowned Erikson Hill Hotel magnates, who evidently opted out of the family business for the challenge of making his own mark in the world. Reported to be aggressively building his luxury cruise business by adding the biggest, most glamorous sailing ships to his fleet.

That exhausted what she knew about Dane Erikson.

With tingling nerves, she passed through the carved wooden double doors and stepped into his private world.

He appeared immediately. He still wore the linen shirt and dress slacks, but he looked far more relaxed than on the docks in Gustavia. His feet were bare. Bare and, like the rest of him, staggeringly male.

“I thought Ava should meet the Utopia family.” Cassie’s firm tone deflected any objections before they were voiced.

That mesmerizing smile blinded her again, along with an unreadable expression in his eyes. “An excellent idea, Cass,” he agreed.

His hand settled on her back. Ava shivered as his fingers touched the flesh of her bare shoulder.

“Allow me to introduce you.” He led her through a massive entryway across polished marble and under a sweeping archway flanked by fat columns. The veranda could seat sixty in its various groupings of plush rattan furniture overlooking a panoramic water view. Ava tried to take it all in but couldn’t get beyond the sensation of his self-assured touch, searing her bare skin. She stepped aside to escape it, and his open appraisal of her.

An old demon of insecurity nearly forced her to back away. Surely this physically flawless man would find her blend of Italian and Irish features less than extraordinary. Not that she gave a damn about what he thought of her, but the intense assessment made her uncomfortable.

“Mr. Erikson—”

“It’s Dane.”

“Is something wrong?”

“No.” He said the word slowly, as though it had two syllables. “Not at all.” His gaze traced a line from her eyes to her mouth and back again. What a damn cool son of a bitch he was.

An older black woman materialized by his side, resplendent in a flowered print dress. She greeted Ava with a wide smile.

“Lord above,” she whispered, staring at Ava. “It’s de eyes of Marco as I live and breathe.”

“Close, Marj. His sister, Ava. Ava, this is Marjory Hemingway. Her son, Mitchell, was the first mate of the Paradisio and a good friend to your brother.”

The woman radiated an inner peace in spite of the red-rimmed eyes of mourning. As Ava began to express her sympathy, another young man came over. Someone’s cousin. And two more women, other crew members, both married to lost sailors.

Dane disappeared in the house and the time passed in a haze as Ava spoke to small groups of people about her brother. She couldn’t keep their names and faces straight, a mix of islanders, Brits, and Frenchmen. A festival of accents and pigeon English sharing stories of Marco’s sailing prowess, his renowned good looks, and his universal appeal.

Marjory put her hand on Ava’s arm and pulled her closer. “Have you talked to de lawyers yet, Miss Ava?” The small group clustered tighter to hear.

“That’s one of the reasons I’m here,” Ava responded. “To find out what happened and to talk to all of you.”

“We donno what to do,” Marjory admitted, her Jamaican tones sounding more like singing than speaking. “Dis man, dis lawyer, he offer us a million dollar, maybe more. But Mr. Dane and Utopia been our life since he came to de islands.”

“I think it’s important that you meet with Grayson Boyd this week,” Ava told them quietly. “You owe it to yourselves to hear what he has to say.”

“A lot of people are getting very greedy now,” said Trinia, one of the widows, shaking her beaded braids. “And no one even knows how much Utopia is planning to offer in settlements.”

“Whatever it is, it won’t be a million dollars apiece,” said a native man. “The only people who see that kind of money work for the Colombians, huh?”

A sharp look passed among several of them and deep lines formed across Marjory Hemingway’s forehead. “No money will bring my Mitchell back, Miss Ava. And I clean dis house and I work for Mr. Dane”—her chocolate eyes swept the veranda with love and familiarity—“since he come to St. Barts. We donno.”

Ava studied the round face of Mitchell’s mother, marveling at her open warmth despite having lost a son. It was not the time or place to push these people. “You have to do what’s right.”

Marjory leaned closer and whispered, “De ship was marked, Miss Ava. De Paradisio was marked.”

Ava shuddered at the pronouncement. Marked? For what? But Marjory backed away, shaking her head. “Ill-gotten gain,” she mumbled softly and quietly slipped into the house.

Shivering in the evening air, alone for the first time since she arrived, Ava wandered into the living room of the luxurious villa.

A contrast of light and dark cherry woods, eclecticantiques, and rich, colorful Oriental carpets decorated the room. Modern art and classical paintings blended side by side on the coral stucco walls, but Ava couldn’t help but notice a complete lack of anything personal or sentimental. It was professional, superb decor lifted from the pages of Architectural Digest, with not a single clue to the inner workings of the occupant.

The sense that she was being watched drove her out of the room, back to the fresh air of the patio to take in the lights of the neighboring island and perhaps find Cassie. The feeling of being watched didn’t lessen. In a moment, as though a chilly breeze blew over her skin, she felt a cool presence at her side.

“Am I the only person here who hasn’t met the long-lost Santori sister?” The woman’s voice was low and earthy, with the sound of money and class. Ava turned to see that the face and body matched it.

Ava had to look up several inches to meet the gray eyes and restrained smile directed at her. They definitely hadn’t met. Ava wouldn’t forget this country club blond.

“I’m Genevieve Giles. Executive vice president of Utopia Adventures.”

Ava shook the delicate fingers extended to her, dimly aware of precious gems and well-manicured nails. “Did you know my brother well?”

“Mmm.” Genevieve nodded and sipped a goblet of chardonnay. “Dane and I discovered Marco. Oh, you were at the service, you heard the story. We adored him from the day we met him.” We. No doubt this gorgeous creature made a perfect companion for the handsome owner of Utopia Adventures.

“I didn’t realize Dane had a partner.”

“Unofficial partner.” Her pale gray eyes narrowed, but she smiled, revealing perfect teeth and only the tiniest laugh lines. “I’ve known Dane since childhood, nearly twenty years now. When can I meet the rest of the elusive Santori clan?”

“Not in the near future, I’m afraid.” Once again, Ava was left to wonder who knew what about the family.

Genevieve took another sip of wine. “I understand your father is something of a celebrity.”

“He has his fans,” Ava said wryly. Dominic might be an unforgiving tyrant, but his well-known name, his beloved cooking show, and his best-selling cookbooks held a remarkable amount of cachet. Fans loved him. Critics adored him. Everyone else just walked softly around him.

“And what’s your claim to fame?”

Ava shrugged. “No fame. Just food. I’m head chef at my father’s restaurant.”

“Then you must meet Maurice while you’re here.”

“Maurice?”

“Maurice Arnot, the head of Utopia cuisine.”

“Maurice Arnot?” Surprise jolted her. “Maurice Arnot is here? On this island? I thought he never left his restaurant in Paris.”

Genevieve shook her head, her blunt platinum strands dancing over bare shoulders. “Like your father’s restaurant, Beausoleil is run by underlings.”

The comment stung, but Ava decided to let it go, far more interested in finding out more about one of her professional idols. “How long has Arnot been here?”

“A few months. It took a few trips to Paris, but I managed to lure him here to oversee Utopia’s culinary operations.”

Ava tried to imagine the French master Arnot plying his trade on a cruise ship. “I’ve heard Utopia’s cuisine is the best of any cruise line. Now it makes sense.”

Genevieve’s laugh turned heads in their direction. “Utopia is not just any ‘cruise line,’ and we like to think we’re known for excellence. Maurice seals the deal in the area of cuisine.”

“I’m surprised I hadn’t heard of this. In the trades—”

“Oh, he’s kept it very quiet.” Genevieve leaned closer to Ava. “Food critics are fickle, as I’m sure you know, and might downgrade Beausoleil’s five-star rating.”

From the opposite end of the veranda, Dane watched Genevieve in hushed conspiracy with Ava. Genevieve had never been very good at disguising her dislike for Marco. He decided Ava might need rescuing.

“I see you’ve met Genevieve,” he said as he approached them from behind.

Ava jumped, twisting her whole body away from him in one quick movement. For all her bravado she was a bit like a skittish kitten. What did she think, he was going to nudge her over the railing and get rid of yet another pesky Santori?

“Dane, I was just telling Ava about the coup of getting Arnot to join us.”

“I’ve studied his work for years,” Ava said. “He’s a genius.”

“He’s a pain in the ass,” Dane shot back with a smile. “Would you like to meet him?”

“Oh, yes!” And then, as though embarrassed by her enthusiasm, she asked casually, “Is he here?”

“No. He’s on Valhalla, one of the ships we have in port right now. Perhaps you can visit him before it sails tomorrow evening.”

She hesitated. Studying the slight shadows under her dark eyes, he wondered just how much sleep she’d lost in the past three weeks. Probably as much as he had.

“You can come early, before the passengers arrive. Watch the preparation for a sail.” He realized how much he wanted her to see it. With an inviting smile, he added, “It’s quite a memorable experience, I assure you.”

“Perhaps it would be too difficult for her.” Genevieve spoke as though Ava weren’t standing there, and Dane wanted to throttle her. The thought of getting her on the ship appealed to him. A chance to get her alone, to convince her of his innocence. Genevieve might scare her away with her sarcasm and condescension.

“How do I get on board?” When she asked, he could have sworn her dimple deepened in challenge.

“All you need is my permission,” he lobbied back, liking her spirit and the impulsive response. Just like her brother, all wrapped up in a pretty package.

Genevieve cleared her throat, breaking their eye contact. “You should find Cassie, Ava. I’m sure it’s been a long day.” She gently tapped Ava’s shoulder in a gesture of comfort. “Again, I’m so sorry for your loss, dear.”

Ava raised her eyebrows slightly, causing Dane to doubt Genevieve had showered her with sympathy. “Thank you. It was a loss for everyone,” she responded gracefully and turned to retreat to the house.

He followed her. “Would you like a ride to your hotel?”

“No. I would not.”

So much for grace. He put both hands on her shoulders and deliberately turned her to face him. He could see Marco’s fire in the almond-shaped eyes, although delicate arched brows topped hers. She had the same arrogant nose and deep V at the bow of her lips. Her skin tone was lighter, as though the Irish mother had thrown in just a few more genes on this one, but her eyes and the soul they reflected were pure Mediterranean. Rich and dark and full of the same passion that drove Marco. Passion for life, for music, for food, for family. Perhaps his best course of action was to tap it.

“Come with me.”

She started to shake her head, but he intensified the pressure on her shoulder and drew her down the hall to his study.

He couldn’t remember a woman being in this room. Maybe Genevieve, to pour over numbers and profits, but those he entertained for pleasure weren’t invited into this sanctuary. He strode past a rosewood desk buried under navigational charts, files, and a partially opened laptop computer, to the far end of the room.

There, a framed five-by-seven photo stood out from the reference books and novels. The blood drained from her face as she stared at the image of her brother.

In the picture, two men stood side by side, Marco’s hands on the polished and splendid helm, Dane’s splayed on his own hips. The moment remained vivid in Dane’s memory. Not just because it was the maiden voyage of Valhalla under the Utopia flag, but also because of the bone deep sense of contentment Dane had experienced that day.

Everything had come together, every plan and dream realized. The business flourished, and with Valhalla, he could boast ownership of six of the most magnificent clippers in the world. Utopia Adventures had become synonymous with luxury and attracted the most discriminating and adventurous travelers in the world.

On that day Marco had been promoted to second mate and assigned to Paradisio. He’d just graduated from the officers’ program in England, and they were celebrating his twenty-fourth birthday. Dane remembered the silver compass he’d given him, engraved with his initials and the words Find your way. An artist had etched the word Utopia on it.

Find your way. The compass, and his friend, had lost their way.

Ava remained riveted on her brother’s face. “He changed. A lot.”

Dane gave into the temptation to look at her instead of the picture, his gaze drawn to her smooth complexion and the curve of her full lips as she almost smiled.

“Ava,” he said softly, liking the way her name felt on his lips. “I have as much reason to blame you as you have to blame me—”

She stepped back from the picture, blazing dark eyes replacing the near smile she’d had a moment earlier. “Our family problems may have hurt Marco, but they didn’t kill him.”

“I didn’t say they did.”

She swept him with a demanding glance. “So, what happened? If you didn’t direct that ship into the hurricane, then how did it get there?”

He looked at the photo, away from her accusing glare. “Some ships are unlucky. Did you know that the first captain of the Paradisio died during her maiden voyage in 1927? Many sailors believe that’s a curse.”

Ava ran her hands over her bare arms. “A curse? You sound like Marjory, saying the ship was ‘marked.’ Next you’ll tell me they’re seeing ghosts where the ship went down.”

“They will, I assure you.”

“I’m not interested in your theories or sailors’ superstitions. I’m interested in the truth. If Paradisio wasn’t navigated into the storm, then why did they sail in that direction? Why didn’t they follow orders?” Urgency strained her voice.

“The captain is the ultimate authority on a ship. Not the company owner on a satellite phone.”

“I know what your defense will be, Dane. What is the truth?”

The truth was at the bottom of the Caribbean Sea. And she just stormed into St. Barts without a thought to the exhaustive search going on a hundred miles southeast of here, where he had spent the last grueling twenty-one days. “If you’re so hell-bent on finding out what happened to Marco, why didn’t you come down here sooner? Why not during the search that’s been going on for three weeks? Why not, for God’s sake, when he was still alive?”

She didn’t withdraw from the force in his voice. Instead she leaned closer, her voice seething with restrained temper. “Don’t you dare answer a question with a question. I’m not the one on trial here. You are.”

She very nearly sizzled, and for one unbelievable second, Dane imagined how passionate this woman would be undressed and in his arms. Shoving the thought away, he simply smiled at her. “I’m not on trial anywhere, sister.”

“Not yet.”
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Ava had dreamed of Marco. A different dream than the one she’d had so many times over the past five years. Marco had blue eyes in this dream; haunting aquamarine eyes that saw through her as she floundered uncontrollably in a black sea.

It didn’t take Freud to figure that one out. Especially considering the memories of Marco churned up by this visit and, of course, the picture Dane Erikson had shown her. How different the two men were, Ava mused as she took a cup of aromatic French coffee to the tiny balcony of her hotel room. Marco had been passionate and funny, but she couldn’t remember any overwhelming need to control. Dane, judging by his success, undoubtedly manipulated everything that mattered in his world. Even the loss of one of his precious ships.
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