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				For my great-great-grandmother Selina MacGruder, who fell in love unwisely and well.
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				Prologue

				Bar Harbor, 1913—

				The cliffs call to me. High and fierce and dangerously beautiful, they stand and beckon as seductively as a lover. In the morning, the air was as soft as the clouds that rode the sky to the west. Gulls wheeled and called, a lonely sound, like the distant ring of a buoy that carried up on the wind. It brought an image of a church bell tolling a birth. Or a death.

				Like a mirage, other islands glinted and winked through the faint mist the sun had yet to burn from the water. Fishermen piloted their sturdy boats from the bay and out to the rolling sea.

				Even knowing he would not be there, I couldn’t stay away.

				I took the children. It can’t be wrong to want to share with them some of the happiness that I always feel when I walk in the wild grass that leads to the tumbled rocks. I held Ethan’s hand on one side, and Colleen’s on the other. Nanny gripped little Sean’s as he toddled through the grass after a yellow butterfly that fluttered just beyond his questing fingers.

				The sound of their laughter—the sweetest sound a mother can hear—lifted through the air. They have such bright and depthless curiosity, such unquestioning trust. As yet, they are untouched by the worries of the world, of uprisings in Mexico, of unrest in Europe. Their world does not include betrayals or guilt or passions that sting the heart. Their needs, so simple, are immediate and have nothing to do with tomorrow. If I could keep them so innocent, so safe and so free, I would. Yet I know that one day they will face all of those churning adult emotions and worries.

				But today there were wildflowers to be picked, questions to be answered. And for me, dreams to be dreamed.

				There is no doubt that Nanny understands why I walk here. She knows me too well not to see into my heart. She loves me too well to criticize. No one would be more aware than she that there is no love in my marriage. It is, as it has always been, a convenience to Fergus, a duty to me. If not for the children, we would have nothing in common. Even then, I fear he considers them worthwhile possessions, symbols of his success, such as our home in New York, or The Towers, the castlelike house he built for summers on the island. Or myself, the woman he took as wife, one whom he considers attractive enough, well-bred enough to share the Calhoun name, to grace his dinner table or adorn his arm when we walk into the society that is so important to him.

				It sounds cold when I write it, yet I cannot pretend there has been warmth in my marriage to Fergus. Certainly there is no passion. I had hoped, when I followed my parents’ wishes and married him, that there would be affection, which would deepen into love. But I was very young. There is courtesy, a hollow substitute for emotion.

				A year ago perhaps, I could convince myself that I was content. I have a prosperous husband, children I adore, an enviable place in society and a circle of elegant friends. My wardrobe is crowded with beautiful clothes and jewelry. The emeralds Fergus gave me when Ethan was born are fit for a queen. My summer home is magnificent, again suited to royalty with its towers and turrets, its lofty walls papered in silk, its floors gleaming beneath the richest of carpets.

				What woman would not be content with all of this? What more could a dutiful wife ask for? Unless she asked for love.

				It was love I found along these cliffs, in the artist who stood there, facing the sea, slicing those rocks and raging water onto canvas. Christian, his dark hair blowing in the wind, his gray eyes so dark, so intense, as they studied me. Perhaps if I had not met him I could have gone on pretending to be content. I could have gone on convincing myself that I did not yearn for love or sweet words or a quiet touch in the middle of the night.

				Yet I did meet him, and my life has changed. I would not go back to that false contentment for a hundred emerald necklaces. With Christian I have found something so much more precious than all the gold Fergus so cleverly accumulates. It is not something I can hold in my hand or wear around my throat, but something I hold in my heart.

				When I meet him on the cliffs, as I will this afternoon, I will not grieve for what we can’t have, what we dare not take, but treasure the hours we’ve been given. When I feel his arms around me, taste his lips against mine, I’ll know that Bianca is the luckiest woman in the world to have been loved so well.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				A storm was waiting to happen. From the high curving window of the tower, Lilah could see the silver tongue of lightning licking at the black sky to the east. Thunder bellowed, bursting through the gathering clouds to send its drumbeat along the teeth of rock. An answering shudder coursed through her—not of fear, but of excitement.

				Something was coming. She could feel it, not just in the thickening of the air but in the primitive beating of her own blood.

				When she pressed her hand to the glass, she almost expected her fingers to sizzle, snapped with the power of the building electricity. But the glass was cool and smooth, and as black as the sky.

				She smiled a little at the distant rumble of thunder and thought of her great-grandmother. Had Bianca ever stood here, watching a storm build, waiting for it to crash over the house and fill the tower with eerie light? Had she wished that her lover had stood beside her to share the power and the unleashed passion? Of course she had, Lilah thought. What woman wouldn’t?

				But Bianca had stood here alone, Lilah knew, just as she herself was standing alone now. Perhaps it had been the loneliness, the sheer ache of it, that had driven Bianca to throw herself out of that very window and onto the unforgiving rocks below.

				Shaking her head, Lilah took her hand from the glass. She was letting herself get moody again, and it had to stop. Depression and dark thoughts were out of character for a woman who preferred to take life as it came—and who made it a policy to avoid its more strenuous burdens.

				Lilah wasn’t ashamed of the fact that she would rather sit than stand, would certainly rather walk than run and saw the value of long naps as opposed to exercise for keeping the body and mind in tune.

				Not that she wasn’t ambitious. It was simply that her ambitions ran to the notion that physical comfort had priority over physical accomplishments.

				She didn’t care for brooding and was annoyed with herself for falling into the habit over the past few weeks. If anything she should be happy. Her life was moving along at a steady if unhurried pace. Her home and her family, equally important as her own comfort, were safe and whole. In fact, both were expanding along very satisfactory lines.

				Her youngest sister, C.C., was back from her honeymoon and glowing like a rose. Amanda, the most practical of the Calhoun sisters, was madly in love and planning her own wedding.

				The two men in her sisters’ lives met with Lilah’s complete approval. Trenton St. James, her new brother-in-law, was a crafty businessman with a soft heart under a meticulously tailored suit. Sloan O’Riley, with his cowboy boots and Oklahoma drawl, had her admiration for digging beneath Amanda’s prickly exterior.

				Of course, having two of her beloved nieces attached to wonderful men made Aunt Coco delirious with happiness. Lilah laughed a little, thinking how her aunt was certain she’d all but arranged the love affairs herself. Now, naturally, the Calhoun sisters’ longtime guardian was itching to provide the same service for Lilah and her older sister Suzanna.

				Good luck, Lilah wished her aunt. After a traumatic divorce, and with two young children to care for—not to mention a business to run—Suzanna wasn’t likely to cooperate. She’d been badly burned once, and a smart woman didn’t let herself get pushed into the fire.

				For herself, Lilah had been doing her best to fall in love, to hear that vibrant inner click that came when you knew you’d found the one person in the world who was fated for you. So far, that particular chamber of her heart had been stubbornly silent.

				There was time for that, she reminded herself. She was twenty-seven, happy enough in her work, surrounded by family. A few months before, they had nearly lost The Towers, the Calhouns’ crumbling and eccentric home that stood on the cliffs overlooking the sea. If it hadn’t been for Trent, Lilah might not have been able to stand in the tower room she loved so much and look out at the gathering storm.

				So she had her home, her family, a job that interested her and, she reminded herself, a mystery to solve. Great-grandmama Bianca’s emeralds, she thought. Though she had never seen them, she was able to visualize them perfectly just by closing her eyes.

				Two dramatic tiers of grass-green stones accented with icy diamonds. The glint of gold in the fancy filigree work. And dripping from the bottom strand, that rich and glowing teardrop emerald. More than its financial or even aesthetic value, it represented to Lilah a direct link with an ancestor who fascinated her, and the hope of eternal love.

				The legend said that Bianca, determined to end a loveless marriage, had packed a few of her treasured belongings, including the necklace, into a box. Hoping to find a way to join her lover, she had hidden it. Before she had been able to take it out and start a life with Christian, she had despaired and leaped from the tower window to her death.

				A tragic end to a romance, Lilah thought, yet she didn’t always feel sad when she thought of it. Bianca’s spirit remained in The Towers, and in that high room where Bianca had spent so many hours longing for her lover, Lilah felt close to her.

				They would find the emeralds, she promised herself. They were meant to.

				It was true enough that the necklace had already caused its problems. The press had learned of its existence and had played endlessly on the hidden-treasure angle. So successfully, Lilah thought now, that the annoyance had gone beyond curious tourists and amateur treasure hunters, and had brought a ruthless thief into their home.

				When she thought of how Amanda might have been killed protecting the family’s papers, the risk she had taken trying to keep any clue to the emeralds out of the wrong hands, Lilah shuddered. Despite Amanda’s heroics, the man who had called himself William Livingston had gotten away with a sackful. Lilah sincerely hoped he found nothing but old recipes and unpaid bills.

				William Livingston, alias Peter Mitchell, alias a dozen other names, wasn’t going to get his greedy hands on the emeralds. Not if the Calhoun women had anything to do about it. As far as Lilah was concerned, that included Bianca, who was as much a part of The Towers as the cracked plaster and creaky boards.

				Restless, she moved away from the window. She couldn’t say why the emeralds and the woman who had owned them preyed so heavily on her mind tonight. But Lilah was a woman who believed in instinct, in premonition, as naturally as she believed the sun rose in the east.

				Tonight, something was coming.

				She glanced back toward the window. The storm was rolling closer, gathering force. She felt a driving need to be outside to meet it.

				***

				Max felt his stomach lurch along with the boat. Yacht, he reminded himself. A twenty-six-foot beauty with all the comforts of home. Certainly more than his own home, which consisted of a cramped apartment, carelessly furnished, near the campus of Cornell University. The trouble was, the twenty-six-foot beauty was sitting on top of a very cranky Atlantic, and the two seasickness pills in Max’s system were no match for it.

				He brushed the dark lock of hair away from his brow where, as always, it fell untidily back again. The reeling of the boat sent the brass lamp above his desk dancing. Max did his best to ignore it. He really had to concentrate on his job. American history professors weren’t offered fascinating and lucrative summer employment every day. And there was a very good chance he could get a book out of it.

				Being hired as researcher for an eccentric millionaire was the fodder of fiction. In this case, it was fact.

				As the ship pitched, Max pressed a hand to his queasy stomach and tried three deep breaths. When that didn’t work, he tried concentrating on his good fortune.

				The letter from Ellis Caufield had come at a perfect time, just before Max had committed himself to a summer assignment. The offer had been both irresistible and flattering.

				In the day-to-day scheme of things, Max didn’t consider that he had a reputation. Some well-received articles, a few awards—but that was all within the tight world of academia that Max had happily buried himself in. If he was a good teacher, he felt it was because he received such pleasure from giving both information and appreciation of the past to students so mired in the present.

				It had come as a surprise that Caufield, a layman, would have heard of him and would respect him enough to offer him such interesting work.

				What was even more exciting than the yacht, the salary and the idea of summering in Bar Harbor, to a man with Maxwell Quartermain’s mind-set, was the history in every scrap of paper he’d been assigned to catalogue.

				A receipt for a lady’s hat, dated 1932. The guest list for a party from 1911. A copy of a repair bill on a 1935 Ford. The handwritten instructions for an herbal remedy for the croup. There were letters written before World War I, newspaper clippings with names like Carnegie and Kennedy, shipping receipts for Chippendale armoires, a Waterford chandelier. Old dance cards, faded recipes.

				For a man who spent most of his intellectual life in the past, it was a treasure trove. He would have sifted through each scrap happily for nothing, but Ellis Caufield had contacted him, offering Max more than he made teaching two full semesters.

				It was a dream come true. Instead of spending the summer struggling to interest bored students in the cultural and political status of America before the Great War, he was living it. With the money, half of which was already deposited, Max could afford to take a year off from teaching to start the book he’d been longing to write.

				Max felt he owed Caufield an enormous debt. A year to indulge himself. It was more than he had ever dared to dream of. Brains had gotten him into Cornell on a scholarship. Brains and hard work had earned him a Ph.D. by the time he’d been twenty-five. For the eight years since then, he’d been slaving, teaching classes, preparing lectures, grading papers, taking the time only to write a few articles.

				Now, thanks to Caufield, he would be able to take the time he had never dared to take. He would be able to begin the project he kept secret inside his head and heart.

				He wanted to write a novel set in the second decade of the twentieth century. Not just a history lesson or an oratory on the cause and effect of war, but a story of people swept along by history. The kind of people he was growing to know and understand by reading through their old papers.

				Caufield had given him that time, the research and the opportunity. And it was all gilded by a summer spent luxuriously on a yacht. It was a pity Max hadn’t realized how much his system would resent the motion of the sea.

				Particularly a stormy one, he thought, rubbing a hand over his clammy face. He struggled to concentrate, but the faded and tiny print on the papers swam then doubled in front of his eyes and added a vicious headache to the grinding nausea. What he needed was some air, he told himself. A good blast of fresh air. Though he knew Caufield preferred him to stay below with his research during the evenings, Max figured his employer would prefer him healthy rather than curled up moaning on his bed.

				Rising, he did moan a little, his stomach heaving with the next wave. He could almost feel his skin turn green. Air, definitely. Max stumbled from the cabin, wondering if he would ever find his sea legs. After a week, he’d thought he’d been doing fairly well, but with the first taste of rough weather, he was wobbly.

				It was a good thing he hadn’t—as he sometimes liked to imagine—sailed on the Mayflower. He never would have made it to Plymouth Rock.

				Bracing a hand on the mahogany paneling, he hobbled down the pitching corridor toward the stairs that led above deck.

				Caufield’s cabin door was open. Max, who would never stoop to eavesdropping, paused only to give his stomach a moment to settle. He heard his employer speaking to the captain. As the dizziness cleared from Max’s head, he realized they were not speaking about the weather or plotting a course.

				“I don’t intend to lose the necklace,” Caufield said impatiently. “I’ve gone to a lot of trouble, and expense, already.”

				The captain’s answer was equally taut. “I don’t see why you brought Quartermain in. If he realizes why you want those papers, and how you got them, he’ll be trouble.”

				“He won’t find out. As far as the good professor is concerned, they belong to my family. And I am rich enough, eccentric enough, to want them preserved.”

				“If he hears something—”

				“Hears something?” Caufield interrupted with a laugh. “He’s so buried in the past he doesn’t hear his own name. Why do you think I chose him? I do my homework, Hawkins, and I researched Quartermain thoroughly. He’s an academic fossil with more brains than wit, and is curious only about what happened in the past. Current events, such as armed robbery and the Calhoun emeralds, are beyond him.”

				In the corridor, Max remained still and silent, the physical illness warring with sick suspicion. Armed robbery. The two words reeled in his head.

				“We’d be better off in New York,” Hawkins complained. “I cased out the Wallingford job while you were kicking your heels last month. We could have the old lady’s diamonds inside of a week.”

				“The diamonds will wait.” Caufield’s voice hardened. “I want the emeralds, and I intend to have them. I’ve been twenty years in the business of stealing, Hawkins, and I know that only once in a lifetime does a man have the chance for something this big.”

				“The diamonds—”

				“Are stones.” Now the voice was caressing and perhaps a little mad. “The emeralds are a legend. They’re going to be mine. Whatever it takes.”

				Max stood frozen outside the stateroom. The clammy illness roiling inside of his stomach was iced with shock. He hadn’t a clue what they were talking about or how to put it together. But one thing was obvious—he was being used by a thief, and there was something other than history in the papers he’d been hired to research.

				The fanaticism in Caufield’s voice hadn’t escaped him, nor had the suppressed violence in Hawkins’s. And fanaticism had proved itself throughout history to be a most dangerous weapon. His only defense against it was knowledge.

				He had to get the papers, get them and find a way off the boat and to the police. Though whatever he could tell them wouldn’t make sense. He stepped back, hoping he could clear his thoughts by the time he got to his stateroom. A wicked wave had the boat lurching and Max pitching through the open doorway.

				“Dr. Quartermain.” Gripping the sides of his desk, Caufield lifted a brow. “Well, it seems as though you’re in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

				Max grasped the doorjamb as he stumbled back, cursing the unsteady deck beneath his feet. “I—wanted some air.”

				“He heard every damn word,” the captain muttered.

				“I’m aware of that, Hawkins. The professor isn’t blessed with a poker face. Well then,” he began as he slid a drawer open, “we’ll simply alter the plans a bit. I’m afraid you won’t be granted any shore leave during our stay in Bar Harbor, Doctor.” He pulled out a chrome-plated revolver. “An inconvenience, I know, but I’m sure you’ll find your cabin more than adequate for your needs while you work. Hawkins, take him back and lock him in.”

				A crash of thunder vibrated the boat. It was all Max needed to uproot his legs. As the boat swayed, he rushed back into the corridor. Pulling himself along by the handrail, he fought the motion of the boat. The shouts behind him were lost as he came above deck into the howl of the wind.

				A spray of saltwater dashed across his face, blinding him for a moment as he frantically looked for a means of escape. Lightning cracked the black sky, showing him the single stab of light, the pitching seas, the distant, angry rocks and the vague shadow of land. The next roll nearly felled him, but he managed through a combination of luck and sheer will to stay upright. Driven by instinct, he ran, feet sliding on the wet deck. In the next flash of lightning he saw one of the mates glance over from his post. The man called something and gestured, but Max spun around on the slippery deck and ran on.

				He tried to think, but his head was too crowded, too jumbled. The storm, the pitching boat, the image of that glinting gun. It was like being caught in someone else’s nightmare. He was a history professor, a man who lived in books, rarely surfacing long enough to remember if he’d eaten or picked up his cleaning. He was, he knew, terminally boring, calmly pacing himself on the academic treadmill as he had done all of his life. Surely he couldn’t be on a yacht in the Atlantic being chased by armed thieves.

				“Doctor.”

				His erstwhile employer’s voice was close enough to cause Max to turn around. The gun being held less than five feet away reminded Max that some nightmares were real. Slowly he backed up until he rammed into the guardrail. There was nowhere left to run.

				“I know this is an inconvenience,” Caufield said, “but I think it would be wise if you went back to your cabin.” A bolt of lightning emphasized the point. “The storm should be short, but quite severe. We wouldn’t want you to... fall overboard.”

				“You’re a thief.”

				“Yes.” Legs braced against the rolling deck, Caufield smiled. He was enjoying himself—the wind, the electric air, the white face of the prey he had cornered. “And now that I can be more frank about just what I want you to look for, our work should go much more quickly. Come now, Doctor, use that celebrated brain of yours.”

				From the corner of his eye, Max saw that Hawkins was closing in from the other side, as steady on the heeling deck as a mountain goat on a beaten path. In a moment, they would have him. Once they did, he was quite certain he would never see the inside of a classroom again.

				With an instinct for survival that had never been tested, he swung over the rail. He heard another crack of thunder, felt a burning along his temple, then plunged blindly beneath the dark, swirling water.

				***

				Lilah had driven down, following the winding road to the base of the cliff. The wind had picked up, was shrieking now as she stepped out of her car and let it stream through her hair. She didn’t know why she’d felt compelled to come here, to stand alone on this narrow and rocky stretch of beach to face the storm.

				But she had come, and the exhilaration streamed into her, racing just under her skin, speeding up her heart. When she laughed, the sound hung on the wind, then echoed away. Power and passion exploded around her in a war she could delight in.

				Water fumed against the rock, spouting up, spraying her. There was an icy feel to it that made her shiver, but she didn’t draw back. Instead she closed her eyes for a moment, lifted her face and absorbed it.

				The noise was huge, wildly primitive. Above, closer now, the storm threatened. Big and bad and boisterous. The rain, so heavy in the air you could taste it, held up, but the lightning took command, spearing the sky, ripping through the dark while the boom of thunder competed with the crash of water and wind.

				She felt as though she were alone in a violent painting, but there was no sense of loneliness and certainly none of fear. It was anticipation that prickled along her skin, just as a passion as dark as the storm’s beat in her blood.

				Something, she thought again as she lifted her face to the wind, was coming.

				If it hadn’t been for the lightning, she wouldn’t have seen him. At first she watched the dark shape in the darker water and wondered if a dolphin had swum too close to the rocks. Curious, she walked over the shale, dragging her hair away from the greedy fingers of wind.

				Not a dolphin, she realized with a clutch of panic. A man. Too stunned to move, she watched him go under. Surely she’d imagined it, she told herself. She was just caught up in the storm, the mystery of it, the sense of immediacy. It was crazy to think she’d seen someone fighting the waves in this lonely and violent span of water.

				But when the figure appeared again, floundering, Lilah was kicking off her sandals and racing into the icy black water.

				***

				His energy was flagging. Though he’d managed to pry off his shoes, his legs felt abominably heavy. He’d always been a strong swimmer. It was the only sport he had had any talent for. But the sea was a great deal stronger. It carried him along now rather than his own arms and legs. It dragged him under as it chose, then teasingly released him as he struggled to break free for one more gulp of air.

				He couldn’t even remember why he was fighting. The cold that had long since numbed his body granted the same favor to his brain. His thrashing movements were merely automatic now and growing steadily weaker. It was the sea that guided him, that trapped him, that would, he was coming to accept, kill him.

				The next wave battered him, and, exhausted, he let it take him under. He only hoped he would drown before he bashed into the rocks.

				He felt something wrap around his neck and, with the last of his strength, pushed at it. Some wild thought of sea snakes or grasping weeds had him struggling. Then his face was above the surface again, his burning lungs sucking air. Dimly he saw a face close to his own. Pale, stunningly beautiful. A glory of dark, wet hair floated around him.

				“Just hang on,” she shouted at him. “We’ll be all right.”

				She was pulling him toward shore, fighting the backwash of wave. Hallucinating, Max thought. He had to be hallucinating to imagine a beautiful woman coming to his aid a moment before he died. But the possibility of a miracle kicked into his fading sense of survival, and he began to work with her.

				The waves slammed into them, dragging them back a foot for every two exhausting feet of progress they made. Overhead the sky opened to pour out a lashing rain. She was shouting something again, but all he could hear was the dull buzzing in his own head.

				He decided he must already be dead. There certainly was no more pain. All he could see was her face, the glow of her eyes, the water-slicked lashes. A man could do worse than to die with that image in his mind.

				But her eyes were bright with anger, electric with it. She wanted help, he realized. She needed help. Instinctively he put an arm around her waist so that they were towing each other.

				He lost track of the times they went under, of the times one would pull the other up again. When he saw the jutting rocks, fangs spearing up through the swirling black, he turned his weary body without thought to shield hers. An angry wave flicked them waist high out of the water, as easily as a finger flicks an ant from a stone.

				His shoulder slammed against rock, but he barely felt it. Then there was the grit of sand beneath his knees, biting into flesh. The water fought to suck them back, but they crawled onto the rocky shore.

				The initial sickness was hideous, racking through him until he was certain his body would simply break apart. When the worst of it passed, he rolled, coughing, onto his back. The sky wheeled overhead, black, then brilliant. The face was above his again, close. A hand moved gently over his brow.

				“You made it, sailor.”

				He only stared. She was eerily beautiful, like something he might have conjured if he’d had enough imagination. In the flickering lightning he could see her hair was a rich, golden red. She had acres of it. It flowed around her face, down her shoulders, onto his chest. Her eyes were the mystical green of a calm sea. As the water ran from her onto him, he reached up to touch her face, certain they would pass through the image. But he felt her skin, cold, wet and soft as spring rain.

				“Real.” His voice was a husky croak. “You’re real.”

				“Damn right.” She smiled, then cupping his face in her hands, laughed. “You’re alive. We’re both alive.” And kissed him. Deeply, lavishly, until his head spun with it. There was more laughter beneath the kiss. He heard the joy in it, but not the simple relief.

				When he looked at her again, she was blurring, that ethereal face fading until all he could see were those incredible, glowing eyes.

				“I never believed in mermaids,” he murmured before he lost consciousness.
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