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At the end of this tale, don’t miss a bonus excerpt of the next book in the Jewel Intrigue series.

A sneak peek - Chapter one of another adventure!

[image: image]

––––––––
[image: ]


PHANTOM PEARL

––––––––
[image: ]


She pushed the edge of legal in her hunt for priceless antiquities. He’s a special agent out to stop her. Betrayals of the past turn life-threatening for both as they battle an unexpected enemy.
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“BADASS CHARACTERS AND action-packed scenes take you across the world, there is no time to get bored or lose focus.”
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BRAZEN: Riki Maddox is not your average tomb-raiding treasure hunter. Her targets are carefully chosen to wound her father’s killers, the Japanese Yakuza. To thwart their quest to recapture World War II loot initially stolen by Japanese forces, she puts herself in constant danger–and in the sights of a man as driven and as daring as she is.

Dauntless: Working for the Department of Homeland Security, Special Agent Dallas Landry is a rare breed: an academic with an unmatched thirst for adventure. He had a perfect success rate recovering stolen art and antiquities–until he came up against a menace known as Riki Maddox. She’s tarnished his reputation and stopping her becomes his number one priority.

Enemies: The two will cross paths once again in Australia–on a quest for the legendary Phantom Pearl, a priceless mammoth tusk carved by 15th century monks. Barely one step ahead of the Yakuza, it’s a three-way race to recover the long-lost treasure. One Riki is hell-bent to win. But playing games against a federal agent like Dallas will cost more than her freedom. The chase will demand she risk her life, but promises something sweeter than revenge as reward.

Phantom Pearl is the third stand-alone book in the Jewel Intrigue series, a tale of determined rivals, lost history, hidden betrayal, and a badass heroine carrying a grudge.

––––––––
[image: ]


RACE INTO ADVENTURE with all three Jewel books today!

Jewel Intrigue Series

Diamond Legacy

Emerald Fire

Phantom Pearl

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


IT TOOK THREE RINGS before Riki decided to answer her cell phone. She should’ve left the offensive thing back in the room turned off, battery disconnected.

On ring four, she heaved a sigh and grabbed it. “I’m on vacation,” she snapped.

“Your brief email said out of town,” Kai replied, “not out of touch.”

“You can read between the lines.” A soft ocean breeze drifted beneath the bamboo and thatch roof of the pool bar and she savored the warm freshness of it. “Why are you calling?”

“The same reason you answered,” Kai said. “Work.”

She stifled a groan. “Our last job nearly killed me. I deserve one measly week in Baja to soak away the bruises.” Riki didn’t like to complain, it’s just that Russia was still frozen this time of year, and that comrade punched like a two-ton block of ice. She ached down to the bone.

“You knew the path chosen would not be easy,” Kai replied.

The phone line crackled. Day two at a beach resort on the outer edges of cell reception, and she had barely begun to thaw out. She loved Kai Menita like the father figure he was, but more often than not, contact from him meant work. Right now, she needed a five-minute time-out. Taking this call had been a mistake.

“I never complain. Not ever. This time though, just this once, I want to enjoy squishing my toes in the sand and devouring fruity drinks with little umbrellas.” To prove it, she sucked the last of her lime daiquiri through a straw until it gurgled.

Kai made a noise of disapproval on the other end of the line. “One Russian tsar and a three-man security team is no match for a woman of your skills. I taught you better than that.”

It’s true. And no one could ever claim that Riki Maddox shirked her duty. Down time was as rare as the antiquities she chased. Her life was complicated, her work demanding. But she’d just finished a brutal job that left her in dire need of a vacation.

“You also taught me the Tao of Revitalization,” Riki said with seriousness. “The importance of mental and physical balance.” She set her glass aside. “I’m not there, Kai. I could use a little time.”

“You know I freely give you what you need, yet every decision we make demands a price.”

Riki sighed. It was always like that with him. Give and take, yin and yang, the inherent duality of the natural world that proclaimed nothing was truly free. Even the smallest movement caused a ripple of energy that spread indefinitely. She understood the principal and believed in the strength of focus it brought. But right this moment, the only thing she wanted was the warmth of the sun, the sound of the ocean waves, and the simple pleasure of a few color-soaked sunsets. Kai’s phone call said she wasn’t going to get them.

“Whatever this is, it better be worth interrupting the first vacation I’ve had in forever.”

For a couple of seconds, nothing but silence lay on the other end of the line. Then, “I’ve found the plane,” Kai declared.

Riki’s breath caught on the bombshell.

She shoved away from her seat at the bar and headed for the privacy of Baja Palmilla’s tropical gardens. “How? Where? Are you certain?” That was a dumb question. Kai never joked about anything. If he said he had found it, then he had.

“Phantom Pearl’s survival may yet prove true.” The words rang with his usual calm intensity, but there was another layer, an excitement she'd not heard before.

An empty arbor bench under a bright pink bougainvillea beckoned, and she sat down under the weight of Kai’s claim. For the most part, he'd kept the search for the downed aircraft separate from their recovery business, a scholarly pursuit that spanned years and bordered on personal obsession. She never believed he would find it.

Not because he wasn’t capable of locating the impossible; he’d done that more than once. The problem was that the plane, a WWII Japanese transport aircraft, had been lost at sea during a typhoon in 1944. Everything went down, the cargo, crew, and the incomparable crown jewel of Yamashita’s treasure—Phantom Pearl—an exquisitely carved, centuries old mammoth tusk.

“Please tell me it’s not at the bottom of the South China Sea,” she said. “You know I don’t like to scuba dive.”

“How do you feel about a crocodile infested rainforest?”

No contest, really. She’d choose the heat of a mosquito-laden jungle over the liquid isolation of a world reduced to a breather and a mask. “Where is the plane?”

“Not where one might expect.” He hesitated for effect. “Queensland, Australia.”

She frowned as she gazed back at the infinity pool, at the line of palm trees reflecting on the mirror surface of the water. “That’s the wrong direction, Kai.”

Yamashita, a harsh and brutal general of the Imperial Army, had plundered all Southeast Asia to steal enough gold, jewels, art, and antiquities to fund the Japanese war effort. He had amassed the treasure horde in Singapore first, then slowly moved it across the Philippines to one-hundred-seventy-two locations so secret the transporters were entombed inside. Australia might be in the right hemisphere, but too many miles lay between it and every reported, or speculated, treasure location.

“Your assumption would be true had the general been the only one to steal the Pearl,” Kai stated with a hint of satisfaction.

Riki stood up as his meaning sank in. “Are you saying someone actually had the balls to steal it from a monster like Yamashita?”

Kai gave a soft laugh. “Denki was a Japanese intelligence officer of high regard. But he, and his balls, folded under the temptation of impossible wealth. He made it as far as the Solomon Islands before getting caught.”

Static interrupted the connection again, so Riki aimed toward the beach to find a clearer signal. “What happened to him?”

“Yamashita sent his enforcers.”

Bad news for the traitor. “The Yakuza?”

“You know they do not suffer betrayal. Not then, not now.”

She knew, but the risk didn’t stop her thirst for vengeance. “Go on.”

“Denki was executed at Honiara, on the island of Guadalcanal. They loaded Phantom Pearl onto a C-47, a long range, military freighter aircraft. Advanced for the time. Records indicate the cargo held military dignitaries, a sealed war chest of classified documents, and enough yen to cover a month’s payroll.”

“They were flying it back where? Japan?”

“Singapore, but they never made it. It was April sixteenth, 1944.”

He said the date like it was significant. “Okay, what happened April sixteenth?”

“A sudden and unexpected storm hit New Guinea. The weather so severe they called it Black Sunday due to overwhelming loss of aircraft.”

This was beginning to get interesting. “So the plane leaves the Solomon Islands and heads west toward Singapore, hits the typhoon over New Guinea, and gets blown off course only to crash land in Queensland.”

“You are beginning to understand,” Kai said. “Shall I go on? Or do you wish to get back to your pursuit of leisure?”

She rolled her eyes at Kai’s attempt at humor. He knew full well she’d been hooked. She ignored his question and asked one of her own. “What makes you believe the plane was blown so far off course?”

“I have a contact in Cairns. He researched old Queensland Civil Defense briefings and found mention of a plane crash in the Far North mountains of Cape York Peninsula. It's rugged, remote, and lower elevations covered in rainforest. The date matches, and the location is within fuel capacity of the C-47.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s our plane,” Riki replied. “It was war time. There were hundreds of US and Japanese air fleet in the area. It could be any one of them. Besides, Japan wouldn’t just abandon their dignitaries or Phantom Pearl.”

“The Australian Defense briefing stated there would be no rescue. Their country’s resources were allocated to recovery efforts after the destructive typhoon, not spent in search of a small enemy plane deep in the wilderness.”

“That explains Australia,” Riki stated. “What about Japan?”

“They were busy fighting a war. By the time they could piece together a team, the unthinkable happened—Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Dealing with the overwhelming devastation of an atomic bomb took precedence over finding one piece of lost treasure, no matter how valuable. The story of Phantom Pearl eventually faded into the pages of history.”

Riki paced the beach, absently watching the sun fall below the horizon. “Since you’ve called, I assume you want me to investigate?”

“It is your choice, Reika.”

On a normal day, she’d scold him for using her proper name. Today she didn’t utter a word, just closed her eyes against the deepening blue of a cloudless Baja sky. She inhaled a calming breath and focused on birdsong to center her thoughts. She quickly identified the Cactus Wren, but it was the soothing ku-koo-ah of Shearwaters as they glided over the Gulf of California that gave her the clarity she sought.

“It may help you to know,” Kai’s voice interrupted, “that the plane’s passengers are still on Japan’s missing soldiers list. The C-47 continues to be classified as lost, and not a single trace of the Pearl has ever been mentioned since Guadalcanal.”

She didn't need convincing. If it was important to Kai, she would do whatever he needed. She could vacation later. “Why haven’t treasure hunters considered Australia before?”

“Perhaps they have,” he said. “The more significant concern is... Why is Ken Cho mounting an expedition to Cooktown, a small coastal village near the edge of the range?”

An icy chill snaked down Riki’s spine. He’s wrong—the most significant question was why hadn’t he opened with that piece of intel? Any move against Ken Cho and the Yakuza is an automatic in for her. She despised everything they represented. Extortion, drugs, money laundering.

Murder.

Publicly, they had the support of the Imperial family for their role in reclaiming Yamashita’s treasure. Didn't matter that Japan had stolen it to begin with. Privately, they commanded a sizeable finder’s fee for every piece of art or antiquity they scavenged and brought back. They were cold-blooded, ruthless, and eliminated anything or anyone who got in their way.

Phantom Pearl would be an irresistible prize. Kai wanted it. The Yakuza wanted it. She was going to get it.

“What about Homeland Security?” Riki asked.

“They are not on my inform list,” he scoffed.

Maybe not, but they'd interfered with missions before. Kai well knew it.

“Stop messing with me. Is the Cultural Division aware of the movement?” The question was more about a specific agent, but she refused to acknowledge that curiosity to Kai.

“Dallas Landry is in Singapore, if that is what you are asking.”

Dammit. It was. And for good reason. When it came to near misses, Landry had gotten closer than anyone else, even Cho. Her ill-advised fascination with the agent was an inconvenience she’d rather keep to herself.

“How much time do I have?” Riki asked.

“If you leave now, perhaps a three-day head start.”

Not much considering one full day would be spent in flight. Fourteen hours from Los Angeles to Brisbane, another two or three to Cairns, and an unknown stint to reach Cooktown. That didn’t allow much time for setting a plan in motion, but she’d worked with less.

“I’ll head home for LA tonight,” Riki said, “and catch the first flight to Brisbane.” 

“I’ve already made the arrangements,” Kai replied. “A custom carrier for the artifact will be waiting at the airline counter.”

Of course it would. He knew exactly what her reaction would be.

“It better be first class.”

“I’ve never let you down yet, Reika.”

“Please, Kai,” she begged for the hundredth time. “Stop calling me that. I’m not a delicate flower, or lovely petal, or whatever nonsense it’s supposed to mean.”

“It is your name,” he said simply.

“Not anymore.” Not in a long time. Not since the day of her father’s funeral, and hatred became her guiding force.
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DALLAS LANDRY TUGGED on the cuffs of his jet-black Versace shirt, an extravagance as necessary as the precision tailored slacks and Magnanni loafers that cost him a week’s salary. Conveying the image of a wealthy art collector was nearly as expensive as the black-market antiquities on display at this very posh, very private sale.

He nodded to an older couple as they moved from an exquisite art deco bronze by Erté to a marble impressionist sculpture of twisting human forms. Sango Gallery of Fine Art was legit, classically modern with an air of sophistication and a highly influential business in the heart of Singapore. It made no sense that half the works on display tonight were currently in the FBI's stolen art file.

When a tuxedo-clad waiter strolled by carrying a tray of champagne flutes, Dallas snared a glass. He casually sipped the sparkling liquid and debated the odds of Jane Lassiter, head of Homeland Security’s Art and Cultural Division, accepting his next expense report without choking. No one ever claimed undercover work was cheap.

He was admiring a Victorian painting by Henry Fuseli, a leader in the Romantic Art Movement of the eighteenth century, when someone stepped up to join him.

“Nice shoes,” purred the female beside him.

Dallas glanced over and stiffened. “Layla Sanchez,” he said with barely disguised animosity. Homeland Security’s resident femme fatale was the last person he expected, or wanted, to meet at this hot art liquidation sale. “What the hell are you doing here?”

It was more of a statement than question. He couldn't think of a single good reason why she'd turn up now, looking like she'd poured herself into a designer gown that Lassiter probably signed off on without so much as a blink.

“We need to talk, Landry.” Layla smiled, her glossy red lips a beacon to every man within a hundred-foot radius.

Every man but him. “Go away.” This operation required delicate balance. She represented interference. “Why are you here?”

“Funny story,” she said. “You’re going to love it.”

Somehow, Dallas didn’t think he would.

“There you are, Ms. Sanchez,” a twenty-something man said as he handed her a glass of champagne.

“Please,” she said much too sweetly, “call me Layla.”

The poor sap didn’t stand a chance against the red-lipped demon in front of him. Dallas had seen too many fall victim to her soul-stealing smile.

“Dallas,” she continued without breaking stride. “Meet Tyson Mahoney, the gallery administrator here at Sango.”

What was she up to? Had Lassiter sent her? If so, the timing couldn’t be worse. He’d suspected that Sango’s owner had made a regrettable partnership with Mathis Howe, the Malaysian king of black market antiquities. Howe’s inner circle had been near untouchable. Two months—eight tedious weeks—Dallas had spent cultivating the man’s trust. Adding a new player now, even one as beautiful as Layla Sanchez, could ruin everything.

“Tyson has graciously offered to give me a tour.” Layla’s palm rested against the administrator’s arm, her brightly painted fingernails stark against the man’s white shirt. “My anticipation is running wild. I’ve seen many exhibitions, but never been behind the scenes.”

“Sango applies the finest in museum standards,” Tyson said with pride. “Private conference rooms with concierge service, digitally monitored climate control and fire detection systems, and then there’s the art handling rooms in the—”

“Mr. Mahoney,” a tux-clad waiter interrupted. “I was told you’re needed at the Italian collection. A buyer has a question on the Certificate of Authenticity for a Francois Gerard.”

A tell-tale anxiety filled Tyson’s eyes, but he shrugged and straightened his spine. “Please excuse me. I should only be a few moments.”

Layla waved him on with an understanding smile. “I’ll be around. Just don’t forget me.”

“Never,” Tyson said as he lifted her hand for a kiss. With a quick nod at Dallas, the administrator disappeared, leaving them a window of opportunity.

“Out with it,” he said to the she-devil. “Why are you here?”

She sipped on her champagne and tossed a casual glance around the gallery. “It seems you’ve been reassigned. I’m here to finish the job.”

“I sincerely doubt that,” he scoffed. “Lassiter hasn’t said a word.”

A finely arched brow lifted at his harsh tone. “The order came from higher up. The boss lady is probably discovering it this very moment. Besides, I’m exceptionally good at anything I focus on. If you’d give me half a chance, I’d show you what you’ve been missing.”

Layla wore seduction like a second skin. The act was a major part of her success, a tactic that opened plenty of doors for her. But her well-practiced skills did absolutely nothing for him.

“Don’t think you can waltz in here and take over,” he said. “Mathis Howe won’t play.”

“I’m not like you, Dallas dear. It doesn’t take weeks for me to hit my mark. I’ve only been in Singapore a few hours and already found my ticket in.”

He shook his head at her blatant overconfidence. “Tyson Mahoney is small fish. An underling forced to authenticate stolen art. He’s not the target.”

“Poor Dallas,” Layla said with fake sympathy. “Perhaps I’m here because the department believes I’ll do a better job reeling in the big guns. I’m sure it’s frustrating for you. Being replaced is never pleasant.” She pursed her lips in a mock air kiss.

He’d had enough. “I’m not bowing out. I don’t care who orders it.”

“You’re always so uncooperative.” She brushed a fingertip across the low-cut edge of her dress, drawing attention to the ample curve of her breast. “You really should work on that.”

The woman had an annoying ability to make everything sound like an invitation. “I don’t like surprises,” he stated flat out. “Or demands. Or interruptions.”

“And yet, for some unexplainable reason, I still like you.” She nodded toward the front door. “Meet me outside behind the water fountain. I have something for you.”

She didn’t wait to hear his response, just set her glass on a reception table and left. Anger boiled to the surface, and he fought to contain it by draining his glass of champagne. It was a wasted effort. He wanted to ignore her, make her sit out there and wait, but that never worked with Layla. The situation had to be handled.

Facing the inevitable, he slipped outside and into the gardens. After following a path of solar lights to a graceful fountain of splashing water sprites, he found Layla alone, quietly talking on a cell phone. She handed the device over with a Cheshire cat grin that only added fuel to the fire.

“Landry,” he barked into the phone.

“I know this is last minute,” Jane Lassiter said with a tone that clearly indicated she wasn’t happy with this new turn of events. “But the suits are in an uproar.”

“Why is that my problem?”

“Because you are the best qualified agent to handle a new development.”

Dallas didn’t care. They were jeopardizing the house of cards he’d built here. Layla could hold her own better than most people, but Howe didn’t like newcomers. Putting her in place will be worse than starting over. It could very well kill the entire operation.

“Don't flatter me. The department has plenty of agents. Why me?” Lassiter had worked with him long enough to know he’d damn well see one job through before starting another. 

“One, you are the closest one available, and the job requires immediate action. Two, it’s top priority for several high-ranking officials well above my pay grade. And three—this is the best part—it involves the Yakuza.”

Not interesting enough to throw away a chance to stop an underground syndicate. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t curious. “For the record—you are not cutting me out, Lassiter. I refuse to step aside.” He let the words sink in, then added, “What about the Yakuza?”

“Based on appearances, they’re vacationing in Australia.”

His supervisor’s laugh grated on his nerves. He had things to do tonight, and that didn’t include playing word games. “Get to the point, will you?”

“You're no fun when you're mad, you know that?”

“Lassiter,” Dallas warned.

“For the record,” his boss repeated, “you’re a damn fine agent, both in the field and running point at home. That’s the only reason I put up with your attitude.”

“Noted,” Dallas replied. “Now, get on with it, or I’m going back inside to do my job.”

“And that exactly proves my point. If nothing else, your single-minded purpose is admirable, but it wouldn’t hurt you to lighten up now and then.” Rustling papers interrupted for a second. “Our man inside the Yakuza says they are organizing an expedition to Cooktown, a semi-remote village in the northeastern peninsula of Australia. Rumor has it they are after the Phantom Pearl.”

“Not likely. That antiquity was lost at sea during the second world war.”

“So history says.”

Layla ran a polished fingernail down the sleeve of his shirt, digging in just enough to hurt. He frowned at her.

“Convinced yet?” she whispered.

He brushed her hand away and turned his attention back to his boss. “That's a pretty big claim. Is your source reliable? What makes you believe it?”

“Yes, he is, and I’m keeping an open mind,” Lassiter said. “It’s plausible.”

“Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t,” Dallas scoffed. “I’m not walking away from an operation I’ve spent weeks preparing for on the off chance a piece of Yamashita’s treasure has surfaced.”

“Not just any piece. It’s Phantom Pearl. A one-of-a-kind antiquity that survived Cambodia’s relentless jungle. It has an amazing story. A provenance of epic proportions.”

“I know what it is,” Dallas said. “And it’s on the ocean floor, probably covered in barnacles by now.”

“Seriously, it’s all black and white for you, isn’t it? Would it change your mind if I said someone else believes in the possibility enough to be flying south over the Pacific right now? She’s barely one step ahead of our criminal friends.”

Damn it all to hell. Could this night get any worse? “Let me guess. Riki Maddox?”

“The one and only,” Lassiter said. “She’s beaten you at your own game, what, like three times now?”

Four. And he didn’t appreciate the reminder. The woman was like a damn ninja. Her success rate was ruining his award-winning reputation at the bureau. It had to stop.

“Change your mind yet?” Lassiter asked.

It would be professional suicide to refuse a chance at redemption, then again, so was giving the woman another crack at besting him in the artifact recovery game. It was an impossible situation, and odds were not in his favor. But he had to take it. And win.

“I want it noted that I'm doing this under pressure,” Dallas stated with a glare at Layla. “It stinks to high heaven.” He'd busted his ass to set up this job. Now he had to hand the reins over to another agent who may, or may not, bag the prize. As revolting as that was, he had no choice. Riki Maddox took priority.

Layla laughed softly behind him. “How about you fill me in on Mathis Howe and his operation over drinks?”
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BY THE TIME RIKI LANDED in Cairns, she was tired and hungry. Qantas fed their passengers well on the fourteen-hour flight from LA to Brisbane, and again during the next two and half hours to Cairns, but she couldn't muster up enough enthusiasm to actually eat it.

It wasn’t her first trans-continental flight by any stretch, and she didn't mind flying, but cabin pressure bothered her. The longer the flight, the worse it became. Though she’d learned long ago to control her body’s response to jet lag, neither meditation nor a mile-high glimpse of the Great Barrier Reef could combat the weariness currently residing in her bones.

Now that her feet hit solid ground, she wanted hot food and a double-shot cappuccino to sharpen her foggy brain. She had no checked bags, just an empty artifact case and a carry-on full of Baja vacation clothes that would be useless on a Down Under jungle trek. But she was to meet her contact at baggage claim, so she slung her backpack over her shoulder and left the gate.

It was pushing noon, a popular arrival time for international flights, and the terminal was choked with travelers. Uncomfortable with the breath-stealing closeness, Riki maneuvered to the outer edge of the crowd. She hated the way her body betrayed her in confined spaces and pushed back against the unease, focusing instead on a need for piping hot coffee.

The distraction worked, until halfway down the corridor, anxiety surged again. Stronger this time, and accompanied with a familiar tingling usually reserved for impending doom. Without breaking stride, she scanned the immediate surroundings. No menacing threat of attack. No panicked crowd. Just a tropical motif of cassowaries and frogs and a corridor that finally spilled into a huge central cavern of a room.

She gravitated toward the center where a coffee kiosk promised new life, and ordered the strongest jolt on the menu. The sound of grinding beans filled the air as she stood beside the counter, clicked on her phone, and calmly surveyed the crowd. Still nothing unusual. Outer walls were lined with gates, gift shops, and eateries. The center filled with tables, kiosks, and row upon row of passenger seating. Not a single thing out of the ordinary.

No updates from Kai either. She fired off a quick text, accepted her coffee with a polite thank you, and aimed straight for baggage claim.

She avoided the narrow escalator and hustled down a wide staircase, careful to keep a clear line of sight. Her jitters appeared unfounded, however, and she reached the luggage carousel without incident. It was every bit as crowded and hectic, so she moved toward an exterior wall, to a water fountain where Craig Lawson waited.

Just as Kai predicted, the Aussie wore a beige pullover with an American flag logo over his heart, a subtle code that blended in with the slew of tourists here for the reef.

She walked over and casually leaned against the wall beside him. “Mr. Lawson, I presume?”

He gave her a once over and grunted. “Don’t tell me you’re Riki Maddox.”

“As I live and breathe,” she answered.

“Kai said you’re a firecracker, but you’re no bigger than a koala.”

Any other day she’d find that funny, but her sense of humor had fizzled at thirty-thousand feet. Along with her trusty spidey-sense, apparently. “It’s not the size of a dog in the fight,” she replied. “It’s the size of the fight in the dog.”

Craig barked with laughter, drawing the attention of those closest to them. “You’re no junk yard dog, not with lips and eyes like that. Maybe one of them fluffy pedigrees.”

“A common error in judgment that has served me well.” She contemplated the pilot Kai swore was solid gold. Fiftyish, fair-skinned with a shock of red hair graying at the temples, and the muscled look of someone who spent a lot of time at manual labor. “And Kai did not call me a firecracker.”

“I was paraphrasing,” he said with a toothy smile. “It was really more of a caution. He said you were lethal and not to muck up the job, or you’d inflict pain.”

“I doubt he said that either.” She scanned their surroundings again. Just normal airport crowds for a busy Wednesday afternoon. People hustling at the baggage carrousel, lines at the car rental counters, and... Her heart skipped a beat.

What in the seventh level of hell was Dallas Landry doing here? No way Homeland Security had clued in that fast. 

He was trying to charter a plane at Daintree Air Services counter, being all smiley and friendly, and pointing at something on a computer monitor. So much for a three-day head start. This changed everything. It upped the timeline, heightened the risk, and sent her pulse into overdrive. 

Seriously, it was maddening how little control she had anymore. Imaginary threats lurking at the airport and unreasonable reactions to a federal agent.

Landry was a complication she didn’t need. No matter how many times she reminded herself he was the enemy, he still sparked irrational curiosity. She’d made it a point to learn the vitals—lived in Seattle, went to school at Harvard and graduated with honors, ranked in the top one percent of law enforcement tactical training programs, and joined Homeland Security eight years ago. As adversaries went, his record was impressive. It was the other, less tangible, things that caused havoc. What was he like as a person? Why did he choose art and cultural studies?

And worst of all, she wondered what it would be like to kiss him.

“Something wrong?” Craig asked.

She shook off the troublesome thoughts and turned her attention back to her new partner. “Not really. I’ve been on edge since landing in Cairns. Probably just a lack of caffeine.” She took a sip of her forgotten coffee, hoping it might spark a miracle cure.

“You eat much on the plane?”

She shook her head. Hunger gnawed at her insides, but her timeline had just escalated. Did Landry know about the plane crash?

“How about we grab a bite before liftoff?” Craig asked.

Her stomach growled. Five minutes ago, that was exactly what she wanted. Now that competition had arrived, she needed a new plan. “I’m afraid we don't have much time.”

“No offense, but you look a bit peaked. Even koalas need to eat once in a while.”

She started to argue, but he held up a hand. “I know the perfect place. Good food fast. Besides, they’re fueling my plane. It’ll take a bit to be ready.” He pointed to her backpack. “That all you got?”

“I travel light,” she replied.

“Right you are, then. Let’s go.”

Craig moved off, but before following, she glanced in Landry’s direction. Their gazes locked. He still stood at the service counter but threw her a curve ball with an unexpected smile. Her insides did a somersault. When he offered a mock salute, she knew without a doubt he'd come for her. The crazy sense of anticipation that caused worried her more than anything else.

Trouble with a capital T.

Without so much as a polite nod, she turned and followed Craig out of the terminal.
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THEY COULDN’T PULL away from Cairns Airport fast enough for Riki. Things were already urgent, but now they’d taken on a whole new level of complication.

“How much has Kai explained to you about this job?” she asked Craig.

“That we’re flying into Aboriginal territory,” he said as they turned onto a main highway and headed south toward the town center. “And somewhere in the Great Dividing Range, there's an old wrecked plane we need to find.”

“That pretty much sums it up.” She peered at a side-view mirror, checking the vehicles behind them. “How far to Cooktown?”

“Three hours or more if you drive,” he replied. “But I’ve a Cessna Skycatcher that will eat the kilometers faster. She’s built for six and hauls passengers over the Daintree. She’ll handle the mountains just fine.”

“Is that what you do?” Riki asked. “Scenic flights for tourists?”

“Sometimes.” He maneuvered traffic with speed and agility, sailing around a curve with a quick downshift. “Mostly run freight charters to the Far North. Whatever pays the bills. This is a first, though. Never been hired to escort a beautiful woman in search of a long dead plane.”

She ignored the offhand compliment. “How familiar are you with the mountain ranges? Do you know the lay of the land?”

“Flamin’ heck, you’re some kind of sheila,” Craig declared. “I’ve been from one end of Cape York to the other, delivered people or cargo to every tiny village out there. If there’s a runway, I’ve been on it.”

“The name is Riki, not Sheila. And I need to know the skill level of my new partner. The crash site is over seventy years old. I doubt it will be easy to spot.”

“No worries. I’m holding coordinates from a 1944 civil defense briefing. It'll get us started. And don’t you know what a sheila is?”

“Slang for a koala?”

He barked with laughter. “Not even close. Girls are sheilas. Boys are blokes. Maybe I should get you an Aussie dictionary, eh?”

“Hiking gear would be more helpful.” A military surplus store would be even better. She needed some things.

“Got a GeoPickers outside of town. Lots of outdoor gear and Army surplus.”

Perfect. Tactical supplies, field kits, and jungle outfits. Her favorite kind of shopping. “Let’s eat first, stock supplies second,” she replied.

“Roger that.” He made a left at the Crown Hotel, zipped down a block, and parked. “Mackie’s has the best pub grub in town. A right proper nosh up. And strong Irish coffee.”

It didn't take long to get seated and order. The place was comfortable with its shipboard décor and warm timber accents. She especially liked the openness and curved L design. From their table in the middle she could see the majority of patrons—locals gathering for lunch or couples on vacation. Mackie’s looked every bit of what it was, a nice safe place to eat and toss back a pint.

“Sure you don’t want a room at the Crown and fly out in the morning?” Craig asked as he handed the menu back to the waiter. “You look like you could use some real rest.”

As luxurious as that sounded, there just wasn’t time. “Competition has arrived. More will come. We need to leave ASAP.”

“You’re not talking the friendly kind, are you?”

She shook her head.

“Nothing stopping us from heading on out,” Craig said. “I’ve already devised a cover story that’ll win the hearts of the natives.”

“Why do we need a cover story?”

“Because Cooktown is tiny. Little over two thousand residents. Everybody knows what everybody is doing, and they like it that way. There’s always a few stray tourists for the Captain Cook history, but what we’re doing will cause a stir. If you don’t want local interference, you give them a good tale to chew on.”

Two cups of piping hot coffee arrived, and she immediately pulled one her way. She inhaled the steam, the heady aroma of dark roast promising a much-needed boost of energy. She added a dash of cream, stirred, then asked, “So what’s the story?”

He leaned forward, elbows on the table, and grinned. “What do you know about the movie industry?”

She shrugged. “Not much.”

Craig doctored his coffee with an overload of sugar as he answered. “Well, looks like you’re now a film location scout, here for a World War Two documentary on allied defense sites. The local RSL club stands ready to assist, too. Hell, they’ll probably host a celebration in your honor.” He winked at her. “Bloody brilliant of me, I say.”

As long as it got them free access to roam the mountains, she’d play along with whatever lie he had to tell. But if the town residents liked gossip, wait until the Yakuza showed up. That should turn things upside down.

“It’s very clever,” Riki agreed. “Completely explains digging through old civil defense files and running aerial reconnaissance.”

The pub’s hostess walked by, followed by a striking Asian man wearing a solid black tunic and slacks, his long dark hair pulled into a band at his nape. That wasn’t what caught her eye. It was the unusual tattoo of a long, undulating dragon that wrapped around the side of his neck. Strangely enough, the guy never so much as glanced at her, even though she blatantly stared at him as he walked past.

“What is it?” Craig asked.

She shrugged. “Did you see that guy’s tattoo?”

She twisted in her chair to watch the man take a seat three tables down, smack in the center of the room. She’d go so far as to call it strategic, given the unobstructed view of the room, a window to the outside, and access to multiple exits. The hostess treated him like a VIP, immediately serving him tea and a dish of something special.

“I caught a glimpse,” Craig replied. “It was unusual. Why?”

“Not sure. Ever see that guy before?” she asked.

“Can’t say I have. But if you’re as sharp as Menita says, and something about him bothers you, then we’ll keep an eye on him.”

What exactly bothered her, she couldn’t say. It could be she was just tired, unsettled. Seeing threats where there were none. Perhaps the tension she sensed when the tattooed guy walked past was just a reflection of her own edginess. Still, she angled her chair to better see behind her. The stranger sat ramrod straight, gracefully pouring tea. No additives for him. He lifted, tasted, and nodded in approval before returning the cup to its saucer with precise, even movements.

She got the impression the guy liked control.

Their food arrived, and the waiter blocked her view as he unloaded two bowls of Irish stew and a platter of breads from his tray. The enticing aroma stirred her appetite, and she shook off her suspicions long enough to eat.

After several warm bites of hearty beef and potato, she began to feel normal again. A few more and half a sourdough roll, she felt able to focus on the job at hand.

“Tell me how you know Kai,” she said to Craig.

“You don’t mince words, do you? I like that. Direct. To the point.”

She took another bite and stared at him expectantly, waiting.

“Right, well...” He washed down a bite of bread with a swallow of coffee. “Menita and I served on a dig in Malaysia together. I flew in supplies and flew out whatever relics his team found in the dirt. We became an unlikely pair of friends—a rowdy Australian and a quiet Japanese archeologist.”

Since Kai also worked with her father and Craig’s age fit the timeframe, she briefly wondered if the Aussie had met her dad, but she left the question alone. “How do you go from working historical digs to giving scenic flights to tourists?”

He shrugged. “You never know what direction life is going to take. One day you’re flying for a privately funded dig, the next you’re fighting for your life against murdering tomb robbers.”

She understood that. One day you are thirteen and have a loving set of parents. The next you’re standing at your father’s gravesite while your mother sinks into a depression so deep she never recovers. Life changed in the blink of an eye.

“Kai mentioned tomb robbers once.” It had been a long time ago. Yet even then she didn’t believe he'd meant to share. Kai took the definition of brevity to the extreme. Getting details out of him required a lot of coaxing on her part. It worked less than half the time. “Same story perhaps?”

“Menita was there, so probably. He saved my life that day. I owe him.” His jaw clamped shut after that statement, and he shoved his spoon around in his bowl.

Obviously, he didn’t want to talk about it. Seemed to be a lot of that going around. Over the years, she’d spent countless hours at Kai’s sprawling home in the Pacific Palisades of southern California, training in self-defense and studying art. Through their conversations, Kai knew her inside out, shared the pain after her father's death, showed her how to channel the rage that burned inside her. He taught her how to care for her increasingly detached mother and Riki enjoyed talking to him about the years he worked with her father, their finds and exploits. But her mentor had blank spots in his past that he refused to discuss. Now here sat a piece of that puzzle, and he wasn't any more inclined to talk about it than Kai.

“Why are you helping me?” she asked Craig.

His gaze slid away from her, but she was reaching her limit on the silent treatment. This time she wasn’t backing down. It might be rude to force the issue, but a chance to discover another piece of Kai’s past wasn’t something she’d pass up.

“Paying back a debt of honor?” she pushed.

Craig shrugged and grabbed a chunk of bread from the platter. “How do you pay back someone who gave you your life?”

The answer was simple. You couldn’t. It was a selfless gift that did not require repayment. But the tantric nature of the world was cause and effect. If you believed in karma, the saved life would be best spent in honorable pursuits, giving back to the well of good things.

Of course, this truth applied to every life. Which meant the path of revenge she walked today would eventually demand a price. But until that day arrived, she intended to deliver karmic justice to a criminal organization that had stolen everything from her.

She downed the last of her coffee and cast a glance toward the stranger again. He was studying his cell phone, but chose that moment to look up. A cold hard stare chilled her, sparking a tingle of alarm to race up her spine. A second later, he clicked off the device and slid it into his pocket. 

This man wasn’t here by accident. He’d been watching her, and she’d bet it had started at the airport. That meant her presence in Australia was already known. Her simple find and retrieve was quickly turning hostile.

Riki turned back to Craig. “You’re aware we aren’t the only ones searching for this plane, right?”

“Menita mentioned it.”

“Did he warn you there’d be danger?” He had to go in with eyes wide open, no doubts, no surprises. When Craig gave her a nod, she continued. “We’re barely one step ahead of the Yakuza. I’m sure you’ve heard of them. They can turn lethal if you get in their way.”

“I’ve heard of them,” he replied. “Some factions are worse than others. The Seibu branch in Manila tangled with a buddy of mine a few years back. He’s in a wheelchair because of it. I'd love a chance to dish out payback in his name.”

She never liked involving strangers. They carried unknown motivations of their own. Yet if Craig told the truth, and she believed he did, then the job offered a double strike for him. It didn't get much more solid than that. Plus, if Kai trusted him, then she should, too.

The tattooed VIP slid back his chair and stood, but he didn’t leave. Instead, he stared directly at her, his entire demeanor going still. He didn’t even blink.

The threat just got real.

“We have to go,” she said. “Right now.”

Craig didn’t argue. “Plane is fueled and ready by now.” He pulled a few bills from his pocket and dropped them on the table.

Slow and menacing, their adversary crossed to the bar, set something on the counter, then moved to the hostess stand. He now stood between them and the front door. Odds of getting past him without incident were nonexistent.

Only one option available. Strike first.

She slung her backpack over her left shoulder. “You realize that guy isn’t our friend, right?”

“Yep.” Craig shook out his shoulders, tilted his head left and right. “Let’s get this over with.”

After a quick nod, Riki led the way. She marched right up to the troublemaker, stopped boldly in front of him, and said, “Nice ink.”

He contemplated her with dark eyes alight with curiosity. “You are not afraid.”

“Not since I was thirteen,” she replied.

She kicked out, banking on surprise to knock his legs out from under him. But the maneuver was too basic. He easily saw it coming and leaped backward, avoiding the hit. She tried again, whipping off her backpack and circling fast, using momentum to slam him with the heavy bag.

His arm blocked the blow, but he stumbled back against a table. Everything crashed to the floor. Glassware shattered. Someone screamed. Customers scrambled for safer ground.

She instantly repositioned, prepared to strike again.

“Stinking ratbags!” yelled the bartender as he rounded from behind the polished wooden bar. “No fighting in here.”

She kept her eyes locked on her opponent, watched him smile, malevolent and predatory. He struck without warning. She twisted and parried, dancing out of his reach. He countered and went for her again, charging with blunt force, careless of collateral damage.

Craig intervened, slammed his fists against the enemy’s back, and knocked him forward. The man staggered, going down hard on one knee, but came up roaring in anger and clutching a splintered chair leg. He threw it like a dagger, straight at her rescuer.

Craig dodged the deadly missile, and Riki used the precious seconds it bought to propel herself against the threat, hitting his solar plexus with her shoulder and driving them both into another table. They went down and rolled.

She recovered fast, but he matched her. His fight level came from the streets, blunt and dirty. That wasn’t a problem. She could roll that way, too.

She swept a half-eaten Sheppard’s Pie off an abandoned table and smashed the potato and pea mixture against his finely pressed tunic, then followed it with a buttered roll and side dish of gravy.

“Enough!” the bartender snapped. “Take it outside.”

Mr. Deadly Intent didn’t pay attention. He surged forward, grabbed her by the waist, and rammed them both up against the wall.

The impact knocked the breath from her lungs.

His dark eyes were full of vicious resolve as she struggled to inhale. This guy wanted to inflict pain. A hand slid around her throat and squeezed. He leaned in close to her face and whispered. “You leave, go home. You stay, you die.”

She shoved against him, but it was like pushing against a rock.

“Hear those sirens?” The bartender stomped up beside them, grabbed her attacker’s wrist, and yanked. It did no good. “You’d best let her go. Cops are coming.”

Dark eyes glittered as he twisted slightly, blasting out a kick that scored a direct hit to the bartender’s stomach, sending him crashing across a table and onto the floor. And he did it all without releasing her throat.

The move offered a sliver of opportunity, however, and Riki jammed the palm of her hand against his chin, snapping his head backward. At the same time, Craig shattered a chair across his back.

Neither had a lasting impact—the thug was a robot, a solid and immovable force.

“Bloody hell,” Craig swore. “Cheap ass furniture.”

The pressure against her throat increased.

Riki clasped both hands around his one and strained to shove up and away, but she was at a disadvantage. He had height and leverage on his side, not to mention being made of stone. The bastard smiled and took a step closer, stealing any chance of her maneuvering between them.

She hated to lose. It made her mad. She tightened her grip on his arm, dug her nails in deep, and dropped her weight.

In the split second it took for him to adjust his hold, Craig seized the day. He swiped a half-empty jug of beer from a table and stepped into a hard swing, whacking her assailant’s skull with the heavy glass. Amber ale spewed over them all.

The brute's eyes rolled back into his head, and he dropped to the floor, unconscious.

Riki sucked in a lungful of sweet air as Craig smiled and set the jug on a table. “That was a fair crack,” he said, “but it’s time to move.”

She nodded, breathing heavy as she wiped ale from her lashes. Still, she managed to drop onto one knee beside the fallen man and roll his head to one side for a clear look at the tattoo. Definitely a dragon, the head and front feet inside an elongated sideways triangle, flames shooting from its jaws toward the front of his neck. The dragon’s torso stretched to the back, the tail curving upward to follow the spine. It was beautifully crafted, artistic, and wicked cool.

Sirens grew louder.

“Now would be good, koala girl.”

She reached into the pocket of the man’s tunic and lifted his cell phone. Then she calmly rose, grabbed her backpack, and fled out the door.
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“WHAT DO YOU MEAN YOU don't have anything available?” Dallas couldn't believe what he was hearing.

The twenty-something rental clerk shrugged. “You aren't in Sydney, mate. We only have a handful of cars for hire here in Cooktown.”

Dallas took a deep breath, fighting to keep his patience. He should’ve drove from Cairns, but hadn’t wanted to burn three hours to get here. A decision he might soon regret. He stared the guy in the eye, going for the no nonsense approach. “Look, I don't care if it's a beater. I just need a car.”

“Blame it on the movie scout in town,” the clerk replied. “She came with an entourage. Between them and tourists, we got nothing left.”

Why couldn’t things go his way just once? “What kind of entourage?”

“I don’t know, three Chinamen.”

Dallas held back from correcting him. Nationality wasn’t as important as the fact that the Yakuza had already arrived. “Movie scout, huh?” Maddox was clever, he’d learned that the first time he went up against her. And lost. “What’s she looking for?”

“I dunno. Defense sites, I think.” He unlocked a drawer under the counter and swiped loose papers inside before shoving it closed. “Doesn’t matter. Just another boring World War Two documentary.”

Strike one for the unhelpful clerk. His indifference over the Great War, the global impact and steep price paid, was inexcusable. History offered life lessons no one on the planet should ignore, or disrespect.

Strike two was not having a damn car. Dallas hadn’t counted on coming up dry for a simple rental.

“Look, we can find a solution here,” he reasoned. “There must be a vehicle tucked away somewhere. Ask your boss. There’s always a VIP reserve. I’ll pay top rate if I have to.”

He didn’t care what it cost. He wasn’t going to let a technicality give Maddox the win.

“Hey, mate.” The cabbie who drove him over from the airfield leaned against the counter next to him. “I’m available. Hire me.”

The guy’s level stare said he was serious. So was this operation, but the agency frowned on using civilians. It was a rule Dallas didn’t want to break. But then again, he didn’t like losing either.

“I appreciate the offer,” he said, “but I need constant access. How about your car? Can I pay to use it?”

The cabbie shook his head. “Can’t. It’s all I got, mate. But you can hire me out as your driver. How long you gonna be in town?”

That depended on how fast Riki Maddox located Phantom Pearl. Knowing her, not long. “It’s unpredictable,” Dallas replied. “A couple days maybe.”

The guy made a show of checking his phone. “My schedule is clear. All you gotta do is ring.”

It was tempting. The cabbie was a great source of local info based on his non-stop flow of conversation on the way here from the airfield. There was benefit in that. He was also friendly, pushing sixty, and had no idea the level of trouble he’d be taking on.

“I need more than just an on-call ride.” Dallas looked him square in the eye. “You’ll have to constantly be with me.”

The older man rubbed at his chin, a calculating gleam lighting his eyes. “Tell you what, five hundred American dollars a day, and I’m yours, twenty-four seven.”

“Hellfire, Oscar,” the rental clerk snapped. “You fleecing the tourists again?”

“Now, come on, Ben. A bloke has to make a living. Not like you don’t charge a pretty penny with them fancy rigs you let out.”

Price didn’t matter to Dallas. Not when they were dealing with a volatile combination of Riki Maddox and the Yakuza. It was like playing with gunpowder that had every chance of exploding. Last thing Dallas wanted, or needed, was another soul to protect. But he had to have wheels, and Oscar was it.

“I’ll pay the fee,” Dallas agreed. “But this is no gravy job. You’ll be earning those wages. And we start right now. You sure you want to do this?”

The cabbie contemplated for about two seconds. “First two days paid up front, throw in meals, and we have a deal.”

Oscar was shrewd and willing to commit highway robbery. It was the kind of gumption that could come in handy if they ended up in a
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