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Her family secret is stolen by pirates. His business is in jeopardy if he doesn’t find it. An eerie prophecy throws them both into the path of danger.
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“YOU WILL FALL IN LOVE with the characters right from the beginning. Chloe & Finn were destined for adventure. This book is a must read!”
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CONSUMED: Chloe Larson is a historian obsessed with clearing the name of her grandfather, eight greats back. After his heroic exploits during the Prussian Wars his life slid into oblivion and madness, taking with him the location of a queen’s priceless emerald dowry. The discovery of his cryptic journal offers a clue, except it’s been stolen and her only hope of recovery is proving uncooperative.

Resolute: Finnegan Kane is a top-notch marine bounty hunter on the hunt for Emerald Fire, a 120-foot Sunseeker yacht stolen by ruthless pirates. It’s the kind of dirty work that keeps his antique ship restoration business afloat. With the fate of NorthStar on the line, he reluctantly teams up with a desperate stranger, one who dangles the GPS coordinates of the Fire’s location as leverage.

Destiny: Against all odds and one dangerous battle to the next, Chloe and Finn must fight to decipher a historical legacy, unravel a surprising prophecy, and settle a score against a family gone mad.

Emerald Fire is the second stand-alone book in the Jewel Intrigue series, a fast-paced high-adventure romantic tale full of surprising twists, vengeful pirates, royal secrets, and a mystery two centuries in the making.
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FINNEGAN KANE ADJUSTED his sunglasses against a brilliant Caribbean sun and scanned a picturesque harbor full of yachts, cruisers, and skiffs. The vivid blue waters of Castries Bay displayed like a postcard of idyllic island life to a tourist. To a marine recovery specialist like him, it’s a complicated crime scene.

Paradise masked a deadly secret.

“It’s like I said, mon. Nothing to see.”

St. Lucia’s harbor clerk wore the standard island uniform of shorts, loose shirt, and sandals, but the carefree island attitude was missing. Finn didn’t care. There wasn’t room for sympathy in his budget. With the kind of money at stake here, he’d make as many enemies as needed.

Still, the uncooperative clerk had a point. Piracy troubled the islands, but stolen yachts rarely left a trail. In a span of minutes, lines were cut, security systems disabled, and easy money sailed away.

Bad odds for recovery, but impossible never stopped him before. Clues always hid in the details. “When did the Emerald Fire first appear in the harbor?”

“Four days ago,” the clerk answered. “Pretty boat. Sleek and tricked out. She berthed in Trou Garnier, that upper cove past Pointe Seraphine.” He pointed across the harbor to a deep inlet.

A stiff breeze snapped a harbor flag above them, stirring the musty scent of wet wood from the city’s industrial pier. Finn breathed deep the familiar scent and calmly did the math. The Fire arrived in St. Lucia on Tuesday, was last seen late Wednesday, and Thursday afternoon Boston Marine Insurance received word she’d gone missing. He’d jumped a plane that night and arrived at the Harbor Master’s office Friday morning. That meant thieves had roughly a day and a half head start.

Discouraging news. The Caribbean was chock full of small islands, hidden inlets, and desperately poor residents more than willing to turn a blind eye. The Fire could be anywhere by now.

“You questioned all the captains in the harbor?” he asked.

The clerk’s eyes shifted away, giving Finn his answer. His jaw locked in anger. Not only were local authorities uncooperative, they displayed a total lack of concern for proper procedure. Any missing ship, especially a ten-million dollar luxury yacht like the Emerald Fire, required thorough investigation.

“Any clues?” he persisted. “Descriptions?”

“We talked to most of them,” the guy hedged. “Nobody saw, mon.”

Finn snorted. “You’re lying.”

He got a drop-dead glare in response.

“Know what I think?” Finn couldn’t keep the disgust from his voice. “You ignore protocol and allow piracy to occur unchecked. You might as well hand thieves an open invitation. Boaters out there deserve to be warned.”

This time the clerk didn’t hide his exasperation. “Know what happens if I start talking stolen vessels?” He waved his hand with a snap of his fingers. “Tourist dollars go bye-bye.”

Finn made a fist, fighting the urge to hit something. That was exactly the kind of attitude crime adored and a good portion of the problem in trying to stop it. But that wasn’t his battle. Right now he needed information. “I’ll have a look at your piracy reports now.”

His watchdog clearly wanted to argue. But he couldn’t deny an insurance investigator access, not one who could make trouble in paradise.

“Nothing to see in those books, mon.”

“Maybe not, but I want to look anyway.”

The guy pivoted on his heel in annoyance, and marched away from the pier.

Finn followed, unconcerned. Making people mad went with the territory. Call it an occupational hazard. Say the words ‘insurance adjuster’ and cooperation fizzled fast. He kept it in perspective though. It was a job, one that paid well, and he was good at it.

They silently marched across the crowded cargo yard toward a wood slat building painted a nondescript harbor gray. It squatted inside the curve of a city street, unremarkable and nearly invisible on the industrial edge of town.

Once past the front door, however, all that changed. He’d stepped into a 1950 Panama Jack movie set, complete with bamboo palm ceiling fans, WWII military-issue metal desks, and shuttered windows open to catch island breezes. Finn half expected a khaki-clad bloke with a fedora and dangling cigarette to ask the immortal question, “What’s up, Joe?”

Instead, his belligerent clerk rounded the counter, grabbed a thick logbook, and plopped it on the long stretch of Formica between them.

“St. Lucia waters are safe, mon. No pirates live here.”

Maybe not, but Finn bet they hung out nearby. Facts didn’t lie. Thousands of ships disappeared each year, marine insurance rates have soared, and Caribbean waters were not immune. But he wasn’t here to argue statistics. He let the comment pass, flipped open the log of missing vessels, and began to scan the most recent.

In the quiet, an argument filtered in from another room. A feminine voice, smooth and cultured, clashed with a sharp male baritone. Frustration sounded on both sides. Finn ignored it and kept at the piracy reports. Until he heard words that guaranteed his involvement.

Emerald Fire.

He glanced up at the clerk. “What’s going on?”

The guy shrugged indifferently. “Don’t know.”

Finn bit back a retort and made a show of studying the reports again. He strained to hear more, catching snatches of conversation.

“Unimportant...missing boat...logged in reports...sent alerts.” The man’s voice, clearly exasperated.

She sounded softer, harder to hear, but definitely arguing the point. Half a minute later, they stood in the doorway of a connected office.

“Look miss, it really doesn’t matter who called it in. It’s not our job to investigate missing persons. Talk to the police.”

“The police sent me here to you!” Anger crackled in the air around her, and Finn blatantly stared.

“There’s nothing more I can do.” The man tossed his hands up in a stage worthy move. “Rest assured, if something surfaces, I’ll be the first to call you.”

Finn recognized deflection when he heard it. The lying barnacle had no intention of keeping his word.

She knew it, too, and her full lips compressed into a thin line. But she had little choice in the matter. The interview was over. Straightening to a full five-foot-five, if that, she jotted something down on a piece of paper and handed it to the guy. “My phone number, in case you change your mind and decide to be helpful. Thank you for your time.”

Finn watched her storm across the lobby. The pearls and buttoned-up blouse screamed proper and conservative, but the fury in those magnificent light brown eyes threatened to burn the house down. She sailed right past him, huffing something about astronomical incompetence.

As soon as she cleared the front door, Finn smacked the piracy log closed and pushed it back across the counter. “I’ll be around a few more days,” he said to the clerk. “Be seeing you again soon.”

The guy looked less than thrilled at the news, but no matter. Right now Finn intended to brave the flames and follow the girl. She wanted information about Emerald Fire, which meant he wanted information from her.

Outside he slid his shades back on and scanned the cargo yard. Her high-octane stride had her more than halfway across the container field and aiming straight for a ship’s landing dock. She reached the edge of the concrete pier and stopped to stare out at the crystal blue waters of Castries Bay.

For a minute, he debated a direct approach, but quickly decided against it. Quick action was needed if he’d any hope of finding the missing yacht, but giving her a minute to cool down seemed wise. So he made his way to the parking lot where he leaned against the bumper of his rental to wait.

He’d a direct line of sight of her restless pacing. Based on those short jerky steps, white-hot anger consumed her. She was pretty easy on the eyes, and he enjoyed the view, despite the fact she’s the type he normally tried to avoid. He didn’t go for culture and sophistication, wine over beer, proper and prim society girls. This one had that look in spades. Even her steps were measured. Four steps left, stop and stare at the water, then four steps right, stop and stare. If he were a betting man, he’d pin her for one of those organized people. Everything in its place, all patterned, tucked, and perfectly pressed.

She’d never last a day in his world.

Nearby seagulls screeched, gathering on the tall pylons of a private pier as a fly-bridge fishing boat chugged up to the dock. A deckhand jumped off to rope her in place and tourists began off-loading with their catch of the day.

She noticed, too, and turned to leave, aiming his way with that supercharged stride. But her eyes were downcast, her focus inward, as she rounded a tiny inlet and made for the parking lot.

In less than two minutes, she drew within earshot and he made his move.

“You’re looking for the Emerald Fire?”

Miss Smooth and Proper froze, then slowly turned to stare at him, all wary and distrustful. “What if I am?”

“If you are, that makes two of us.”

Her eyes narrowed. He’d been wrong when he thought they were brown. That description didn’t do them justice. They were the color of topaz, warm, sultry, and strangely compelling. And they glared at him with defiance and suspicion.

He needed an olive branch, a big one to reach beyond that thorny barrier.

“I’m with Boston Marine Insurance,” he tried. “And we’re interested in finding the missing yacht.”

A finely arched brow lifted, but her expression didn’t soften. “Let me see your credentials.”

Finn opened his wallet to display his investigator ID and handed her a business card for good measure. 

She studied both then glanced up at him. “Well, Mr. Finnegan Kane, you’ve arrived awfully fast,” she said. “The Fire was only reported missing yesterday afternoon.”

Her skin looked sun-kissed, like Mediterranean blood ran a generation or two back. Perfect posture, velvety brown hair pinned into place, and well-rounded curves wrapped in designer digs. The woman definitely came from money. She also stared at him in accusation.

“In my line of work, it pays to act fast,” he said. “I hope you packed some cooler clothes.” He pointed to airline tickets poking out of her shoulder bag.

“Of course I did,” she scoffed and tucked the papers deeper into her purse. “What do you want, Mr. Kane?”

She was direct—he’d give her that. “How about your name for starters?”

She tapped his card against her fingers, debating, but it didn’t last long.

“Chloe Larson,” she finally said. “Jonathan Banks is my uncle.”

Well, damn. That’s a twist he didn’t need. Emotional ties spelled interference, especially if they were strong. This had potential problem written all over it, and he stared at her in silent indecision, debating the most profitable path to take.

“You do know who Jonathan Banks is, right?” she said sarcastically when he hadn’t replied. “I mean, how good of an investigator are you if you don’t know who owns the boat you’re searching for?”

And that just proved his point. Trouble had already begun.

“Why are you here?” His words came out curt, matching a mood that just soured.

“I’d think the answer is obvious,” she snapped back. “But if you’re here to verify Lisa Banks’ insurance claim, I’ll warn you right now, she’ll be filing for his life insurance next. Probably sometime in the next sixty seconds.”

Finn lowered his head to gaze at her over his sunglasses. In his line of work, animosity always proved interesting. Dark emotions inspired crime.

“So your aunt’s after money,” he said. “Duly noted.”

“That woman is not my aunt.”

Okay. No love lost there. “Then you should be thrilled I’m here,” he said.

She used her hand to block the sun from her eyes. “Meaning?”

“I’m here to recover the Emerald Fire, not verify a claim.”

Her brows dipped even lower, if that was possible. “You’re a bounty hunter?”

Why did she make that sound bad? He should be offended, but decided forgiveness better fit the circumstances. “I prefer Marine Recovery Specialist. And I’m damn good at what I do.”

She continued to glower at him.

Definite trouble all right, but if he played his cards right and she shared whatever information brought her here, her determination to find her uncle might pay off.

“So how’s this work?” she asked with the first hint of speculation. “You find my uncle’s boat, turn it in to authorities, and the insurance company writes you a check?”

“Roughly.”

“How much?”

Okay, that was a little personal. He wasn’t getting anything more than industry standard, but she stared at him with a frosty expression that needed to melt. So he answered her. “Ten-percent the yacht’s value.”

He watched her calculate the amount, wrapping her head around the seven-digit figure he desperately needed to take home. The words “critical importance” barely covered this job. He’d too much at stake to even consider not finding the yacht.

“Rather an exorbitant paycheck, don’t you think?” Chloe asked.

“Not from an insurance company’s perspective. A million dollar bounty is cheaper than a ten-million dollar claim.”

She still frowned, so he added, “I don’t get paid if I don’t deliver.”

And they wasted time standing here talking. Every minute that passed, the odds of finding a stolen ship sank faster than a lead anchor. But at least she’s nodding in understanding. He’d take that as progress. “Why don’t we sit over there and talk about it?” He pointed to an empty picnic table perched at the edge of a break-wall.

She chewed her bottom lip for a second, then turned and made for the table without a word. Finn followed and took a seat opposite, his back to the water. The incoming tide splashed against the concrete bulwark behind him, and a brisk wind loosened a few strands of her hair, but she paid them no mind as she set her bag next to her on the bench seat.

“So,” she began matter-of-factly, “you find the Fire, and the insurance company gets out of paying the claim.”

There she went again. “Why do you make that sound like a bad thing?”

Her smile grew. It was a slow and wicked display that immediately set him on full alert. “I’ve no idea,” she said too sweetly. “It’s an excellent policy. We need to do all we can to find Uncle Jonathan and his boat.”

Her sudden change in demeanor was interesting, but so was the effect of a Caribbean sun on her hair. She had deep auburn streaks, and it took no effort at all to imagine it loose and free, curling around her shoulders. It was a seductive picture, especially if he added something low-cut rather than the pearl-buttoned blouse she currently wore.

He forced himself back to the issue at hand.

“We are not a team,” he stated emphatically. “In fact, you should get on a plane and go back home.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

Finn recognized stubborn when he saw it. He came from a long line of Irish stock well versed in the art of digging in.

“You haven’t told me why you’re here,” he said. “And don’t expect me to believe concern for your uncle had you instantly hopping a plane. What’s your stake in this?”

Her eyes widened. “You think I’m after something?” Chloe put both hands on the table in front of her and leaned slightly forward. “My uncle is missing, Mr. Kane. Do you really need more reason than that?”

Aye, he did. Things were never as they seemed on the surface. “Call me Finn. And I hate to break this to you, but the odds of your uncle being alive are pretty slim.”

She recoiled at that piece of brutal honesty. “That’s a bit harsh,” she said quietly. “Your bedside manner could use improvement.”

Another gust of wind blew past them and Chloe reached to tuck away the loose strands of hair. The move was gentle, almost vulnerable, and a sting of remorse nailed him. His words were callous, but statistics didn’t lie. He shouldn’t either. False hope never helped anyone.

“Let’s face facts,” he said. “Unless the Emerald Fire came well-armed and equipped to fight piracy, it usually doesn’t end well.”

“Pirates?” She laughed in disbelief. “Argh, and I left my cutlass at home. Perhaps I could borrow yours?”

“I’m serious, Chloe. Boats disappear out of these waters all the time, never to be heard of again.” He eyed her small frame and prim outfit. “No offense, but you look like a school teacher. What possible defense could you bring against men using satellite phones and rocket-propelled grenades?”

“For the record, I’m a historian, not a school teacher.”

By the saints. It’s worse than he’d thought.

“And we aren’t dealing with pirates here,” she continued, “unless you call Lisa Banks a pirate, which might be a pretty apt description. Uncle Jon’s trophy wife loves money over anything else. I’m beginning to wonder how far she’ll go to get it.”

“You don’t like her much, do you?”

Chloe shrugged. “It’s a long story.”

“What makes you think she’s involved?”

“Several reasons.” She massaged her temples as though a headache loomed. “Uncle Jon and Aunt Sarah were married over thirty years when Sarah died of cancer. Lisa weaseled her way into Uncle Jon’s life immediately afterward. Six weeks later, they married. Since then, she’s spent money like crazy. Clothes, jewelry, lavish trips, you name it. For some unexplainable reason, Uncle Jon doesn’t see the gold digger beneath the pretty exterior.”

“And you do?”

“It’s rather obvious. Lisa isn’t much older than me, plus she never misses a chance to cut me down with innuendo. Just never in front of Uncle Jon. She’s sweetness itself when he’s around.”

“So she’s jealous of you. It wouldn’t be the first time a pretty young wife resented attention given to someone she considers a rival.”

“I’m his niece!”

It was his turn to shrug. “Sometimes it doesn’t matter.”

“Well that pretty young wife is seeing someone on the side.”

“You’re sure of this?”

“Positive.” Her arms crossed. “The woman is beyond crafty. She knows how to cover her tracks, and she knows how to play Uncle Jon. I’ve caught her in questionable situations, but she always has an excuse.”

“That doesn’t mean she’s involved in the Fire’s disappearance.”

“There’s more.” A heavy sigh escaped her and she turned her attention out to the bay. “This whole trip was her idea. She’d found a source for rare black pearls in Trinidad and pushed my uncle to take her to get them. When the day came to go, she backed out at the last minute.”

“Your uncle left without her?” Finn said, surprised.

“Not unusual,” Chloe said and again tucked loose hair behind her ear. “Uncle Jon owns several upscale jewelry stores. He’s passionate about acquiring unique or outstanding gems and minerals. Black pearls would be irresistible. Plus she promised to fly down and join him for the sail back home.”

“So...what?” He was still skeptical. “You think she set up an ambush in St. Lucia? Hired thugs to hit her husband?”

“I spoke to the St. Lucian police this morning. They told me Lisa Banks is the one who called to report the yacht missing. Then she wasted no time calling Boston Marine to file an insurance claim. What do you think?”

He thought it didn’t sound good. The kind of money at stake here was more than enough motive for murder. It’s all too common a story.

“Well, your aunt did one thing right,” he said. “Her enthusiastic call to Boston Marine got me here early enough for a fighting chance at finding your uncle’s boat.”

A ghost of a smile traced her lips. For some reason that made him nervous.

“I might be able to up your odds.”

“Oh? You know which direction the Fire sailed away in?”

“Maybe.” She pulled a folded piece of paper out of her bag. “Team up with me, and you can have this.”

He eyed the paper in her hand with a bad sense of inevitability. “What’s that?”

She unfolded the document and dangled it in front of him. “Last night’s GPS coordinates for the Emerald Fire. So, do we have a deal?”
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“WHERE’D YOU GET THAT?” Finn snapped.

His brusque question indicated interest. She probably wasn’t the only one to hit a brick wall with local authorities.

“Uncle Jon pays for maritime security services.” She handed over the paper. She needed help, and he had a stake in the outcome. A fact that might work in her favor, if she played her cards right.

He pointed to the fax header. “SafeSail is a high level company. Advanced boat tracking, satellite security systems, hired guns. What grade does your uncle have?”

“Not sure,” she replied honestly. “But high enough that I received a phone call at three a.m. to inform me of a breech.”

Really, the man had the most incredible ocean-blue eyes. And lashes any girl would envy, but right now those eyes glared at her with a thousand questions. It made her uncomfortable. She wanted his help, not an inquisition.

“Why are you listed as contact person and not the wife?”

“I’ve always been close to my uncle. I used to sail with him a lot, until he married the pirate, that is.” She was fast warming up to the new nickname for Lisa. “Now she sails with him. I’m sure he wanted someone other than his fellow sailor to be contacted.”

He nodded in agreement with her logic. “So you got the call and rushed on down. Why not let police handle the situation? Why come in person?”

Careful, Chloe. An investigator, and a good one if she believed his boast, would be far too observant.

“I stopped at Uncle Jon’s first to tell Lisa,” she began. “She was furious that I got the call and not her. Funny, isn’t it? You’d think she’d be worried. Her husband just went missing.” Chloe added that to the growing list of reasons to suspect foul play. 

“A bad sign, but you haven’t answered my question.”

The guy was certainly focused. Under different circumstances, a girl could appreciate that fact. Right now it was nothing but inconvenient. “I’m here because I’m concerned, Mr. Kane. Uncle Jon is the only decent family I have left.”

And that was the sad truth. Still, she didn’t like the way his stare zeroed in on her, using silent intimidation to wrangle more of an explanation. It was a battle he wouldn’t win. She’d learned long ago to show a poker face, reveal only what was necessary. She just stared back, calm as you please.

He didn’t drop the Mr. Serious Intensity bit, though, and tapped on the GPS coordinates. “Do you know where the numbers mark?”

“The general area. I left rather quickly and planned to pinpoint it once I arrived.”

He rubbed at a heavy five o’clock shadow on his chin, an indication that he flew all night to get here, just like her. Probably on the same plane, though it’s odd she hadn’t noticed him.

“Why didn’t you give this to the Port Authority?”

She huffed in disdain. “The man had a condescending attitude. Why would I release my only clue, knowing he’d just toss it aside?”

“What makes you think I won’t do the same?”

“You’ve something to gain, Finnegan Kane. You can’t get much stronger motivation than money.”

He scowled. She waited, confident she had him. It paid off.

“We need internet access.” He stood up. “Let’s go.”

She grabbed her bag and followed. “Does this mean you are teaming up with me?”

“It means I need more information.”

She hustled to keep up with his long-legged stride as they crossed the parking lot. “Look, we both want the same thing here,” she reasoned. “You’ve heard the saying ‘necessity is the mother of invention’?”

He glanced at her sideways. “Aye.”

“Well, she’s also the builder of good partnerships.”

“I don’t need a partner.”

“Yes, you do,” she insisted.

At least, she did. Getting her feet onboard the Fire was critical, so whether he liked it or not, he’s stuck with her. Years’ worth of research was on the line, and no damn pirate was going to take it from her.

She stopped at her rental Jeep, a brilliant orange nightmare made special for tourists. “This is my car.”

His look of pure horror had her laughing for the first time since receiving the three a.m. phone call.

“You actually rented that thing?” he asked incredulously.

She agreed the color was a tad gauche, but then she had no trouble finding it in a parking lot either. “It’s all they had left.” 

“Well, I’m not riding in a circus mobile.” He flicked his thumb down the row. “Mine’s down there along with my laptop. We’ll go in it.”

He left no room to argue, not that it mattered. She’d follow him anywhere if he could find her uncle and his yacht.

They climbed into a respectable blue four-door sedan. Finn unfolded a city map and spent a minute studying the streets, while Chloe used the distraction to study her reluctant partner.

He came across as no-nonsense and stuffy. Not to mention uncooperative in working together, but in her peculiar line of work, she’d handled his kind before. The most disconcerting aspect was how darkly gorgeous the man was, no doubt melting every heart from here to the moon. Midnight black hair, deeply tanned skin, and broad shoulders that amply filled the polo shirt he wore, Finnegan Kane could be a cover model for Elite Yachting magazine. How did someone with such appealing blue eyes and sexy brooding lips end up a serious-minded bounty hunter?

A low key version of the question hovered on the tip of her tongue, but he tossed the map on the seat between them and fired up the car. Seconds later, they were joining the traffic headed toward the center of town.

“For the sake of speculation,” Finn said, “let’s say your aunt did it.”

“Oh, she did it,” Chloe vowed. “I just don’t know how yet.”

He glanced sideways at her. “You understand that’s a tall accusation. A hundred and twenty-foot-yacht doesn’t easily disappear. She’d have to be connected with the right people and have major money to spend.”

“Well, Lisa is nothing if not devious. She probably has underworld contacts.”

“Underworld contacts?” Skepticism laced his words.

“Yeah, pirates, crime bosses, felons in general.” She knew what he was thinking. Her obvious dislike of her step-aunt colored her perspective. Maybe it did, just a fraction. But the growing body of evidence against Lisa was undeniable.

“So the wife hires the job done,” he continued as he stopped at a red light. “If she’s smart, she’d order the boat taken far out into the Atlantic and sunk, leaving no chance of discovery.” The light changed, and they began to move again. “That kind of larceny comes with a high price tag. Even if she paid the fee, chances are the thugs told her it was done and sent the ten-million-dollar yacht to the black market.”

“What happened to honor among thieves?”

He shot her a world-weary look.

Funny, she never dreamed that greed would be her saving grace. “Let’s hope what you say is true,” she said. “Because if the Fire is at the bottom of the sea, neither of us wins.”

He stood to lose a big sum of money. For her, it would be a loss of historical proportions. Eight generations to be exact. She never should’ve hid the old journal on board.

They were leaving the city and entering the hills, Castries’ version of suburbia. Downtown buildings were a mix of old and new, but on the outskirts the architecture looked reminiscent of the New Orleans French Quarter. Narrow streets lined by a menagerie of colorful townhouses sporting ornate wrought iron balconies, a riot of flowers, and the same flirtatious atmosphere of indulgence and romance.

She wasn’t interested in any of it. The only thing she wanted from her reluctant, albeit gorgeous, partner was help in finding the Fire.

And her Uncle Jon, alive and well. His fate worried her to no end. The only solace came from the fact that her uncle was a streetwise and savvy businessman. He could outsmart the best-laid plans, always find the angle. For him to fall prey to pirates was unimaginable. He knew the sea and its dangers. He’d find a way to escape harm.

He had to be out there, somewhere.

They crested a ridge, and Finn turned onto another tiny street before squeezing into a parking spot in front of a quaint café on the edge of the hillside.

Minutes later, they were seated out back on a large deck, their table next to the rail. Sunshine surrounded them, along with palm trees and pink bougainvillea. From under the shade of a deep green umbrella, Chloe glanced down the steep mountainside, then outward to a panoramic rivaling any tourist brochure she’d ever seen.

Castries spread out below them. A bustling capital city nestled between high volcanic mountain peaks, a mix of low slung buildings and tropical vegetation, all wrapped around an elongated deep water bay of vivid blue. In the center of the bay, a mammoth cruise ship commanded the harbor. A small airport stretched along a valley to the right, and Morne Fortune, a hilltop colonial battleground sat to the left. It’s all lush greenery, sparkling water, and sun-drenched tropics.

The kind of place tailor-made for honeymoons and romantic getaways, not a rally point for pirates and gold-digging wives bent on murder.

After they ordered lunch, Finn opened his laptop and began tapping the keys. She leaned over to watch. When Google Earth filled the screen, he typed in SafeSail’s GPS numbers. The globe shifted to the Caribbean and honed in near an island just north of them.

She caught her breath on a hopeful flare of expectation. “Where is it?”

“The southern coast of Guadeloupe. But that was hours ago. Doesn’t mean that’s her current location.”

She stared at the map, at the countless little islands dotting the screen. “It doesn’t look like the pirates are taking the Emerald Fire out to sea.”

“No,” he agreed. “Probably headed for a chop shop.”

“So we have time, right?”

“Maybe.” He didn’t sound encouraging, but as chances went, she’d take slim over none any day. Sometimes that was all you needed.

He studied the map intently, jotted down a few notes, then flipped to another website. She took a sip of lemonade and watched the Coast Guard site load. “What are you looking for?” 

“Maritime reports on crime activity in the area.”

“You’ll find it listed with the Coast Guard?”

“That and the International Maritime Organization, the Caribbean NET News, and the U.S. State Department. They all provide current data on missing vessels, petty crime, and piracy.”

Luck might be on her side with Finnegan Kane. With ten million dollars on the line, Boston Marine would only send the best. While he continued to punch computer keys and scribble on the notepad, she watched activity in the harbor and contemplated her next course of action.

Despite all precautions she’d taken, the journal, the most important piece in her research, got ripped away by a money-hungry schemer. Lisa Banks manipulated Uncle Jon into marrying her, but Chloe saw through the fake affection and red-lipped smile. What she didn’t understand was Lisa’s connection to her miserable cousin Owen.

A key factor was missing and she couldn’t nail it down. Like why Owen had become a constant shadow lately. He’d even turned nice. A sure sign of trouble because Owen was more the sulky, rebellious type who used friendly as a way to manipulate. A lesson she learned early in life. So when her work required a sudden flight to Warsaw, Poland, she’d hidden the journal on the Fire. A costly mistake. Uncle Jon sailed a week early and now here she was, desperate in St. Lucia and dependent on a bounty hunter’s ability to do his job.

God, she hoped he was every bit as good as he claimed. Her family legacy depended on it. If the Emerald Fire fell prey to pirates, then all was lost.

The very thought made her ill.

Lunch arrived and, despite her near overwhelming worry, a spicy aroma pulled her in. She’d had nothing since airport coffee and a stale donut early this morning. Chloe’s stomach growled at the mouth-watering plate of blackened jackfish. She grabbed a Cajun seasoned fry and stuffed it in her mouth.

Finn pushed his laptop to the side but continued his scrolling as he ate. He plowed through his plate of food then sat back, looking over his notes. “I doubt Guadeloupe is their destination. It’s fairly clean as far as piracy reports go. The heavy hitters are Haiti, Jamaica, and Puerto Rico.” 

“Surely the bad guys wouldn’t travel that far north,” she replied.

“Pirates, Chloe. There’s no other word for them.” He snagged one of her fries.

Her enthusiasm for the remaining jackfish suddenly waned, and she sat back in her canvas chair. It was time for a hard and fast decision. In for a penny, in for a pound her uncle always said. Besides, she really had no other choice. She had to trust Finnegan Kane, whether she wanted to or not. But she’d do it in baby steps.

She leaned forward, elbows on the table. “What if I said I had another chance to zero in on the Fire?”

He frowned. “I’d say why the hell haven’t you mentioned it by now?”

“And I’d say because you haven’t agreed to team up with me.”

He put a hand to the back of his neck and rolled his head. He didn’t want a partner, she knew that, but she also knew he wouldn’t pass on a chance to make that astronomical bounty either. He’d already lost this battle.

“How about you tell me what you’ve got, and I’ll tell you if it’s worth taking on a persistent pain like you.”

“How sweet.” She pointed to his laptop. “Pull up SafeSail’s website.”

He popped another of her fries into in his mouth and tapped on the keyboard. The home page for the security company filled the screen.

“Go to the page marked GPS hybrid systems.”

Once displayed on the screen, she pointed to the system her uncle had recently installed. “This is on the Fire.”

Finn scanned the page. “State of the art GPS...yada...yada...hidden back-up that can be activated via satellite transmission despite the main system being disabled by thieves.” His eyes shot to hers.

God love modern technology. She just got a partner.
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FINN COULDN’T BELIEVE it. She’d been sitting on a gold mine all this time. Half of him wanted to strangle her for withholding something so critical, the other half wanted to kiss her soundly for handing him that ten-percent bounty.

“How do you activate it?” he asked her.

“A phone call. I’m on the approved list and have the passcode.”

Bloody hell. They’d known each other an hour and a half now, plenty long enough for this kind of confession. What was she waiting for?

He glanced at the sneak system on the webpage. Timing would be crucial. Activate too soon, and they’d tip their hand. Too late, and they’d lose the yacht all together. He deliberated about a minute before he picked up his cell phone and dialed the number.

He handed her the phone. “Ask if the system stays on or only activated long enough to get the location. And tell them to send the coordinates to my email address.”

She hesitated only slightly before taking the phone, but it was enough to reveal she still didn’t trust him. Too bad. She wanted a partner, now she had one. At least until they pinpointed the yacht.

He jotted down the email address for her while she spoke to SafeSail, then shot a quick email to Sam Brady, his boss at Boston Marine. He’d insisted on frequent updates during this recovery. Not totally unusual, but Finn sensed a stress factor that went beyond the standard urgency. This one was personal, but his boss wasn’t talking.

A few minutes later, she disconnected and handed his phone back. “They’re initiating the system and it stays on. They’ve also put the Fire on the priority list and will contact us immediately if she moves. We’ll have a current location in a few minutes.”

“Excellent.” He hailed the waitress for their tab. “We’ll need to move fast. Have you checked into a hotel?”

“No, and my suitcase is in the Hi-C Orange Jeep.”

He shook his head. “No suitcases. We need to travel light. We’ll get you a duffle bag and ship the rest back home.”

She frowned at that bit of news, but if she wanted to play the game, she’d agree to his terms. “The rentals will need to be returned,” he plowed on. “We’ll take care of that separately to save time. I’ll hit the airport and book us the first flight to destination unknown.”

“No.”

He lifted a brow in response. “No?”

“We aren’t separating.” Her chin took on a stubborn tilt. “You’ll have the Fire’s location and nothing to stop you from leaving without me.”

“It’s what I should do,” he scoffed. “A hell-bent librarian is no match for ruthless yacht thieves, even if you’re crazy enough to try.”

She started to sputter, and he raised a hand to stop whatever argument she planned. “Don’t worry. I’ve only just met you and already know you’re fool enough to follow me. There’s too much money at stake to have you foul up my chances. I’m keeping you in sight. But first we take care of business. And fast.”

She leaned back in her chair with a glacial stare and arms crossed. “I’m a historian. Not a school teacher and not a librarian. You tend to be blunt, don’t you?” she said.

“If the situation calls for it.”

“So does this mean we’re a team?” she inquired.

“For now.”

She put out her hand. “Shake on it.”

He eyed her outstretched hand and frowned. A Kane’s word was his bond, something his dad drilled into him since he was old enough to crawl. If he shook, he as good as agreed to carry her along. “You have to promise me something first.”

Her hand lowered to the table. “What?”

“I’m the experienced one in this field. I know what we’re up against. To keep us both safe, I need to know that when I say jump, you’ll listen.”

She narrowed her eyes.

“It can mean the difference of life or death,” he intoned.

“How melodramatic,” she replied. “For the record, I’m no powder puff. I’ve handled tough situations before.”

“That’s a little hard to believe coming from someone in pearls and pink nail polish.”

A finely arched brow lifted. “Aren’t good investigators trained to look beyond the surface?”

“Since we’re in a hurry, how about you save us some time and tell me what exactly you’re capable of?”

She tapped her fingers on the concrete picnic table. “Well, for starters, I can tie a slip knot, fire a gun, and currently hold the trophy in my kickboxing class.”

Helpful skills, but hardly an endorsement for tactical maneuvers. “Can you assess threat levels, evaluate counter measures, and predict targets?”

“I do it all the time. It’s called provenance and accessioning.”

“So if we need to storm a museum, you’ve got the lead. Retrieving a stolen yacht falls into my territory.”

“So you say. How long have you been doing this?” Chloe asked.

“Years, in one form or another.”

Based on her frown, she wasn’t happy with his vague response. “If I’m supposed to trust you enough to jump when you snap your fingers,” she stated flatly, “then you need to be a little more specific with your skill set.”

He suspected there was more to Chloe Larson than she let on. She wore the trappings of high society, but her gaze was a little too direct and her answers a little too vague. Well, two could play that game. “I’ve been around boats my entire life, I served in the Navy, and this isn’t the first time I’ve tangled with pirates.”

She chewed on her bottom lip as she contemplated his credentials.

“You’re the wild card here,” he told her. “If we join forces, I’m taking on an inexperienced partner with emotional connections to the case. That makes you a possible liability.”

“Don’t worry about me.” She waved off his concerns. “I can take care of myself just fine.”

He was beginning to believe her...slightly. She did have a few things in her favor. Determination, for one. And his gut said that something about her innocent sophistication act didn’t add up.

But he had no choice. Not really. He desperately needed that bounty money. NorthStar needed some very expensive equipment to survive. If finding the Emerald Fire meant taking on a liability like Chloe, he’d accept. He hated it, but he’d do what he had to in order to keep moving forward.

She put her hand back up, and he slowly reached for it, dead certain he was about to make a mistake of colossal proportions. Yet the second he grasped her soft hand and stared into those warm topaz-colored eyes, he realized he’d never stood a chance. Worse yet, she probably knew it. Bounty money aside, he’d been drawn to Chloe from the moment he spotted her. It wasn’t rational. Nothing about her was his type. She was too demanding, too reckless, and he was fairly certain she was hiding something.

Still, she had an intriguing way about her, despite being an aggravation he didn’t need.

He let go of her hand.

Thankfully, the SafeSail email popped up on the screen and relieved the awkward silence that had sprung up between them.

Finn immediately plugged the new coordinates into Google Earth and watched as the program zeroed in on the Dominican Republic. It stopped on the south side of the island, just east of the capital city of Santo Domingo. He zoomed in closer. On the other side of a small peninsula lay the town of Boca Chica. Somewhere along that shore, the Emerald Fire sat at anchor.

He shut down the laptop and tossed money on the table for lunch. “Let’s go.”
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CHLOE GAZED OUT THE small charter plane window and admired the sparkling azure jewels of the West Indies. The lush tropical islands rose seductively from turquoise water like paradise found, luring travelers with the promise of sanctuary. But beyond sunny beaches and piña coladas, a dark shadow lurked.

She never dreamed pirates would threaten her effort to prove the mystery of her ancestry. That honor had always belonged to Owen. His father and hers were brothers. Her dad had married money when he tied the knot with Daisy Banks. Owen’s dad drank himself into oblivion. And for reasons she’d never understood, Owen hated her for it. Like it was her fault he had a lousy life.

Even after that terrible day in the probate’s office when her parents’ will had been read, Owen took the money her dad left him and still hated her. After she’d been handed a trust fund and her mother’s extensive genealogy research, she’d been whisked off to live with her mom’s family, Jonathan and Sarah Banks. At the time she couldn’t see past the shock and pain, but her aunt and uncle became a major influence in her life. Now her Uncle Jon needed her. And Chloe desperately needed help to reclaim the Emerald Fire.

She tossed a glance at the man sitting beside her. Who was Finnegan Kane, really? He came across as genuine and serious about his work with a focus she could admire, but then again, a lot of money was on the line. Was that the only thing that motivated him?

“How does someone become a bounty hunter?” she asked.

He looked up from the papers he studied and shrugged. “A knowledge of boats helps, along with good detective skills and a willingness to take risks.”

“How’d you get the job?”

One brow lifted at her question, and he gave a little sideways grin. “Is your faith in my ability really that low?”

“What?” she said in confusion, then realized the unintentional insult. “Oh. I—I didn’t mean—” she stammered.

He just laughed under his breath and closed the notebook he worked in. “To answer your question, I fell into the bounty business. Several years ago I had the chance to do some work for an insurance friend of mine.” He shrugged. “One job led to another, and here I am.”

“Do you like it?” 

He leaned back in the seat and sighed. “It’s the means to an end.”

“And by that you mean...?”

He turned his head her direction and stared with those incredible eyes of his. Her pulse jumped slightly, and she frowned at the unwelcome effect. 

“I’ve a boat restoration company,” he answered. “But it’s old and needs restoration, too. Bounty money provides the funds.” A steward interrupted long enough to hand them each an in-flight drink, then moved on.

“What kind of boats do you work on?” Chloe asked. “Wood? Or Fiberglass?”

“Wood, old sailing ships, and custom yachts of the nineteen-thirties and forties.” As he spoke, his face went from shuttered to animated in seconds flat. “There’s nothing like the feeling you get when you take a neglected vessel and turn her back into glory.”

Passion for his work underlined each word. It was a quality she instantly recognized. She’d been accused of being obsessive a time or two. “So you bought into a fixer-upper and are working to re-establish the company?”

He shook his head. “NorthStar is a family business that drifted into disrepair. My great grandfather was the last to actually work it.”

Chloe choked on her sip of club soda.

Finn handed over his napkin, and she used it to dab at watery eyes. “Did I say something wrong?” he asked.

She took a deep breath and told herself to get a grip. So he mentioned NorthStar. It was purely coincidence. “Sorry,” she choked out, “an accident.” She regained her composure and glanced at him in a new light. “Where’s your boat shop located?”

“Mystic, Connecticut. It was a major seaport back in the day, and NorthStar has been in my family since the early eighteen-hundreds.”

She turned away and gazed sightlessly out the plane window. Mystic wasn’t that far from Boston and Weymouth, a two-hour drive, max.

The man from NorthStar will be your guide.

A chill traced her spine. The journal entry had always seemed cryptic, and she’d no idea what her ancestor had meant. The fact that it applied right now, to her finding the Emerald Fire, was just plain eerie.

“NorthStar is a good name,” she managed to say with a calm she didn’t feel. “Did you pick it?”

“I inherited it along with the dilapidated property.”

She clenched her fists and scrambled for what to say next, but the pilot interrupted with a fasten-your-seat-belt announcement and informed the crew to prepare for final descent.

She hated flying. No matter how many times she buckled herself in, and that was more often than she could count, the vibration, noise, and sheer risk of it always bothered her. She tossed a nervous glance out the window until the steward came by to collect empty drink cups. 

By then, the chance for more questions had passed. Finn had begun spouting off commands like a general as he stuffed the ever-present notebook into his pack. “After landing we’ll get a rental car and head straight for Boca Chica. Remember to keep a low profile. Do nothing to draw attention, got that?”

“Quietly slip in and take care of business,” she replied. “Got it.” It was her usual method of operation anyhow. Museum acquisitions could get dicey. Discretion was always the rule.  

“Once we hit Boca Chica, we’ll call SafeSail for another GPS reading to update the exact location, then I’ll scope it out.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” she replied. “And it’s we. We’ll scope it out.”

The fact that he still referenced the singular was troublesome. To his credit, he hadn’t ditched her in St. Lucia. A good sign, but that didn’t mean she trusted him. She fully expected him to come up with an excuse to leave her behind. All in the guise of protecting her from danger, of course.

“What about the police?” she asked. “Aren’t we going to bring them in on the action?”

“There’s no action, not yet anyway.”

“So it’s a reconnaissance mission?”

“Let me guess,” he said with a flat stare, “you like spy novels, don’t you?”

“Occasionally,” she replied, just as the plane bumped hard onto the concrete runway. With a startled gasp, she grabbed his arm and her nails dug in.

“Ouch.” He glanced at her rigid grip and back to her face. “It’s okay, Chloe. We’re on the ground.”

She yanked her hand back in embarrassment. “Oh, sorry.”

“You didn’t tell me you were afraid to fly.”

“I’m not.” She looked out the window again. “I’m afraid of landing.” And no matter how many times she flew, it never got any easier.

“It comes with the package, you know.”

She didn’t answer.

“Want to tell me why?” he quietly asked.

His sympathy surprised her. She expected the usual laughter or teasing, not understanding. It caught her off-guard enough that she gave him the truth. “My parents were killed when their plane crashed on landing. I was fifteen.”
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