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        Amanda Stanton

      

      

      The room was hot. Too hot. The kind of cloying humidity that made your clothes stick to your skin as sweat dripped down your back and between your shoulders.

      In a word, it was horrible.

      Suffice to say, I wanted to get out of here as soon as I could. That, however, was predicated on what happened next.

      I ground my teeth into my top lip and stared at the front door. The building around me was typical of those in tropical parts: high ceilings with multiple whirring fans, windows shrouded by deep porches, and bare floorboards unadorned by carpets.

      I was sitting in a wicker chair off to the side of a reception area, almost entirely concealed by a massive verdant pot plant. Its great big leaves pushed into my arms and neck as I craned my head to observe the counter.

      … Where was he?

      I impatiently tapped my fingers on the armrest of my chair, grinding my bottom lip between my teeth.

      If Sebastian didn’t show soon, I’d kill him. I would, of course, have to find out where my reprobate of a boyfriend was first, but I’d do it.

      “Miss Stanton,” a man said from behind me, his rich West Indian accent ringing through his words.

      Not expecting the interruption, I practically jumped from my seat, my heart pounding like thunder over a rolling plain.

      Placing a hand on my chest, I turned and tried not to look too rattled. “Ah, yes?”

      “Will your associate arrive shortly? We are running out of time,” the man spoke through a smile.

      I clenched my teeth together and tried to smile myself. I say tried. The result was more like a fiendish grimace.

      If Sebastian didn’t arrive shortly, we’d miss our meeting with Mr. Corsario. And if we missed our meeting with Mr. Corsario, the past month would have been a total waste of time.

      Realizing I had to stall, I patted my hair over my shoulder, my sweaty hand practically sticking to it. “My, ah, associate will be here shortly. He’s simply been held up,” I lied.

      The man considered me with pressed-lipped concentration. “I see. Mr. Corsario is a busy man,” he pointed out.

      “I know. I mean, I can appreciate that. And I really don’t want to waste his time. I assure you, my boyfri—I mean my associate will be here shortly with the pendant. Then we can begin negotiations.”

      The man drew into a watchful silence, then took a politely concealed but still frustrated breath as he stepped backward and nodded. “Very well. Though I must advise that unless your associate arrives in the next five minutes, Mr. Corsario will be unable to see you. He has a meeting to attend after this, and then he will be flying to the States tonight.”

      I put up a hand in what I hoped was a mollifying gesture. “I understand, and I promise not to keep him waiting much longer.”

      The man arched an eyebrow, nodded, and walked off, leaving me to curse my unreliable boyfriend and partner in treasure hunting.

      If Sebastian didn’t get here soon, I’d roast him over hot coals. If, of course, someone else wasn’t doing that right now….
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        Sebastian Shaw

      

      

      I was covered in mud. And I do mean covered. My once pristine white shirt now clung to my torso, stuck there with a sheet of mud so sticky and gritty, I’d have to wash for a week to get clean again.

      Bringing a hand up and wiping it across my brow, I winced as I stared up at the sun through my hand.

      It was incredible I’d made it this far, but I still had a hell of a long way to go.

      Not only did I have to make it to Amanda and Mr. Corsario before we missed our appointment with him, but I had to navigate through a whole valley of bad guys first.

      Okay, it wasn’t a valley – it was only an area about 20 meters by 20 meters, but it sure felt bigger. Possibly because it was seething with more goons than you saw in an average high-security prison.

      “Goddamn,” I muttered under my breath as I pressed my back further into the rock behind me.

      I could hear the near continuous crunch of heavy footfall on the ground accompanied by the occasional gruff laugh and even gruffer expletive.

      When Amanda and I had come to the Caribbean in search of our next clue, I hadn’t been expecting quite so much competition. After we’d successfully obtained both masks on our last adventure, I’d mistakenly thought finding the next Stargazer would be a breeze.

      Well this sure as heck wasn’t a breeze.

      This was hell. Humid hell.

      I was trapped in a thick section of jungle, so clogged with tangled roots and vines, it practically took a week to walk a few meters. The heat made everything sticky too. Whenever I leaned on a log or tree or bush for support, I would come away with a palm-full of cloying gunk.

      It was unpleasant, to say the least. However, it wasn’t nearly as unpleasant as the company.

      Company that was very much unexpected and unappreciated.

      I’d come to this area of the island to find the next part of our clue: the Carriage. Nope, not of the horse-drawn variety. It was a part of a necklace of great historic value. Harking back to the days of the Spanish Conquistadors, the Carriage was all that remained of a once-priceless diamond necklace. While the gem had been removed, the gold setting – known as the Carriage – remained. Though it had some historical and intrinsic value, considering it was a hefty chunk of gold, its true value lay on its underside. According to legend, inscribed on the metal was a clue. One that pointed to the location of the diamond that had been removed. A diamond, it’s worth mentioning, that was a hefty 49 carats. Yep, 49 carats. A bit more than your average engagement ring and quite freaking valuable.

      It was no Stargazer, but unfortunately, I needed it to get Mr. Corsario onside, and I needed that stuck-up ponce to get to the next Stargazer.

      Sometimes treasure hunting could get complicated. Well right now it was complicated with a capital C.

      Pushing my back further into the rocks behind me, I breathed hard.

      I had already secured the Carriage, and it was nicely nestled in my satchel. And yeah, I had a satchel. Some things are too valuable and bulky to shove into your jeans. But said satchel was saddle-colored leather and was suitably worn. And therefore it did not look like a man bag, as Amanda was fond of suggesting.

      Obtaining the Carriage had been relatively easy. After navigating to the correct section of jungle, with the help of Alfred Stanton’s book, I had found a ruined building sunk into the earth. After chopping through the vines clogging the stairs, I’d nipped in and rummaged through some dirt-covered casks until I found the Carriage.

      It was wrapped in a rag that stank of mildew and was the color of wastewater. Still, taking barely a moment to turn my nose up at it, I’d shoved it in my satchel (not a man bag) and trotted up the stairs triumphantly like a Golden Retriever with a bird.

      And that’s when I’d noticed the bad guys streaming into the jungle valley around me.

      I’d caught flashes of jungle camouflage, sleek barreled guns, and less than friendly expressions. That would be when I’d scampered out of sight and ducked behind the nearest rock.

      And this was where I was now stuck.

      Breathing hard, considering this damn humidity, I tried to think. There had to be at least 20 evil doers out there, and I was just one lawyer-come-treasure-hunter. My chances of getting out of here weren’t just slim; they were damn well non-existent.

      Still, as I winced and clamped a sweaty, dirt-covered hand over my mouth, I pushed my mind into the impossible task of finding an escape route.

      Though the jungle around was thick, this section was somewhat sparser. I couldn’t hope to lurch forward and use the various vines and trees for camouflage.

      Nor could I hope to pull out my gun and blast a path to freedom. Not only would it be a blood bath, but I only had ten bullets.

      Ten bullets?! I hear you scream. Yeah, I hadn’t packed for trouble. When I’d marched my way into the jungle this morning, I’d planned on grabbing the Carriage and meeting Amanda for lunch.

      A lunch which I’d already missed. And if I wasn’t lucky, I’d also miss the meeting with Corsario.

      “Come on, give me a way out,” I begged. There was no one to beg, but I hoped whatever assorted jungle spirits or local tribal gods around these parts could take up my cause.

      Unlike the goons now flocking down the valley toward me, I wasn’t a bad guy. Opportunistic, yes, fond of treasure, absolutely, but a criminal? Good gracious no.

      There were some things I wouldn’t do – lines I would draw in the dirt and never cross.

      Or at least that’s what I told myself. By the time this crazy adventure was through, I’d have to reassess that.

      Though I couldn’t know it now, I was about to lose.

      The crunch of boots got louder and louder as I snapped my head around, desperately searching for a way out.

      My mind wasn’t working properly. Blame it on adrenaline and the prospect I was minutes from death.

      With sweat dripping down my brow, I shifted slightly. Big mistake. The rock wall I was leaning into suddenly gave a shake, and an enormous head-sized chunk of stone fell off, leaving me totally exposed.

      There was a moment where no one did anything. You know, one of those humorous moments you get in films where two enemies chance upon each other in a comical way and pause to stare.

      Then the chase begins.

      Well, the same happened here. About a second after those rocks fell and left me exposed, the goons closest to me sprang into action.

      I did the first thing I could think of, and dived to the side, coming up hard against the only bit of wall now big enough to offer any decent protection.

      With my heart pounding so loudly, it reverberated through my ears and my breath a constant and heavy pant, I grabbed my gun. My hand was so sweaty, it was a miracle I could hold onto the thing.

      That’s when the shooting began. It didn’t slam into my rock wall and send me shuddering back from the deadly impacts. Instead it lanced into the ground all around me.

      Now, though it was a hot day and this jungle was a little off putting, I really doubted the trained bad guys behind me were such bad shots.

      Oh, no. They were just giving me a warning. A pointed one.

      Give up.

      There was nowhere to go.

      Squeezing my eyes closed and wondering how I could have screwed things up so badly, I gritted my teeth and then did the only thing I could think of. I cast my gun to the side.

      Yeah. I gave up. Me, the great Sebastian Shaw. The man destined to find the greatest treasure the world has ever known. But I was still the guy who now threw his gun to the side and muttered a hoarse, “I surrender.”

      The shooting stopped immediately.

      Taking a huge breath that I hoped could get me through this, I tentatively put one hand up. When the first wasn’t shot to pieces and/or tackled and bitten by all those bad guys, I put my other hand up too.

      I pulled myself out from the relative protection of the wall and into the ever so unprotected open.

      That’s when I saw just how peppered this valley was. I counted at least 15 goons. It wasn’t the 20 I’d estimated before, but it was still freaking impressive. Though I knew I had a reputation when it came to treasure hunting, I had to be impressed by how many bad guys were after me.

      Taking what I hoped was a manly swallow, I levelled my chin and stared at the closest evil doer.

      They were all cut from the same mold – large, broad shoulders, mean looking faces imprinted with scars, enormous guns, and jungle camo.

      As I let my gaze dart around, I tried to figure out who the leader was.

      And that… oh boy, that’s when I saw a familiar face. A familiar, but thoroughly unwelcome face.

      It wasn’t Amanda traipsing through the jungle to reprimand me for being late for lunch and our meeting.

      Heck no.

      It was Marvin.

      Yeah, okay, not a particularly threatening name. But trust me, Marvin was right up there when it came to things that could scare the bejesus out of a seasoned treasure hunter.

      I took in a particularly unmanly and obviously terrified wheeze as my eyes settled on him.

      He was walking over the rise, a handgun held easily in one hand as he tipped his head to the side and considered me with an implacable gaze.

      I watched him walk all the way down into the valley, his footfall measured and sure as he negotiated the entwined roots and vines.

      He moved like a lion, a trained one who was casually holding a gun.

      Gritting my teeth together and trying not to let out a whimper, I stared at him as my stomach bottomed out and fell out somewhere near my feet.

      If I’d thought facing off against a valley full of bad guys was bad, Marvin was… Christ, he was in another league.

      He eventually made his way up to me, his head still held on the side. Then, without so much as a hello, he reached over, grabbed my satchel (not a man bag) from my shoulder, and stepped back quickly. The whole time he kept his gaze locked on mine, not uttering a word.

      The guy had probably mastered the art of intimidation at the age of two or three. No doubt he’d scared all the other kids in the playground with that steely, icy look of his. Heck, he’d probably scared hardened criminals and rock walls, too.

      Still, I managed to keep my cool – kind of – and I didn’t pitch to my knees and ball.

      I felt like doing it though. Because my world was about to come tumbling down.

      “Thank you,” Marvin said as he brought up the muzzle of his gun and used it to scratch the side of his face. I could see the safety wasn’t on, and he was one slipped finger away from blowing his brains out.

      I’d faced off against more bad guys than I could count. Everything from that bastard Maratova, to the always irritating Romeo.

      None of them, however, would be bat shit insane enough to scratch their faces with loaded weapons.

      Marvin was.

      He also had other tricks up his rolled-up camo-sleeve.

      Taking a step back, he considered me for a few more seconds before shrugging his shoulders.

      “Kill him?” one of the assorted bad guys suggested.

      The guy who spoke was a perfect example of your average goon. He had a huge frame, topped off with a face that looked as if it had seen the wrong side of one too many battering rams. He also spoke with semi-slurred speech, suggesting he was more comfortable using his vocal cords to offer a grunt before he slammed you in the face rather than an impromptu recitation of poetry.

      Marvin considered the guy’s words before shrugging. “Unfortunately no. They want him alive.”

      “Damn shame.” The other guy sneered.

      Sweating like crazy and feeling the damn stuff practically trickling down my back, I waited – exposed, vulnerable, and hot as hell.

      What the hell did these guys want?

      They wanted me alive? And who the heck were they?

      Knowing I had about as much chance of getting my questions answered as these men politely declining to kidnap me and offering me cake instead, I just stood there.

      I watched.

      I waited.

      I told myself that at some point I’d get an opportunity to escape. Though Marvin was a certifiable criminal genius, his men were not. One of them would make a mistake.

      Suddenly Marvin stopped scratching himself with the butt of his gun and instead used it to point at me.

      Though I flinched, I reminded myself this guy wanted me alive.

      Leveling my gaze, I stared back at him. “Yeah?” I added in what I hoped was a suitably cool and nonchalant tone.

      “You’re going to give us a hand, Shaw,” Marvin noted as he used the still-loaded gun to gesture my way.

      He swung that gun around like a European gesticulating with their hands. Problem was, it was a high caliber weapon, and it was very much loaded. With the humidity of this accursed jungle, Marvin’s fingers would be just as sweaty as mine. Yet the little prick didn’t care. Because this was all about intimidation. Oh, and winning.

      Marvin was always out to win. Not just games – everything.

      In the past, I’d been fortunate enough not to have too many run-ins with the toad. I had, however, had the misfortune of beating him once. I’d grabbed a bejeweled statue from some cave right under his nose. At the time, it had been a victory for me. Early in my career, I’d been proud of it.

      Now, however, I saw the edge to Marvin’s gaze as he stared at me. I could tell what he was thinking.

      Payback time. Psycho-criminal-master-mind style.

      I winced. I couldn’t help it. A whole world of pain was about to open up for me.

      “I’m going to tell you what you’re going to do, and you’re going to do it,” Marvin informed me in a slow, somewhat bored tone. “No games, no foolhardy attempts to escape. You do as we say, or we kill her.”

      I froze. Hell, I swear my heart stopped and the blood halted in my veins.

      I didn’t need Marvin to tell me who he was talking about.

      Amanda. Did he have her already?

      To answer my question, Marvin leaned in and rested his head way too close to mine. He spent a moment staring at me, concentrating on every feature from my fear-filled gaze to my pale, sweat-covered skin. “We don’t have her. Because there’s no point. You’re going to cooperate. We don’t need to grab her and tie her to a chair in some dank, dark basement for the next week, do we? Because you, Sebastian Shaw,” he stabbed me in the chest with the barrel of his gun, “are going to cooperate, right?”

      I nodded. I put my all into that nod. And I stared into Marvin’s eyes as I did. “I’ll do whatever you tell me to do,” I choked.

      “That’s the spirit.” He locked an arm around my back as if we were old friends and gave my shoulder a pat. “You know, Shaw, I think you and I could be buddies. I mean, we’re in the same business. We want the same thing, right?”

      “Right,” I said, controlling my tone. I couldn’t control my body, though. My heart was no longer still – it raced with all the speed of a stampeding herd. At the same time, a cold, hard pressure spread through my arms and back.

      Dread.

      Total dread.

      After the events of our last misadventure, I’d promised Amanda things would be different now. I’d looked into her loving eyes and promised I would stop courting danger. In fact, I’d left it up to her whether we would continue hunting down the rest of the Stargazers.

      Secretly, I’d been hoping she’d say yes – and when she did, we’d continued. Because we were in this together. The problem with that, however, was I was now being reminded by Marvin how much I had to lose.

      Of course I knew this business was dangerous, and I’d articulated that fact to Amanda before she’d made her decision. But I’d also told her if you were smart, you could mitigate that danger. As long as you didn’t hang out in the seediest of treasure hunting bars, blabbing your mouth off that you had the clue to the next Stargazer, you’d be fine.

      Well, I wasn’t fine. And I’d been careful.

      I’d been sure not to bring the two masks with us – they were back home in England, lodged inside the safe of one of the most well-respected banks that knew how to keep the treasures of the rich safe and sound.

      None of that mattered now. Here was a complete psychopath, and he was waving a gun in my face, wanting to be my buddy, and unless I did everything he said, Amanda’s life would be on the line….

      I felt so cold. Remarkable considering how freaking hot this jungle was. Suddenly the sweat caking my brow wasn’t insipidly warm and cloying – it was freezing.

      It was like someone had taken a knife to my heart. I knew what a man like Marvin could do. And the look in his eyes told me he’d do it unless I played along.

      So I leaned back, swallowed hard, and said, “I’ll do whatever you say, boss,” I added for good measure.

      Marvin cracked a grin that would have any psychiatrist reaching for the prescription pad. Then he laughed like a loon as he patted me on the shoulder again. “I like that. You know, you’re kind of funny, Shaw. I can tell we’re going to have a great time. Together, we’ll get the next Stargazer.”

      So that’s what they were after? Made sense – no other treasure made fortune hunters reach for their weapons, lace-up their boots, and lunge for their maps quite as much as the Stargazers.

      Staring at Marvin in what I hoped was a composed way, I nodded. “Anything you say.”

      In an ordinary situation, I would have kicked the guy and run off, proclaiming there was no way I’d share my treasure.

      This wasn’t normal anymore. I was being forced to make a decision. Amanda or the Stargazers.

      And there was only one thing I could choose, right?
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        Amanda Stanton

      

      

      “I’m afraid Mr. Corsario can no longer wait. He has already allowed more than sufficient time for your associate to arrive,” the man said.

      I sucked in a breath and tried to control my disappointment. Practically jumping from my chair, I waved my hands about, possibly in an attempt to distract the guy. “Hold on. Hold on. I’m sure he’s just around the corner,” I said as I twisted on my heels and angled toward the window.

      It gave a pleasant view of the shaded veranda and beyond that the even more pleasant courtyard of this old colonial-style building. If I weren’t completely strung out, I’d find the time to enjoy this place. It was a lovely island. From the warm Caribbean sun, to the beautiful buildings, to the friendly locals and the divine food – it was just the kind of place to have a holiday.

      Well, this wasn’t a holiday. It was business. No, it was personal.

      Ever since the events in Chittagong a few months back, my attitude to treasure hunting had changed.

      I had something to prove now.

      Before you ask – no, I wasn’t desperate to find treasure or anything. I hadn’t turned into a little copy of Sebastian Shaw. It was subtler than that. The events in Chittagong had reminded me that I was capable of more than I’d ever expected.

      Coming from the Stanton family, I’d always been seen as a black sheep. I knew my aunt suspected I would never amount to anything. Yet here I was, getting involved in things bigger than myself and potentially finding the greatest treasure mankind had ever known.
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