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      “YOU’RE HARDLY IN THE POSITION TO TELL ME HOW TO TREAT MY EMPLOYEES,” MAX SAID.


      “You didn’t have to bark at Francesca,” Carrie retorted, grabbing a towel from the edge of the pool and rubbing herself off.

         Max watched the way her bikini clung, and he gritted his teeth. Frankly, his tongue couldn’t form any words—not when her nipples

         peaked like that. And certainly not when she licked the drops of water that clung to her lips…

      


      “We were just taking a break,” she said. “There’s no reason to get so worked up.”


      Max grabbed Carrie’s arms and lifted her to her toes. “I couldn’t give a damn about the work,” he growled. He wanted to know

         what she wanted. What she was doing here.

      


      Why she was tormenting him like this.


      He couldn’t ask her, so he did the only thing he could think of. He hauled her up and crushed his mouth to hers.


      Carrie melted against him as if it didn’t occur to her to fight back. Dropping her towel to the ground, she wrapped her arms

         around Max’s neck and pressed herself to his hard, wide body. He growled again and clasped her closer, his kiss savage. He

         couldn’t get enough of her…

      


   

      “A sexy world of kick-ass action! You’ll want to immerse yourself in the first in [this] thrilling new series, complete with

         a smoldering hero and the toughest, sassiest heroine around.”

      


      —VERONICA WOLFF, author of
Sword of the Highlands, on Marked by Passion
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      To Kathia.


      I couldn’t have done this without you.


      And to Nate.


      Yes, love, your swordplay is more impressive than anyone’s.


   

      Special thanks to…


      The brilliant and steadfast Veronica Wolff. The trophy went to the wrong cp. I’m crossing out my name and etching yours in.


      And the crew of On the Corner Café, who kept me amped—with both caffeine and electricity—while I revised this book. I highly

         recommend their chocolate cake.

      


   

      Chapter One


      [image: art]


      I can’t believe I’m doing this.” With a furtive glance behind her, Carrie tiptoed down the dark stone corridor. At the beginning

         of the monastery tour, they’d explicitly said it was forbidden to wander from the group, and since she’d been on the tour

         ten times in the past ten days, she couldn’t play blond and clueless.

      


      But she hadn’t come all the way from San Francisco to China to go home empty-handed. Her best friend, Gabrielle, would have

         told her that if she wanted something, she should go for it wholeheartedly.

      


      She wondered if Gabe would condone breaking and entering.


      Stop thinking. She had only so much time to find the room and look for what she needed before the tour caught up to her. Picking up the

         pace, she hurried down the hall.

      


      There it was. The innocuous wooden door to the left. The room that held the monastery’s archives.


      Heart pounding, she scurried to it and slipped inside. Carrie held her breath. She felt like she was being watched. She tensed,

         waiting, expecting someone to bang on the door and demand to know what she was doing.

      


      No one.


      Just nerves. She exhaled and slumped against the door as it closed. She wasn’t used to this kind of strain. Even working as

         a bartender in San Francisco’s Mission district didn’t offer this kind of anxiety.

      


      It wasn’t her fault. She’d tried to go through proper channels. She’d contacted the monastery and asked for access to their

         manuscripts. They’d turned her down. Irrevocably.

      


      She was a scholar of chinese history at UC Berkeley, for God’s sake—studying manuscripts was her job. The fact that they denied

         her access was a good indication they had something to hide.

      


      Carrie bet that mysterious something was what she wanted. And since she’d blown her entire savings to fly six thousand miles,

         she wasn’t leaving tomorrow until she got what she came for.

      


      The room looked just like it did the other nine times she’d been in it. A long rectangle, dim but light enough to read. It

         had that musty smell she always associated with old libraries. She imagined generations of monks sitting at the table at the

         end of the room, carefully working on their calligraphy. The walls were lined with shelves filled with the fruits of their

         labor: thousands of rolled parchments and bound tomes.

      


      One of them had to be Wei Lin’s journal—proof of the mythic Scrolls of Destiny.


      She hadn’t been sure what to look for—literally thousands of rolled parchments and old bound texts filled the shelves. Wei

         Lin’s journal could be anywhere. She bit her lip, willing her nerves to calm. She was close. On her sixth visit, she’d noticed

         one shelf that looked different than the others.

      


      Her eyes zoomed in on it. The one shelf in the room suspiciously free of dust, as if someone cared for it or accessed its

         contents on a regular basis. The scrolls that lined it were different than the ones on the other shelves: thicker, tightly

         bound, and a third as wide.

      


      Her fingertips tingled as she headed straight for it. One of those texts had to be it.


      She’d tried to get a closer look the last three times she’d taken the tour, but it’d been impossible under the tour guide’s

         hawklike vigilance. Which is why she’d had to take matters into her own hands. She ran her finger along the shelf’s smooth

         wood. Breaking away from the tour had been risky, but giving up wasn’t in her makeup. And, truthfully, she felt a rush at

         her own daring, too. She kind of felt like Indiana Jones.

      


      Carrie slung her bag across her body and kneeled on the floor in front of them. Her blood raced at the thought of her impending

         discovery.

      


      “Don’t get ahead of yourself, girl,” she muttered. She was operating on a hunch here. She didn’t know for certain that the

         monastery had a copy of the journal—she’d just overheard Gabe’s boyfriend, Rhys, say it did. And she was assuming she had

         the right Wei Lin. A big assumption, but how many noteworthy Wei Lins could there have been?

      


      She bit her lip, helplessness combining with her nerves to create a cocktail of nausea in her stomach. She had to find it.

         Her future depended on it. She’d worked her butt off for a position at UC Berkeley, only now her advisor, Leonora, said her

         doctoral thesis on the Yongle Emperor wasn’t groundbreaking. For Carrie to have a chance to teach at Cal, she needed to provide

         some new theory regarding this Ming emperor—something to get a rise out of the board. In other words, her thesis wasn’t sexy

         enough.

      


      Sexy enough. Squaring her shoulders, Carrie picked up one of the texts. She’d show them sexy.

      


      Dusting off the cover, she carefully opened it. The scrolls on the shelf shifted, and one caught her gaze. It didn’t look

         as old or brittle as the rest.

      


      Did monks still write on parchment? Oddly drawn to it, she ran a finger over the scroll. It felt as though her fingertip trailed

         in icy water, and goosebumps rose on her arms.

      


      “Weird,” she mumbled. She felt oddly compelled to unfurl it. She reached for it—


      Wait—she had a book in hand already. Might as well start there. Shaking her head, she sat back on her heels and flipped to

         the first page. She read the first line of the tiny but beautiful black script.

      


      My name is Wei Lin, and I have appointed myself Keeper of the Scrolls of Destiny.


      “Yes.” Relaxing her grip so she wouldn’t wrinkle the pages in her excitement, she scanned the text. Her heart beat faster with

         every word.

      


      Five scrolls, each based on a Chinese element.


      To save the scrolls from a greedy warlord, Wei Lin stole them and marked five worthy people as their Guardians.


      The Guardianship passes on through each family to the next marked person.


      Whoever possesses the scrolls possesses the elements’ powers.


      Wei Lin was Keeper of the Guardians, but he broke his own rule, despite the danger of reuniting the scrolls.


      He brought together all the Guardians to help the Yongle Emperor.


      Bingo. All Chinese scholars knew the myth about how a monk named Wei Lin, in giving support to Yongle, brought twenty years of peace

         to the kingdom through mystical means. With the aid of the elements, it was said.

      


      Only it wasn’t a myth. It was real.


      She’d just found her holy grail.


      Instead of jumping up and doing a triumphant dance, Carrie pulled out her digital camera and began methodically photographing

         the journal. She glanced at the shelf. There had to be a few bound texts there, plus another dozen scrolls. Installments of

         Wei Lin’s journal? Made sense. She checked the time. She needed to hustle.

      


      Even as she thought it, Carrie heard the tour guide’s carrying voice. It sounded like the group was down the hall, which meant

         they were headed for the archives room, because Carrie knew for certain that nothing else in this wing of the monastery was

         shown on the tour.

      


      Crap. She hadn’t even finished copying this book, much less the rest. She took a hasty picture of the end and closed it. Her hands

         fumbled as she tried to fit it back onto the shelf, not able to make the scrolls scoot back enough to make space.

      


      The tour guide’s muffled voice seeped through the walls. “And this is the archives room, containing the writings of centuries

         of monks as well as recordings of the region’s history.”

      


      Carrie shoved the other documents aside and pushed the journal back in its spot. But as she retracted her hand, her sleeve

         caught on the scrolls and a few fell onto her lap.

      


      “Because of the delicacy of the documentation,” the tour guide continued, “touching the texts is not allowed. But the library

         is impressive nonetheless.”

      


      The door creaked.


      Carrie watched in horror as the door slowly swung open. No time. She grabbed the scrolls and tried to shove them back on the shelf, wincing at how brutally she was handling them.

      


      But they just tumbled back down into her lap.


      “Crap,” she mouthed, panic choking her. She looked over her shoulder to see the tour guide’s calves as she backed into the room.

      


      She couldn’t get caught. Her mom would kill her if she got thrown in jail for stealing from monks, and she could kiss that teaching position goodbye.

      


      No choice. She opened her bag and stuffed the scrolls in. Then, not able to help herself, she grabbed Wei Lin’s journal and

         scuttled to the back of the room to duck under the only table. She could pop up and rejoin the group as they were leaving,

         no one the wiser. She hoped.

      


      And she’d have the journal to study.


      She grimaced. She’d just borrow it. She’d send everything back as soon as she copied their information. She swore it. And

         she’d treat them very carefully.

      


      Her heart thundered so loudly it was a miracle no one heard her. She couldn’t relax even when the tour guide began her spiel.

         Holding her breath, Carrie waited. Every second stretched like hours.

      


      A white Reebok stepped dangerously close to her hand, and she retreated farther under the desk. God, she hoped no one noticed

         her stowed away there.

      


      The guide began shepherding the small crowd out. Finally. Carrie peeked from under the table as they shuffled slowly out the

         door. Seeing her chance, she jumped up and quickly rejoined the group.

      


      No one said anything to her, but that didn’t ease her nerves. She ducked her head and slid the elastic band from her hair

         so the curls bounced forward and covered her face. Huddling her shoulders, she hoped she looked unremarkable and guilt-free,

         but that seemed a tall order. In China, her blond hair was like a beacon. Fortunately, the tour was almost over. All she had

         to do was hang in there for the walk through the garden, and then she could rush back to her hotel and lock herself in her

         room. With her stolen booty.

      


      Oh, God, what was she doing?


      No one saw, she reassured herself as she trailed behind the group. No one knows. Just be casual.


      They stepped out into the garden, and she breathed a sigh of relief. Almost home free. Just a few more minutes.


      But as she had the thought, she felt an accusing gaze at her back—penetrating and cold. Her shoulders twitched with the need

         to whirl around to see who stared and why.

      


      Silly, because no one knew what she’d done. It wasn’t like the monastery was outfitted with spy cams. At least she didn’t

         think so.

      


      She was so not cut out for a life of crime. She even hated keeping library books past their due dates—what made her think she could

         do this? From now on she was walking a straight and narrow path.

      


      The person watching her turned up the intensity.


      Maybe she should drop the documents and run.


      No—she’d bankrupted herself for this. Her future was on the line, and she was so close. Yeah, she was breaking the law, but

         she was doing it with pure motives—if that counted for anything. She was going to return them. And if someone had seen what

         she’d done, she would have been apprehended already.

      


      Stop being a wimp. Whoever was staring was probably only entranced with her blond curls. The past ten days should have taught her how mesmerized

         the Chinese were by them.

      


      Can’t take this. She’d never been good at burying her head and hiding—she had to look. Wiping her clammy palms on her jeans, she turned to

         face her watcher.

      


      Her heart gave a quick thud.


      A man in monk’s robes was at the end of the garden. He looked Western, with rough-hewn, carved-in-stone features and blond

         hair that fell in shaggy layers around his severe face.

      


      No way was he a monk.


      She stared, not sure why she was so certain of that. It wasn’t as if it was against the rules for a monk to be all intense.

         Or hot. Or to inspire wicked thoughts instead of peaceful ones.

      


      But a monk wouldn’t have such turbulent gray eyes. She met them and shivered. They had none of the gentleness and compassion

         she’d seen in the other robed men. They glinted, judging and accusing and unforgiving. His gaze seemed to penetrate, stripping

         aside all her layers to her soul, and found her lacking.

      


      Her arm tightened on her bag. He couldn’t know what she’d done. There had been no one in the hallway to see her enter the

         room, and she’d left with the group. She needed to get a grip and relax, otherwise she was going to give herself away.

      


      She turned around, pretending to be engrossed in the last of the tour guide’s speech. She told herself not to look back—he’d

         go away.

      


      Only she couldn’t help herself. As nonchalantly as possible, she glanced over her shoulder again.


      Still there.


      Why was he staring at her like she was an apple fritter and he was on Atkins? He couldn’t know… it was impossible. Maybe he

         had a weakness for corn-fed Midwestern girls? And he’d come to China to work it out of his system, only here she was tempting

         him. She grinned at the thought, looking him over again. In her dreams.

      


      “This concludes our tour,” the guide said in her singsong voice. Carrie’s attention snapped back to the woman, exhaling in

         relief. “On behalf of the Guanyin monastery, I bid you farewell. Walk in peace.”

      


      Carrie sneaked one last glance at the erstwhile Western monk and hightailed it peacefully out of there. The entire way to

         the bus, she felt his cold gaze on her back, like a sharp knife across her skin.

      


   

      Chapter Two
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      Taking care to hide himself, Max watched the tour group emerge from the archives room. In his seven years there he’d grown

         accustomed to the daily onslaught of tourists, but something about the blonde drew him.

      


      She had the face of a cherub with big brown eyes, creamy skin, and rosy cheeks. Her strawberry blond hair made a stubby ponytail

         at the nape of her neck. He watched as she undid the ponytail to release a mass of curls that bounced onto her shoulders and

         into her face. The embodiment of innocence.

      


      Except for her bowed lips. Her lips were pure sin.


      But the innocence was a ruse. He stilled, feeling waves of elemental energy emanating from her. The way she clutched her bag

         to her side like it contained precious treasure confirmed what he already felt.

      


      She’d taken the Book of Water.


      He took a step toward her before he stopped himself. This wasn’t his concern—he wouldn’t get involved. Let someone else deal

         with her. Max looked around for another monk but found no one.

      


      Anger flooded him, cold and steely. It was like fate taunted him. He’d be damned if he had to deal with another less-than-angelic

         woman with light fingers. No way in hell.

      


      He followed the group silently into the garden, keeping his gaze on the woman, willing another monk to show up and intervene.


      Only then she turned around.


      Max wasn’t prepared for the shock of her doe-eyed gaze meeting his. She studied him as if she had nothing to hide and everything

         to offer.

      


      It infuriated him. And then she grinned, and her face lit artlessly.


      Inexplicably, his groin tightened.


      He shifted, crossing his arms. Damn it—seven years at the monastery should have eradicated these baser needs. And his temper.

         But it only reinforced Sun Chi’s increasingly repeated statement that Max wasn’t meant to be a monk.

      


      She gave him one more sweet smile before she followed the dispersing tour back to the bus.


      He needed to stop her, but frankly, if he got his hands on her, he didn’t trust himself not to strip her bare and sink in

         deep. His conscience pointed out that he’d seen other women in the past seven years—the tour guide, for example—and not had

         this strong a reaction.

      


      He told his conscience to shut up.


      The bus’s engine growled to life.


      Max looked around. Still no one. He glared at the bus.


      No choice. Teeth grinding, he went to head it off.


      He’d taken only a few steps before a strong hand caught his arm. Caught off guard, he trapped the hand and automatically arced

         the wrist in a leverage.

      


      The calloused hand reversed the leverage instantly, letting it go almost as quickly. Max spun around, bringing the knife edge

         of his hand up to chop. He stopped an inch from his mentor’s neck.

      


      The Keeper’s peaceful face shone up at him. Its serenity irritated the hell out of him. How could he be so still when his

         throat had almost been crushed?

      


      When the Book of Water had been stolen?


      Max looked over his shoulder to see the bus winding down the mountain road back to civilization. Angry and frustrated, he

         scowled at the old monk. “Damn it. The Book of Water is riding away on that bus.”

      


      Sun Chi stared after the bus. Max waited, expecting a barrage of questions, starting with why he hadn’t done anything to stop

         it. But his mentor just studied him quietly before turning and shuffling away. Motioning with his hand, he said, “Come.”

      


      What the hell? Max stalked after the smaller man, wanting to interrogate but knowing he’d get no answers until the monk was

         ready. As a teenager, when he’d just become a Guardian and was sent to study with Sun Chi, the man’s stoicism had infuriated

         him. As the only child of rich bluebloods, Max had always had everything handed to him when he wanted. Since, he’d learned

         patience.

      


      For the most part.


      Following Sun Chi into the archives room, Max closed the door behind him and watched as the monk kneeled before a shelf in

         the back. He hadn’t realized how much he’d wanted to be wrong about the woman stealing the scroll until he heard Sun Chi’s

         gasp and had a corresponding sinking feeling in his chest.

      


      “Gone.” Sun Chi looked up at him, his gaze bright. “The Book of Water. The journal of Wei Lin. And more.”


      “Why would she take the journal?”


      “As a mistake in her haste. For more knowledge of the scrolls. The reasons are numerous.” Sun Chi gazed at him levelly. “This

         is disastrous. You understand, yes? She must not be allowed to learn the mysteries of the Book of Water or locate the other

         scrolls.”

      


      “Yes.” The scrolls were distributed to separate Guardians because their powers were so strong. Too corrupting. For one person

         to possess all five… He shook his head. “I thought the Book of Water was sent to its next Guardian.”

      


      “Sent. And refused.” Sun Chi stood and walked the room in slow, measured steps, hands behind his back.


      Max frowned. “The Guardian didn’t accept his duty?”


      “Some Guardians are thick-headed.” He tapped Max’s shoulder before returning to his contemplative stroll. He suddenly stopped

         and lifted his head, piercing Max with his all-knowing gaze. “You must go after her.”

      


      From the moment the bus drove away he’d known this was coming, but a part of him still didn’t want to accept it. All he wanted

         was to go back to his cell and forget he’d ever seen the duplicitous angel. “No.”

      


      His mentor nodded as if Max hadn’t spoken. “You use your family’s diplomatic connections.”


      “I gave all that up seven years ago. I’m on a different path now.”


      “You choose the wrong path. Your path is to follow that woman. I feel it here.” The monk beat his fist over his heart. “Find

         who she is. Retrieve the scroll and the journals.”

      


      “No,” he said again, shaking his head. “Seven years ago—”


      “Seven years ago, you came to the monastery to heal,” Sun Chi interrupted. “But you stayed in the monastery to hide.”


      “I haven’t been hiding,” he said, but even as the words came out of his mouth he knew they were a lie.


      “You hide. From the past, from the present, from the future.” His mentor’s narrowed gaze dared him to contradict those words.

         “You are letting yesterday kill tomorrow.”

      


      “My future—”


      “Your future is back in your world.” Sun Chi pointed at him. “You are not a monk. You are Maximillian Prescott, Guardian of

         the Book of Metal. Heir to your own dynasty. Your path”—he pointed into distance—“leads out into the world. After that woman.

         You must find her,” he said, his voice low and insistent.

      


      Max knew from experience that the Keeper’s will wouldn’t be denied. To fight it was wasting energy. He gritted his teeth.

         God help that woman when he caught up to her. “What will I be up against?”

      


      The monk had the grace not to gloat. “The Book of Water is not claimed by its Guardian, so the powers are free. They will

         affect the person who holds it.”

      


      Remembering how unprepared he’d been for the onslaught of his own powers, he said, “That could be to our advantage.”


      “Her powers will be weaker than yours, since she is not a Guardian. Unless she studies the scroll and learns to harness its

         secrets.” Sun Chi shook his head. “You must recover it. And the journal.”

      


      Max heard the implied do whatever it takes in his master’s words. He recognized the chance to redeem his mistake with Amanda seven years ago, but it didn’t mean he

         had to like it. He rubbed his neck, his fingers sliding over the familiar ridges of the burn scar—a constant reminder of that

         night.

      


      Sun Chi placed a hand on his shoulder. “To heal, you must go. This last step exorcises the ghosts of your past.”


      More likely this was just going to attract another ghost—one with big doe eyes and lips made for sin.


      No, this time he knew better than to let a beautiful woman’s appearance sway him. He drew on j[image: art]n ch’i. His powers settled around him like a cloak, giving him the cool distance he needed from his thoughts. “I’ll leave immediately.”

      


      His mentor nodded. “I never doubted that you would. Go in peace.”


      Bowing his head, Max strode out of the room, not happy in the least to be reentering the life he’d left behind.


   

      Chapter Three
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      Clutching her bag to her chest, Carrie stared at the closed office door and tried to imagine what her doctoral advisor would

         say when she found out Carrie had proof of the existence of the Scrolls of Destiny. Proof that Wei Lin had used them to, in

         effect, alter Chinese history.

      


      Leonora Hsu was going to freak. And she’d be ecstatic that one of her students was the one to unravel the mystery of the scrolls.


      Not that she’d unraveled all the mysteries yet. Carrie had returned from China only three days ago, and, in between sleeping

         and her one shift at the Pour House, she’d spent most of her time in the narrow stall of her shower. For some reason, she

         just craved it—maybe to wash away the long flight and the jetlag. So she’d barely had time to read much more than the first

         part of Wei Lin’s journal. She hadn’t even looked at the other scrolls.

      


      But what she had read was exciting. And enough in itself to earn her the position and have her name known as an eminent Chinese

         scholar.

      


      At least she hoped so.


      She took a deep breath and knocked on the door.


      “Come in,” Leonora’s soft voice called. When Carrie opened the door, the older woman’s smile shifted, becoming just a touch

         more friendly. “Carrie, you’re back. How did you find your first trip to China?”

      


      “Awesome. Exhilarating.” She sat down across from her advisor. Normally, she liked to ooh and ah over the array of antique

         swords Leonora had hung on the walls—they were so cool. But today she gave them only a cursory glance, her attention on Leonora.

      


      And her bag. Carrie held it snug in her lap. She’d been toting the book and scrolls around with her, and protecting them had

         become a quick habit.

      


      Well, she couldn’t leave them at home. Her apartment was smack in the middle of the worst of the Tenderloin. It’d never worried

         her before—she was a poor student, and it was cheap compared to the rest of San Francisco. But she wasn’t naive enough to

         think anything she had was safe there.

      


      Tightening her hold on the bag, she leaned forward in her seat. “That’s why I came to talk to you.”


      “About your travels?”


      “No, about what I found on my travels.”


      Leonora’s thin eyebrows arched.


      When she first met Dr. Leonora Hsu she would have read her reaction to mean disinterest. But in the years she’d first earned

         her masters and then her PhD, Carrie had gotten to know her advisor well enough to know she was extremely interested, just

         in her understated way.

      


      In fact everything about Leonora was understated. From her conservative, dark-colored suits to the tight bun of her hair.

         She was the most proper and demure woman Carrie had ever met. So totally different from herself.

      


      Carrie gripped her bag and leaned forward. “You know how you said the board was reluctant to consider me for a position here

         unless I did something to differentiate myself from the pack? That my dissertation wasn’t sexy enough?”

      


      “Of course.”


      She couldn’t keep her silly grin in. “I’ve found what’ll make it sexy.”


      “Found what?”


      “Well—” Carrie didn’t have all the proof yet, and she didn’t want to make claims she couldn’t substantiate. But she wanted

         so badly to tell someone what she’d found. Someone who’d understand and recognize the significance. “I have a source that

         claims the Scrolls of Destiny existed, and that Yongle used them to foster peace through his kingdom.”

      


      Leonora sat still. She didn’t even blink.


      Not the reaction Carrie expected. She frowned. “Leonora? Did you hear me?”


      “Of course.” Her advisor resettled the glasses on her face and folded her hands on the desk.


      Carrie waited, but when no questions were forthcoming, she gaped in disbelief. “I’m not sure you got it. I said I have reason

         to believe the Scrolls of Destiny were reality instead of myth.”

      


      “What led you to this conclusion?”


      Finally—some interest. “When I was in China I found a source that documents their existence and use.”


      Leonora’s brow wrinkled. “You just happened to come upon this source during your travels?”


      “Well, no.” She grinned sheepishly. “I kind of went there on a tip that turned out to be right.”


      “A tip from whom?”


      “I can’t say.” Because her source—her best friend Gabe—didn’t know she’d given Carrie the tip. And Carrie wanted to keep it

         that way.

      


      “You can’t say,” Leonora repeated flatly.


      “Uh, no. Confidential information.” She’d arrived early to hang out with Gabe and accidentally overheard Rhys, Gabe’s boyfriend,

         say he’d read it in Wei Lin’s journal while he was at the monastery.

      


      Carrie hadn’t known what it was, but the second she heard the name Wei Lin, everything in her froze. In her research, she’d found several obscure references to Wei Lin and the Scrolls of Destiny tied

         to Yongle.

      


      The chances that Rhys’s Wei Lin and Leonora’s Wei Lin were the same person? Fairly slim. Maybe nonexistent. But the more Carrie

         thought about it, the more curious she got. If she could prove there actually was a historical basis for Wei Lin and the scrolls,

         a position at Berkeley was guaranteed. Leonora taught a special myths class, and Wei Lin and the Scrolls of Destiny were a

         particular favorite topic of hers. If her advisor got excited about her thesis, Carrie was a shoo-in for the job.

      


      It hadn’t taken much research to find out which monastery Rhys meant—there was a lot of press on him, which shouldn’t have

         been surprising, given how affluent and entrepreneurial he was. She found a mention in one article, complete with the name

         of the monastery and the province where it was located.

      


      What was surprising was that Gabe and Rhys were talking about Wei Lin. Why? Carrie wanted to ask, but she couldn’t. Not without revealing

         that she’d spied on them.

      


      She bit her lip. She’d never been one to lie, and that’s exactly what she was doing. Not to mention the thievery and smuggling,

         if you wanted to put a fine point on it. This whole thing was turning her into someone she didn’t recognize, and she wasn’t

         sure she liked it.

      


      It’d end soon. It’d all work out, and she’d never do it again.


      She just hoped her conscience survived intact.


      “Carrie?”


      Blinking, she returned her attention to her advisor. “Yeah?”


      Leonora stared at her with her myopic dark gaze for a long silent moment before she shook her head. “I’m not sure how you

         expect to prove this if you can’t reveal your source.”

      


      “My source just led me to the proof. The proof is all that counts. That’s what I’ll publish.” She wrinkled her nose. “This

         is enough to put me on the map, right?”

      


      “Certainly this is enough to attract the interest of the board. If you can prove that the Scrolls of Destiny existed, even

         historically, you’ll have every major university in the world clamoring to have you.”

      


      “It’s nice to be wanted.” She grinned. “But my first choice is Cal. I love it here.”


      “How close are you to proving your theory?”


      Not close enough, but she’d get there. “I have some reading to do.”


      “What are you reading?”


      Had to be careful here. “I have, uh, a copy of Wei Lin’s journal.”


      Leonora sat bolt upright. “You found a copy of his journal? Where?”


      “I can’t say.” She headed off her advisor before she could protest. “But don’t worry. I’ll be able to prove authentication,

         too.” She hoped without getting arrested.

      


      Mark that down as something to work on.


      Leonora studied her without saying a word. Carrie thought she’d ask more questions or at least bring up more doubts, but Leonora

         surprised her simply by saying, “Keep me apprised of your progress.”

      


      From Leonora, that was the same as shouting, Go for it, babe. “Okay.”

      


      “In the meantime, it’s probably best to keep your findings quiet.”


      “I figured that.” She stood. “Thanks, Leonora.”


      Her advisor smiled faintly and nodded before returning to her paperwork.


      Taking the hint, Carrie quietly shut the door on her way out. As she turned around, she walked straight into a body. She had

         to bite back her groan when she looked up and saw Trevor Wiggins. She smiled apologetically. “Sorry. I should pay attention

         to where I’m going.”

      


      “Yes,” he agreed in his stern way.


      She resisted rolling her eyes. He was such a wet lump. When she’d first met him in grad school, she’d thought he was smart

         and cute. With his brown hair and Harry Potter glasses, he looked scholarly—an attractive novelty compared to the country

         boys she’d grown up with in Iowa.

      


      But two minutes in his presence was enough to kill any temptation to set aside her staunch no-dating policy and go out with

         him. He wore his self-importance like a well-loved pair of jeans. And it wasn’t enough that he thought he was better than

         everyone else—especially her. He was vocal about it, too. Annoying.

      


      If he knew what she had in her bag, he’d turn green with jealousy.


      She glanced at the door and then back at him. How long had he been standing there? What were the chances he eavesdropped?


      Pretty big. She frowned. “Have you been waiting long to speak to Leonora?”


      “I was on my way to my office.” His chest puffed up. He took every chance he got to work that in—unlike the other doctoral

         candidates, he had an office.

      


      But right now she could care less how much he postured. “Were you listening at the door?”


      “Of course not.” He recoiled indignantly. “I don’t know how you can accuse me of stooping so low.”


      Probably because she’d seen him do it before. “I didn’t mean to sound accusatory.”


      He harrumphed and stalked off. She didn’t have to be psychic to hear his unspoken thoughts of superiority.


      And she didn’t have to be a genius to know that he was lying through his teeth when he said he hadn’t listened at the door.

         Question was, how much did he hear?

      


      She didn’t put it past him to rip off her thesis, but she had Wei Lin’s journal. Without it, he had nothing.


      With it, he could ruin all her hard work.


      Carrie shook the thought out of her head. He wasn’t going to get the journal. She’d never leave it, or her bag, lying around.

         It—and her thesis—would be safe.

      


      Floating.


      Water lilies caress her skin as she drifts in the warm pond on her back.


      Naked.


      Her breasts lift above the surface. The water laps at them, and the bite of the cool air makes her nipples taut—a sharp tingle

            that shoots straight between her legs.


      A shadow falls over her, and she shivers in anticipation, knowing who’s casting it.


      It can be only one person.


      His blond hair is every bit as wild as before, looking more wild for the savage gleam in his eyes. His shoulders are broad

            and muscular, gleaming in the muted sunlight that filters through the weepy trees. The thin trail of hair down his abdomen

            lights gold, like a path leading to more treasure.


      She hears a soft splash. The waves become more frenzied, as if they know what’s coming and anticipate it as much as she does.


      Smiling, she looks up. He stands in the water, looking down at her, his gray eyes burning. She feels his gaze travel down

            her body like a cool blade running along her skin. She gasps, feeling the sharpness of it as it trails over her nipples and

            down her belly. Between her legs.


      Eyes hungry, he leans over her.


      She wants him. She wants every promise written on his fierce face. She opens her arms, offering herself to him, but feels

            herself slip under the water. She surfaces.


      He’s gone.


      Carrie’s eyes popped open, her breath harsh in the stillness of her apartment. A dream.


      How pathetic was she? She buried her burning face in the pillow. She was having wet dreams about a man whose name she didn’t

         know. A monk, for God’s sake.

      


      She groaned and rolled over to check the time. She’d come home from her meeting with Leonora for a short nap before her shift,

         but now she’d be late for work.

      


      Fumbling to subdue her hair, she grabbed her things and jogged to the BART station. She got to the platform as a train pulled

         in and arrived at the Pour House in record time.

      


      Gabe looked up when Carrie walked in, a smile lighting her face. “The world traveler returns.”


      “Hey.” Grinning, Carrie ducked behind the counter and grabbed her friend in a hug. Gabe returned it smoothly. Months ago when

         they’d first started hanging out, Gabe was skittish, especially when it came to affection. She’d relaxed a lot. Carrie knew

         it was due to not only her friendship but Rhys’s love, too.

      


      Carrie valued that friendship. Gabe was the first real friend she’d had since she moved from Iowa. She was so different than

         anyone she’d known. Not just physically—though tall Eurasian women with blue streaks in their long black hair weren’t exactly

         common in her hometown. Gabe was contradictory. Tough, but a sensitive artist. Street-smart and still compassionate.

      


      Gabe eased back, holding her at arm’s length. Lines furrowed her forehead. “Something’s not right.”


      Carrie looked around. “Everything looks okay to me.”


      “No, just now when you walked in I felt—” Her blue eyes stared so intently Carrie wanted to squirm. Her gaze fell to the messenger

         bag, and her frown became more pronounced. “Maybe I’m just tired.”

      


      Nerves flaring, Carrie pulled away. Gabe couldn’t possibly know what she had in her bag. Sure, Gabe had a highly attuned intuition,

         but she didn’t have X-ray vision. Carrie tried to relax as she stowed it under the register. “Were you up late painting again?”

      


      “I was up late.” She grinned wickedly, her earlier unease erased from her face. “So was Rhys.”


      Carrie grabbed an apron and tied it around her waist. “I can’t decide if I want all the details or if that’d just make me

         jealous.”

      


      “You could find yourself a boy toy.” Gabe held up her hands. “I know, I know. I’m talking crazy, but dusty libraries don’t

         offer orgasmic delights.”

      


      The monk from the monastery came to mind. She remembered her dream, the way he stared at her, all intense, like he wanted

         to eat her up.

      


      Her cheeks went up in flames. Even if she was interested in dating—which she wasn’t—he was so out of her league. Trevor was

         more the type that she usually attracted. Unfortunately. “I’m not sure the type of man I attract can offer orgasmic delights.”

      


      “Bullshit,” Gabe said in her succinct way. “You just need to get out more. It’s not like you’re going to meet a sex god among

         the library stacks.”

      


      “I don’t have time to get out more.” That man’s chiseled face flashed in front of her eyes again, and she knew without a doubt

         that for someone like him she’d be tempted to make time.

      


      But she could resist temptation—all she had to do was think of her childhood and how her mom struggled. That was enough to

         deter her, even when temptation came in such an alluring package.

      


      She shook her head to clear it and turned to find Gabe studying her, eyes narrowed in speculation.


      “Have you met someone?” her friend asked.


      “Yeah, a monk,” she said truthfully but with self-deprecation.


      Gabe rolled her eyes. “A match made in heaven, since you live like a nun.”


      A couple of construction workers walked in, which stalled any more talk of sex. She and Gabe fell into their usual light banter

         as they worked, which made the hours fly by quickly.

      


      A few times, she had the distinct impression she was being watched—by the monk. She looked around, knowing she was being silly.

         No way was he here. It had to be lingering feelings from her dream.

      


      Carrie couldn’t believe it when she looked at the clock and saw it was nine. “Shouldn’t you be going home soon?” she asked

         Gabe as she pulled out a couple bottles of Budweiser.

      


      “Just waiting for Rhys. He said he’d pick me up.”


      As if on cue, Rhys walked in. Tall, dark, and handsome, he was eye candy to the extreme, even with the scar bisecting the

         corner of his lips.

      


      Carrie paused for a moment to admire his sheer masculinity.


      Actually, today he reminded her of the monk. She wrinkled her nose. Strange. By outer appearances they weren’t anything alike.

         Rhys’s hair was cut to precision, and the monk had a wild mane tangling around his face. Rhys also looked like he’d stepped

         out of GQ—a far cry from a coarsely woven brown robe.

      


      Must be the intensity. Rhys had the same focused look about him. Maybe he’d learned it while he’d been at the monastery.


      He walked up to the bar, took Gabe’s hand over the counter, and kissed the inside of her wrist. “Hello, love.”


      Carrie sighed. That was so romantic. She wanted someone to kiss her wrist.


      “Stop drooling.” Gabe took off her apron, wadded it, and tossed it under the counter. “He’s taken.”


      Carrie grinned. “He’s not my type, anyway.”


      “You have a type?” Rhys asked as he sat at the bar.


      Yeah—brooding and blond, apparently. She looked around. She swore she could feel someone watching her. Maybe she was still

         jet-lagged. She shrugged. “One who’s not in love with another woman is a good start.”

      


      Rhys frowned, suddenly alert. He looked around and then settled his piercing gaze on Gabe.


      They may have been together for only a few months, but they were so attuned to each other it was scary. Gabe frowned in return

         and asked, “What is it?”

      


      “I sense—” His eyes narrowed. “Did you raid the safe again?”


      “What? Of course not. I promised I wouldn’t touch the scr—uh, stuff again without your supervision.” She scowled. “Which bites,

         by the way. It’s not like I’m wholly untrustworthy.”

      


      “It’s not a matter of trust.” He took her hand and rubbed her palm with his thumb. “I won’t risk you being hurt.”


      Carrie sighed again. “Be still my heart.”


      Gabe shot her a look of death.


      She grinned. “I love the macho thing. You’re so lucky. The last time a man was protective of me was—well, never.”


      “It’s damn irritating,” her friend grumbled. But Carrie could see her melt under Rhys’s soothing touch.


      “Ready, love?”


      “Yeah.” Gabe ducked under the counter. “Just let me get my things.”


      Rhys watched her walk away, and Carrie almost had to avert her eyes to stop from witnessing his hot, I-want-her-bad gaze.


      “You must come to dinner one of these evenings.” He turned back to her once Gabe disappeared into the back room. “Give your

         eyes a rest from your dense tomes.”

      


      She groaned as she wiped the counter. “The last time I came to dinner, I swear I gained five pounds.”


      “We’ll only serve two desserts instead of five,” Gabe promised, slipping into her sweater as she rejoined them.


      “Or maybe I could work out with you guys.” She waved her arms, trying to look like Jet Li. “You can show me some kung fu moves.”


      “Dream on, babe.” Gabe reached across the counter to give her a one-armed hug. “You’re a cute bunny, not a killer, and I like

         you just the way you are. Get used to it.”

      


      “Maybe I can show you a move or two when she’s not looking,” Rhys said with a hint of a smile. He stood up and stretched to

         kiss Carrie on the cheek. But as he withdrew, his brow furrowed and his hand clamped on her arm.

      


      “Rhys?” she heard Gabe ask distantly.


      His eyes honed sharply on Carrie, and she felt something vague roll through her, disquieting and uncomfortable. His grip tightened

         on her, and confusion twisted his expression.

      


      He wasn’t the only one confused here. Something was going on, but she had no idea what it was. She bit her lip. She only knew

         instinctively that he needed to let her go—now. But when she spoke, her voice came out thin and wispy. “Don’t.”

      


      “Rhys, what the hell?” Gabe grabbed his hand and pulled one of his fingers back, peeling him off.


      “Bloody shite, Gabrielle.” He flexed his fingers as he scowled at her.


      “Well, you were being a freak.” She glanced apologetically at Carrie over her shoulder as she escorted him toward the door.

         “See you tomorrow?”

      


      “Yeah,” she replied automatically, totally confused as she watched them leave.


      What just happened?


      She shook her head. Maybe Gabe would be able to clue her in tomorrow.


      Rolling her shoulders, she looked around at the semi-full bar. No one seemed to be aware of the drama that had just taken

         place. She tried to shake it off, but still she felt like someone had her under a microscope.

      


      One more strange thing to add to the assortment of strangeness that had happened today. She shook her head and went to refill

         pints for a couple regulars at the other end of the bar.

      


   

      Chapter Four


      [image: art]


      The blonde knew Rhys.

      


      Max’s hands fisted in his pockets. His feet pounded the pavement with each step he took to his rental, an echo of the rage

         pounding in his chest.

      


      The blonde knew Rhys. Rhys Llewellyn, the man he once loved like a brother. The man who’d betrayed him. The man whom, for

         the past seven years, he’d hated with every molecule in his being.

      


      He hadn’t expected it. Expected it? Hell—he was in complete shock. Reaching the car, he put his hands on its roof, trying

         to pull himself together.

      


      When he’d disguised himself and gone to her place of employment, he’d thought it’d be a matter of simple observation. He’d

         get to know her routine, perhaps figure out where she’d hidden the texts, retrieve them, and leave—no one the wiser.

      


      But then Rhys had walked in.


      J[image: art]n ch’i swelled in Max, fueled by his fury. He felt it surge through him, leeching from his body. The metal under his hands vibrated,

         and with a low groan the car’s roof began to twist with the force of his anger. When he lifted his head, the top of the Audi

         was a rippled chunk of steel.

      


      With a grunt, Max clicked to disable the lock and slid in, slamming the door shut behind him. Francesca would deal with the

         car. He’d deal with the blonde. And Rhys.

      


      Closing his eyes, he gripped the steering wheel, trying not to picture her in Rhys’s arms. It was all he could see. Her doe

         eyes showering affection on Rhys. Her soft body held in Rhys’s traitorous hands.

      


      Just like Amanda. Although, inexplicably, imagining the blonde in Rhys’s embrace disturbed him far more than actually witnessing

         Amanda in it.

      


      Through sheer force of will he controlled j[image: art]n ch’i and tore off down the street, making it back to the Nikko Hotel in record time. Without a word, he tossed the key to the

         valet and strode through the lobby, to the elevator, and to his suite.

      


      In his room, the curtains were open and San Francisco’s lit skyline lay before him in its glory. He barely saw the view. Instead

         he saw a pair of big brown eyes teasing him with feigned innocence.

      

OEBPS/images/Art_P059.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780446558419.jpg
“A fabulous blend of urban
fantasy and romance.”
—Jeaniene Frost,
New York Times
bestselling author,
on Marked by Passion






OEBPS/images/Art_Popener.jpg





