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Chapter One

	London, 1820

	There was a severed hand in the ballroom. 

	Lady Juliet Cavendish, pausing at the entrance, gaped in horror, for the blackened flesh was perched precariously atop a canopic jar, hardly the proper place for such a specimen. Indeed, one glance told Juliet that the entire ballroom was piled high in disarray, and she loosed a sigh of disgust. 

	Had she been present to oversee the arrival of her father’s latest acquisitions, this clutter could have been prevented. But, apparently, the shipment had been unloaded during the night, and no one had thought to wake her. Although unsurprised by the lapse, Juliet was annoyed by it, for she might have put some order to the objects as they were brought into the house. Now her task of sorting and cataloguing would be doubly difficult. 

	Carefully snatching up the severed hand before it could topple and become damaged, Juliet stepped into the room, weaving her way around heavy crates and statuary toward a massive dining table that had been set over the parquet floor for her use. Unfortunately, she discovered that its surface was heaped high as well. Muttering under her breath about the general carelessness of those responsible, Juliet finally managed to clear a small space on the gleaming mahogany. It took her a few more minutes to locate the pencil and notebooks that had been moved aside, but at last she was prepared to work. 

	Pushing the spectacles up on her nose, she glanced about. Now, where to start? Usually, she would catalogue the heaviest objects first, but one look told her they were scattered, so she decided to reverse the order of her study, beginning with the small pieces on the table. Her gaze immediately traveled to the nearby papyri with longing, but she forced her attention away. She needed to follow a routine, to put order to her disorganized thoughts. Or so she had been told. 

	Giving the area a quick survey, Juliet spied a piece of jewelry that would need to be properly arranged for display, so she considered beginning with it before moving on to the small pottery pieces. She reached out a hand toward the gold necklace only to hesitate. Certainly, such a valuable item must be secured. On the other hand, if she chose the papyri first, she would have a chance to see the ancient writings before anyone else. 

	Juliet’s heart picked up its pace at the thought of viewing the hieroglyphs alone, without the distraction of others, but her fierce desire was soon followed by guilt at her selfishness. Besides, the handling of the old papyri was a delicate procedure. Yet there were other examples of the ancient texts to be seen here, papyrus being only one surface used by the ancient Egyptians, who decorated everything from artwork and statuary to buildings with the mysterious pictures. Certainly no one would know if she took a look at some of those treasures far beyond price that were sitting here, waiting for someone to unlock their secrets... 

	Juliet drew in a deep breath, glanced at the golden rope dangling with delicately fashioned fish that would surely enchant any other woman, then back at a particularly interesting looking stela not far away, and she could not help herself. Discipline, she was often reminded, was not one of her strong suits and was to be cultivated. And she would cultivate it, Juliet vowed—just not today. 

	Stepping away from the table, she made her way carefully to the tall piece of limestone. In awe, she reached out a hand to touch the painted surface and felt an immediate connection to a past, long gone, when some scribe had created these images. They spoke to her, trying to convey his message, if only she could understand, and soon her cursory examination turned into serious study. As was her wont, she began copying the inscription as exactly as possible, the color to be added later. 

	So absorbed was she in her task that at first Juliet heard nothing beyond the scratching of her pencil in the stillness of the vast room. But gradually she became aware of another sound, a low rumble, like the drone of a bee, and Juliet glanced about her in puzzlement, for surely no insect could flourish in the dismal chill of a London autumn. 

	Juliet told herself it must be the wind, rushing through the cracks and crevices that even the tightest window could not fail to admit, though the early morning sun gleaming through the glass gave no hint of a blustery day. Shaking her head, she attempted to ignore the humming, but as though determined to gain her attention, it grew louder, forcing her to halt her work. 

	Kneeling on the floor, she stilled, listening intently, only to again be reminded of a bee, although a single insect could hardly be held responsible for this din. Mayhap an entire hive, Juliet amended, momentarily alarmed at the thought. She could not imagine how such a nest could have been imported into the house and was trying to think of a logical explanation when the sound became louder and more distinctive. No longer a simple buzz, it more resembled a moan, and Juliet felt the hairs on the back of her neck rise. 

	Suddenly, her quiet morning of study turned eerie, the ancient objects surrounding her transforming the ballroom of her father’s town house into an alien landscape of ominous portents. Holding her body rigid, Juliet slowly turned her head to the left, in the direction of the sound. Although antiquities of various sizes and shapes littered the floor, her gaze settled unerringly upon that which occupied most of the area within her line of sight, the largest and most valuable of her father’s acquisitions, an alabaster mummy case. 

	A vast reliquary with a majesty above and beyond the more ordinary discoveries, it stood alone, as if even the loutish workmen dared not mar its gleaming surface, carved with a multitude of figures, precise and elegant. Indeed, the heavy piece was illuminated by a shaft of sunlight falling through the tall windows as though directed by some unseen hand, making it seem to glow from within. 

	Juliet stared for a moment, transfixed, before reason asserted itself. Obviously, the unusual effect was caused by a trick of light, coupled with the fact that the case was uncluttered and lay separate from the other items, except for a wooden crate that leaned against one side. Juliet frowned at the sight, and when a particularly odd noise assaulted her senses, she wondered if she ought to upright the container or remove it altogether. It appeared, for one wild moment, as though the mummy was making known its displeasure at the encroachment. 

	Juliet smiled shakily, for that flight of fancy was wholly unlike her usual clear thinking. Despite the elaborate mummifying process, the ancient Egyptians were gone, and their remains, though well preserved, had no sensate ability to observe or complain about their surroundings. Everything in the ballroom had been dead or discarded for centuries, yet Juliet’s gaze stole toward the table, where the severed hand, quite naturally, remained in its place. 

	Drawing a deep breath, Juliet took firm control of herself. Obviously, there was a reason for the continuing, if sporadic, sounds that were emanating from the mummy case, or rather, from that general direction. And, just as obviously, she would have to determine the source herself by gaining a closer look. She stood at once, for it never occurred to her to summon help or disturb her father. She was accustomed to taking care of herself, and, more importantly, of her father’s collection. 

	Straightening to her full height, Juliet stepped away from the stela and turned toward the ancient resting place of the dead. As she inched closer, the droning became louder, and her heart hammered with a sense of dread. Moving as quietly as possible, she realized she was holding her breath and released it slowly. Even though she tried firmly to restore order to her wayward thoughts, several highly illogical possibilities coursed through her brain—at least until she heard a new diversion, something that resembled a snort. 

	It was more bizarre than eerie, and sparked by curiosity, Juliet stopped beside the crate and looked down. Although unsure what she would discover, she certainly was not expecting a pair of boots. Modern in origin, dirty, and worn, they did not qualify as antiquities. Blinking, she followed the faded leather from scuffed toes up to where they ended in an equally disreputable pair of breeches sticking out of the straw that filled the crate. 

	For a moment, Juliet feared that a dead body, or at least one that was not mummified, had somehow been transported into the ballroom. But that outlandish supposition did not explain the noise that had interrupted her work. A corpse, whether preserved or not, could make no sounds. Sidestepping the footwear, she moved before the crate and peered into it, only to gasp aloud at the sight that met her gaze. 

	The owner of the boots was reclining inside as though in his own boudoir, and he was definitely not dead, for a hideous cacophony issued from him, which Juliet recognized as the mysterious sounds that had so disturbed her. No bees or errant winds or ghostly chants were at work here. Her precious labors had been cut short by the rude, nasal eruptions from this fellow, a behavior commonly known as snoring, but with which Juliet was not very familiar. Although once in awhile a footman might fall asleep at his post after a long night, she could hardly compare that gentle wheezing to this alarming din. 

	Hands upon her hips, Juliet leaned over to glare at the man with distaste. A thick lock of dark hair obscured his forehead, while the rest of his face sported a day’s growth of unshaven stubble in keeping with the dirty state of his garments. He probably was some denizen of the docks hired to help unload the shipment, but who could not be trusted even to provide that menial service. 

	Undoubtedly, he had found this niche early on and slept off a drunk instead. With workmen such as this one, it was no wonder the collection was in such disarray. Only such an ignorant ruffian would dare make a bed in something used to transport antiquities, then tilt it against a priceless artifact. The thought of that perfidy moved Juliet to action, and without pausing to summon a footman or even consider her course, she loosed her temper on the miscreant. 

	“You there! Come out at once!” she demanded, to no avail. The wretched creature slept on, snores punctuating his every breath. Juliet looked about for an object with which to poke him, but everything in the room was too precious for such a purpose, so she nudged him with her toe, encased in an elegant silk slipper. 

	“You, sir! Off with you!” she cried. When the fellow still didn’t stir, Juliet moved to the rear of the crate and pushed, trying to dislodge it, as well as its occupant. However, he must have been heavier than he looked because the sturdy wood beneath him wouldn’t budge. With a grunt, Juliet tried again, throwing all of her weight against the edge, and she felt a surge of triumph as the box tipped and fell forward, spilling its contents onto the parquet floor. 

	Or at least that’s what was supposed to happen. But as soon as the crate began to tilt, the slumbering figure erupted from the interior so swiftly that before Juliet could blink, he was crouching before her in a threatening stance, a knife in one outstretched hand. Startled by this sudden transformation from layabout to menace, she could only gape as dark eyes bored into her in a bold fashion more unsettling than the weapon he was holding. 

	“Who the devil are you?” he demanded. 

	Juliet could well have asked the same, for his deep voice and well-modulated tones were hardly those of the slum dweller she had deemed him. Most likely, it was his speech that made her continue staring at him, instead of calling for a footman. Or maybe it was his brown eyes, the color of the dark, mysterious paints of the ancients, and rife with far more intelligence than she would have imagined. Obviously, this was no common sot. Yet he was dangerous, perhaps too dangerous to unleash upon the unsuspecting household help, Juliet thought, deciding to handle the man herself rather than cause the sort of furor her father despised. 

	Taking a deep breath, she asserted herself. “See here, you cannot sleep off your drunk in this house. Now, be off with you,” she said, waving in the general direction of the door. 

	Instead of obeying, the fellow looked as though her attempts to shoo him away were lunatic. Glancing quickly about, as if to assess his surroundings, he slipped the blade into the top of his boot, of all places. Then, with one smooth motion, he straightened to a height that made it plain to see why he had been so difficult to budge. He stood taller than six feet, towering above Juliet even though she was not particularly dainty. He was lean, but wide-shouldered and long-legged, and tossing his head back, he looked down at her out of a sun-bronzed face cut from the classic lines of an aristocrat, not a dockside drunkard. 

	Juliet’s lips parted in surprise, and her heart, which had remained steady throughout the brief encounter, suddenly started pounding again as though threatened by some unseen force. Although his knife was sheathed, the man seemed more dangerous now than before, and she realized that she was in the ballroom, bereft of servants, alone with a stranger—a tall, rather muscular and unsavory stranger. She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Instead, she studied him as she would a fine piece of sculpture, noticing things like the creases at the corners of his eyes, the thickness of his dark lashes, and the unruliness of his dark hair. All of it extremely unsavory, of course. 

	It was only when Juliet realized that she, too, was the subject of excessive scrutiny, that she found her voice once more. The man’s glare had turned into a gleam of assessment as he looked her up and down in a way that proclaimed him devoid of manners or morals. Flushing at her own lapse of breeding, Juliet cleared her throat. 

	“Be off with you, now, or I shall be forced to call the staff,” she said, though her voice lacked its usual crispness. 

	The rogue not only ignored her demand, but seemed to lose all interest in her. Lifting a tanned and long-fingered hand, he ran it through his dark hair as he glanced around the ballroom. “Where’s Carlyle?” he asked. 

	“The Earl of Carlyle? I hardly think that’s any of your concern,” Juliet said. Although she had disdained his brazen inspection of her, the sudden loss of his attention was equally frustrating. She might be accustomed to the subtle dismissals of the men in her life, but she refused to be ignored by this interloper. 

	“Now, see, here—” Juliet began, only to be cut off as the fellow turned away from her. 

	“Is there a place where I can wash up?” he asked, tossing the question over his shoulder. 

	“Certainly not!” Juliet said, hurrying after him as best she could while trying not to brush her long skirts against the artifacts. Luckily, he paused at the ballroom entrance, and there she caught him, reaching out to grasp an arm encased in worn, stained linen. 

	Though not particularly large, the arm was shockingly hard with muscle, and heat seeped through the cloth, warming her fingers. But neither observation startled Juliet as much as a tingling sensation in her  hand, something vaguely akin to that excitement she felt when touching an artifact of great interest. Suddenly, the past and the future seemed to converge in one dizzying moment, and Juliet stared up into the stranger’s face. 

	“Who are you?” she whispered. 

	He gave her an odd glance through narrowed eyes, whether annoyed by her presumption at seizing him or for some other reason, Juliet didn’t know. But he finally answered. “I’m Morgan Beauchamp, and I’m in charge of this collection.” 

	Juliet’s fingers fell away, as though burned, so shocked was she by his reply. She knew the name, having heard her father speak it often enough. Indeed, it sometimes seemed as though her father could speak of little else but the man he had engaged to procure his antiquities. Obviously, her father’s faith has not been misplaced, for Mr. Beauchamp had proven quite successful. He had returned from Egypt with an impressive array of objects, which he had duly delivered to her father’s town house, apparently in the dead of night. But now his job was over. He was not in charge of the collection, not now, not ever. 

	Recovering from her initial dismay, Juliet lifted her chin. “I fear you are mistaken, Mr. Beauchamp,” she said as firmly as possible. 

	His response was an annoying smirk, reminiscent of so many male dismissals of her and her abilities. And although she had spent a lifetime submitting to such condescension, Juliet was determined to hold her ground. Something about this tall, arrogant male had roused her dormant temper. Perhaps it was his snoring. 

	“You were hired to acquire these items, and your task is finished,” Juliet said. 

	“Look, miss—” he began. 

	But Juliet stopped him. “Lady. Lady Juliet Cavendish. The Earl of Carlyle is my father,” she said, expecting the deference due her title, at least. 

	“Look, lady, I don’t care who you are,” Beauchamp said, lifting a hand to point at his wide chest. “I’m the one responsible for these artifacts.” 

	Juliet caught her breath, for never had anyone spoken to her in such a way. She might have accepted the subtle snubs of her male colleagues, but she wasn’t going to swallow this outrageous insult. “You may have found these pieces and overseen their shipment, but that hardly qualifies you to catalogue or preserve them,” she said, standing toe to toe with the man. 

	Beauchamp shrugged, as though he didn’t have time for her. “Look, Lady Juliet, if you want to go inspect the merchandise, I don’t care, but you’d better be careful.” 

	He was advising her? Juliet trembled with rage. “Just as careful as you have been unloading them in a haphazard jumble, to be placed one atop another? I’ll be surprised if the papyri aren’t crushed by your negligence,” she said, sweeping an arm toward the disarray in the ballroom. 

	He scowled at her. “Your father was in a hurry. He told me to hire a few men at the docks to unload as soon as possible.” 

	“So you just let them toss priceless artifacts, that you have been well paid to transport, just anywhere while you slept?” Juliet asked. 

	His dark eyes glittered, and Juliet took a step backward, but she refused to let the man intimidate her. Should Mr. Beauchamp press her, she would happily tell him that she found him far worse than a common laborer sleeping off a drunk, for such men were to be excused for their carelessness, while he knew better. 

	Or did he? Despite the impressive results of his efforts, Mr. Beauchamp could hardly be deemed a scholar, or even a gentleman. He was one of those opportunists who trafficked in collectibles solely for the sake of his own profit, and as far as Juliet was concerned, he was one step above the grave robbers of yore. 

	Oh, he provided a service, as did others of his ilk, she acknowledged, for the vast, mysterious country of Egypt and its fascinating history had been lost in shadow for centuries. It had been a lawless land in which travelers were unwelcome and imperiled until Napoleon, in what might be construed as his only good deed, had opened up the country with his invasion of 1798. Thankfully, the Frenchman took with him, not only soldiers, but a group of savants, experts in every field of study, who were to observe and document the country. 

	When Napoleon’s army later surrendered to the British, the savants ceded some spectacular finds, including the famous stone found at Rosetta, which many thought held the key to deciphering the hieroglyphs. And the reports of the returning scholars were breathtaking, especially Vivant Denon’s gorgeous volume of notes and drawings, published in 1802. 

	Suddenly, Europe was seized by a mania for all things Egyptian. Museums sprang up, and men like Juliet’s father were building illustrious private collections. Although some decried the removal of artifacts from their native land, at least these intellectuals were preserving history. Men like Morgan Beauchamp, on the other hand, were only lining their pockets and, obviously, cared little about their finds once payment was received. 

	As though to ward off the scorn that must have shown on her face, Beauchamp held up his hands. “I beg your pardon, my lady, but I’ve been up all night, and I dozed off after the men were finished. I won’t be faulted for sleeping when I get the chance because there have been plenty of times when I’ve gone without. And I’ve had worse berths than a crate.” 

	Juliet flushed at the intimate turn of the conversation. How had they moved from the care of his cargo to his sleeping arrangements? Unbidden, the image of Mr. Beauchamp reclining upon some foreign couch, attended by harem women, flashed through her mind, and Juliet firmly dismissed it. 

	She drew herself up and looked him in the eye. “You, Mr. Beauchamp, are clearly not a gentleman, for a gentleman would concede his fault and be gone.” 

	“Well, there you are right,” Beauchamp said. He smiled slowly, revealing a set of straight white teeth that would be the envy of anyone, and Juliet found herself staring, her heart somehow racing again as one corner of his mouth kicked upward. Although she had never found lips particularly appealing, his were somehow interesting—at least as long as their owner didn’t speak. 

	“Because I’m no gentleman,” he added, grinning wickedly. 

	Juliet’s good sense, momentarily suspended, reasserted itself with a vengeance. “Out!” she shouted, gesturing in the general direction of the town house’s exit. “Get out of here immediately, or I shall call a footman to toss you out!” Indeed, one was probably responding to the sound of her raised voice, an unheard-of occurrence in the household. 

	But her outburst, however atypical and astonishing, had no effect on Mr. Beauchamp. Instead of being intimidated by her threat, he simply laughed, making Juliet wonder if there were enough men in the entire town house to get rid of him. If there weren’t, she would be happy to lend a hand—or foot—to the cause. 

	“I’m not going anywhere,” he said. “And since I don’t plan to have anything to do with you, you can go back to your pianoforte and your tea things and stay out of my way. I’m here to put the collection in order for the earl and his Egypt expert.” 

	At this declaration, Juliet stilled. Then she slowly crossed her arms over her chest. “Egypt expert?” 

	“Yes,” Beauchamp said, looking impatient. 

	“Ah,” Juliet murmured. She paused for the maximum effect before donning the same sort of smug expression that he wore. “That expert would be me.” 

	Juliet had the fleeting pleasure of watching surprise flash cross his face before he threw back his head and laughed. His response, unusual though it might be, was just as infuriating as the more polite expression of disbelief with which others greeted her expertise. 

	Over the years, Juliet had hardened herself to such treatment, so his outrageous response did little more than prick her already loosed temper. What hurt was her father’s apparent lack of faith. He knew her to be more knowledgeable than most scholars, so why would he put this rogue in charge instead of his own daughter? 

	“Look, miss, uh, Lady Juliet,” Beauchamp said, when he managed to stop laughing. “I realize that every member of the ton, worth his or her misplaced title, feels they must dabble in the mania of the moment, but can’t you find another hobby, like needlework?” 

	Even the elegant lines of his face couldn’t soften his smirk, and Juliet itched to slap his tanned cheek. Instead, she asked him a simple question in Coptic, the old language of the Christians of Egypt. 

	Beauchamp’s eyes narrowed, and she realized that he recognized something familiar in the speech that was nonetheless foreign to him. His reaction was almost laughable, and Juliet allowed herself another small smile, albeit not a smirk. 

	“So you don’t speak Coptic? What about Arabic? Or do you communicate with the natives through a series of grunts and hand signals?” Juliet asked, her contempt obvious. 

	When Beauchamp didn’t reply, she continued. “I have a grasp of Syriac, Chaldean, Sanskrit, and Persian, among other languages, which are most helpful in my studies of the hieroglyphs. Are you even familiar with the writings found on the stone at Rosetta? Did you know that ground-breaking work is being undertaken to decipher the hieroglyphs, based upon the three languages written on the stone?” 

	It was now his turn to gape at her, and Juliet enjoyed every moment. “Can you tell me the names of the rulers of ancient Egypt as they are now known? Where—” she began, but Beauchamp held up a hand to halt her questioning. Although Juliet suspected he was rarely at a loss, he recovered himself quickly and shrugged, as if such knowledge was useless. 

	But Juliet knew it was not. “Then perhaps you can tell me what possible contribution, beyond obtaining it, that you can make to the organization and study of this collection?” she asked. 

	His dark eyes narrowed, and his even darker brows lowered. “Well, I can tell you where everything was found and when and how,” he said. “Since I was there.” 

	“Which should all be detailed in your accompanying materials,” Juliet said, scornfully. She would give no quarter to the man simply for traveling to Egypt, while she could not. 

	Beauchamp’s lips quirked, an ominous sign. “Well, I promised your father that I’d stay around to help sort out my, uh, notes. There really wasn’t time to document the pieces thoroughly since we left Egypt in a hurry. You see, there was a slight misunderstanding over permits,” he said, with an unapologetic grin. 

	Juliet stared in shock, for she knew that the Egyptian government issued permits to allow any excavation or transportation of antiquities. “You stole all this?” she asked, her voice rising once more. 

	“Of course not,” Beauchamp said, though he didn’t look appalled or even offended by the accusation. “As I said, there was a little misunderstanding over the permits. Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it.” 

	Juliet could think of nothing less assuring, and she was just about to say so, in no uncertain terms, when she heard the sound of heavy footsteps approaching the ballroom. Unless Beauchamp had some cronies stashed about the town house, it was her father. She stepped back. 

	“Aha! Beauchamp!” The Earl of Carlyle greeted this perpetrator of fraud, if not outright theft, with a hearty slap on the back. Only then did he notice Juliet. 

	“Ah, I see you’ve met my daughter. Splendid!” her father said, rubbing his hands together. “You’ll find her to be an excellent little worker. I’m sure you two will have this collection catalogued and ready for display in no time at all.” 

	Juliet smiled weakly. Fluent in several languages and more learned than most scholars on the subject of Egypt, she found the accolade “excellent little worker” faint praise, especially when recommending her to Mr. Beauchamp. She did not dispute it, however, focusing instead on her concerns about the antiquities themselves. “But, father, there appears to be some question of the legality of the new arrivals.” 

	“Nonsense, Juliet!” her father said, with a snort and a scowl. He did not like objections or arguments, as Juliet well knew, but he quickly resumed his jovial manner, presumably for Beauchamp’s sake. 

	“Now, don’t worry your pretty head about such things,” he said. “You can leave that business to Beauchamp. Just give him a hand with ordering the finds and make sure you get all the information down neatly,” he said with a firm air of dismissal. 

	Although she could do nothing except defer to her father, when he looked away, Juliet glared daggers at Beauchamp, who was oddly reticent for a man who ought to be gloating. Well, let him gloat and let him posture, Juliet vowed, for she knew that no matter what any of them said or did, she was the one who would catalogue this collection, not her father or this arrogant ruffian. 

	When her father drew the rogue away for some private conference, Juliet loosed a sigh of relief, the unusual tension that gripped her body easing slightly. She turned back to her work, for despite the circumstances, she was determined to do her best—within limits. 

	She might be forced to work with Morgan Beauchamp, but that did not mean she had to like it. 

	 

	
Chapter Two

	Morgan leaned back his head and groaned in pure bliss. Who would have thought the old earl would have a bathing room with piped in water, hot enough to drive away the chill of this wretched climate? It was a blessed relief after the long sea voyage and the less than rigorous personal hygiene practiced in Egypt. As much as Morgan disdained his homeland, there were some advantages, such as running water, soft beds, clean linen... and an expert unlike any he had ever seen. 

	Morgan frowned as the vision of the earl’s daughter sprang too quickly to mind. Of course, she didn’t look anything like her father, a rather swarthy, fat fellow with more money than scruples. He was one of those outwardly genial men whom people often underestimated. But Morgan had not made that mistake, and so far he had no cause for complaint. 

	The earl’s daughter was another matter entirely. Lady Juliet wasn’t the least bit swarthy or fat, but slender and taller than most women with a thick mane of golden hair that seemed to defy confinement. And although a pair of spectacles perched upon her nose, they couldn’t hide the elegant lines of her face. Suffused with a heat that didn’t come from the pipes, Morgan sank beneath the water to give himself a good dunking. 

	Upon surfacing, he reminded himself that no matter how beautiful she might appear, like most women of her ilk, Lady Juliet was a spoiled, selfish creature whose goal in life was to marry well—meaning into even more power and wealth. In fact, Morgan wondered why she wasn’t wed already, for she was hardly a schoolgirl. He grunted. No doubt, she and her greedy father were holding out for the highest bidder. 

	And if that wasn’t enough to disgust him, the lady had made her contempt for Morgan, positioned as he was at the opposite end of her tidy world, quite clear. So what if she had eyes the color of sun-drenched dunes to go with that downy hair? She also had a tart tongue and a penchant for interference. 

	That thought made Morgan reach for the soap, for he wondered just what she was doing with his collection while he was enjoying his leisurely soak. Well, maybe it wasn’t exactly his collection, at least not anymore. But it remained his responsibility for now even if the earl held title to it all. And so what if the old man owned everything? Morgan preferred the cold, hard cash he had received. 

	What would he do with all those artifacts anyway? He didn’t believe in too many possessions, and he wasn’t a rich dilettante with nothing better to do than buy the spoils of someone else’s toil. He could not fathom spending his time sitting around admiring his treasures or, worse yet, showing them off to the idiots who clamored for Egyptian antiquities because it was fashionable. 

	With a snort, Morgan rose dripping from the marble bath and grabbed a clean set of clothes. Maybe he wouldn’t be keeping his finds, but the earl had put him in charge of documenting them, and he’d be damned if he would let some haughty aristocrat take over what he had fought to obtain. So what if that aristocrat had a disconcerting amount of knowledge to go with her flawless skin? He would just take advantage of the former, while ignoring the latter. 

	It certainly wasn’t the memory of that golden skin that sent Morgan downstairs in such a hurry, but concern for the collection for which he was accountable. The earl had made that responsibility quite clear, at least to Morgan, and if his daughter gave any arguments... Well, Morgan would be happy to put her in her place. 

	The notion made Morgan’s lips quirk in anticipation of another confrontation, but when he reached the ballroom, he discovered that the lady wasn’t alone. Not that he wanted her alone, particularly, but he sure didn’t want anyone else rummaging amongst his finds. Morgan swore under his breath. Next time he was going to take better notes, so he wouldn’t have to stay and see what a mess was made of his hard-won treasures. 

	“Hey! Watch what you’re about,” Morgan called as the other occupant of the room, an overdressed coxcomb, tried to move a heavy stela. 

	At the sound, the fellow straightened and turned, confirming Morgan’s opinion of his type. Slender and pale with nearly colorless hair, he looked at Morgan with an arrogance born of centuries of inbreeding among the upper classes. Undoubtedly rich, stupid, and useless, he was just the sort of character Morgan most despised. 

	“I beg your pardon?” the fellow asked in offended accents. 

	Morgan bared his teeth. “Be careful with that. I didn’t drag it all the way to England just to watch you break it.” 

	“Now, see here—” the coxcomb began with a huff, only to be cut off by Lady Juliet. Although she now looked to be a proper English noblewoman, cool, calm and remote, Morgan wasn’t fooled. That fly-away hair and a pulse throbbing in her throat gave away her volatile character - at least to anyone who had been a victim of it. 

	“Sir Lyndhurst, this is Mr. Beauchamp, the procurer of these items,” she said, without even glancing his way. 

	Morgan’s eyes narrowed. Although her perfectly composed expression revealed nothing of her intent, she made him sound like someone who provided a certain type of woman for a man’s usage. And Morgan didn’t like it. 

	“Mr. Beauchamp, may I present Sir Cyril Lyndhurst, a noted scholar and expert on Egypt,” she said, with a smooth gesture of one slender hand. 

	Morgan tore his gaze away from her fingers to flick a glance at the coxcomb. “Lyndhurst, you say? The name is unfamiliar,” he said, with a shrug of dismissal. While the coxcomb huffed his outrage, Morgan returned his attention to the lady. Was her lip twitching in amusement, or did she have a tic? 

	“Mr. Beauchamp is here to assist in organizing and cataloguing the collection,” she said. 

	Morgan lifted his brows at her choice of words, which made it seem that he would be taking orders from her, a ludicrous possibility, especially since she was a woman. But he let the statement go for now. Soon enough he would make quite clear to the lady just who was in charge, and he would enjoy it, too. Morgan grinned. 

	“But, I thought... I... How is that possible?” the coxcomb stammered. “Surely this, this treasure hunter cannot provide any valuable input to serious scholars!” 

	“Nonetheless, father wants him to stay on to assist—” Lady Juliet began. 

	“Oversee,” Morgan put in, with a smirk. 

	“—the collection,” the lady added, giving him a look. 

	Morgan gave her one right back, but to his disappointment she didn’t respond. Apparently, she maintained the genteel lady demeanor for the benefit of those such as the coxcomb here, while Morgan was treated to the less politic version, at least in private. After a moment’s consideration, Morgan realized that he had the better half. After all, had she ever shouted at the coxcomb or grabbed him by the arm? 

	“Why, that’s preposterous!” Lyndhurst said, fuming. Morgan thought so, too, until he realized the coxcomb was objecting to him managing the cataloguing or assisting. Or both. 

	Morgan frowned and braced himself for Lady Juliet’s next words. No doubt, she would enlighten Lyndhurst as to the state of Morgan’s notes, so that the two dilettantes could chortle in superior fashion over his inadequacies. 

	Well, let them. That little dustup over permits wasn’t his fault. Egypt under Ali was a complicated morass of politics, bribery, and treachery that neither one of these two knew a thing about. They wouldn’t last a day in the country, Morgan thought, though the feisty Lady Juliet might fare better than the coxcomb. Eyeing her sharply, Morgan waited, but to his surprise, she gave no further explanation for his presence. 

	The coxcomb hardly gave her time. “Preposterous, Juliet, utterly preposterous!” he repeated. Either he was not used to accommodating anyone else, or his vocabulary was limited. 

	“Be that as it may—” the lady began. 

	“Now, just wait a minute—” Morgan cut in. 

	Lady Juliet appeared not to have heard him even though he was standing only a few feet away. “Father is determined that Mr. Beauchamp be given every consideration,” she noted before turning to give Morgan a faint smile. 

	Morgan didn’t smile back. If she thought to make up for her insinuations with some false cordiality, she was mistaken. And if she intended to ignore him, she was in for a surprise. Capturing her gaze with his own, Morgan glared at her, but the lady didn’t flinch. In fact, she stared, as if unable to look away, and Morgan felt a swift surge of triumph. 

	Unfortunately, his brief sense of victory was replaced by a fascination with the color of her eyes. Morgan was seized by an urge to get closer, to see them better, and had nearly stepped forward when a nasally sound stopped him. 

	Lyndhurst was choking or snorting, but Morgan was grateful for the annoying noise that brought him to his senses. He moved back, away from the earl’s daughter, feeling disoriented and more than a bit wary. 

	“Well, I suppose if the earl has made up his mind in this regard—” the coxcomb began. 

	“He has,” Lady Juliet said, a bit breathlessly. She had ducked her head, and Morgan found that he missed seeing those eyes, even though they were so often obscured by the spectacles. He shook his head. He really needed to get home more often, if he was swooning over a woman like this. 

	“I see,” Lyndhurst said, with a frown of distaste. Although he appeared to be extremely unhappy with the situation, he made no move to seek out the earl for argument, which made Morgan wonder if he really was a scholar or simply a dabbler. Leaning against the table, Morgan crossed his arms over his chest, weary of the fellow’s posturing. 

	However, Lyndhurst wasn’t about to give in gracefully. “And just what assistance is Mr. Beauchamp to provide?” 

	How about if I help you out of the room? Morgan thought. Instead, he let his lips curve into a smirk. “The kind of assistance that comes from being the only one who knows just where these objects were found. The kind of experience that comes from being the only person here to ever step foot in Egypt.” 

	Lyndhurst looked like he was going to choke again, presumably on his overweening self importance, but before he could erupt, Lady Julie stepped in. “Mr. Beauchamp wants to go over his notes and make sure that all of his pertinent observations are recorded when the items are catalogued.” 

	“I see,” the coxcomb said stiffly. “Well, if you will excuse me then, I shall return to my work. I was going to make a wax impression of this stela. I assume no one has thought to do so?” 

	Although the coxcomb still wore an expression of superiority, Morgan shrugged, dismissing the question. He had brought back the stela itself, so what need would he have for a copy? 

	Lyndhurst then turned to Lady Juliet. “You didn’t begin without me, did you, Juliet?” he asked, in an accusing tone. 

	Juliet? Why was the coxcomb calling the lady by her first name? And why was he using that tone with her? Morgan’s eyes narrowed. 

	“No, Cyril. I have only just begun myself. It seems that the shipment was unloaded during the night, and no one thought to wake me,” she said, obviously displeased with that turn of events. 

	The coxcomb either didn’t notice her distress—or didn’t care—for he assumed an even more priggish expression. “And that is as it should be. You should hardly be up and about at all hours, let alone amongst rough workmen,” he scolded, glancing sharply toward Morgan. 

	Morgan’s fingers twitched with the urge to show the fellow just how rough he was, but he figured it was only polite to let the lady give him a good poke first. He turned to Lady Cavendish, but to his surprise she only stiffened and glanced away. What had happened to the woman who had matched him toe to toe only a short while ago? She had turned into a stiff-lipped English noble, on her best behavior for another of her ilk. Morgan snorted. 

	“Mr. Beauchamp?” she said, no doubt offended by his snort. He gave her a questioning look, which she promptly returned. “I’m waiting.” 

	Morgan stared at her. Did she think he would apologize for any rude noises? If so, she would be waiting a good long time. And, of course, now that he knew how much they annoyed her, Morgan would have to make even more rude noises. 

	She eyed him expectantly. “For your notes?” she prompted. 

	Oh, those. In the heat of the moment, Morgan had nearly forgotten about them. With a shrug, he turned toward the stack of materials he had brought back with him. They had to be somewhere around here, didn’t they? He rooted around the table, ignoring his companion’s sounds of dismay and pushing aside some pottery, until he found the precious volumes. 

	“Where shall we begin?” he asked. He reached for the topmost book, but the drawings and notes that were stuffed inside spilled forth, scattering onto the surface of the table. Morgan frowned. Perhaps he could have organized things a bit better, but he had been forced to pack in a hurry. 

	The sound of a gasp made him look up. Lady Juliet appeared so horrified that Morgan glanced around to make sure there were no crocodiles or knife-wielding natives sneaking up on them. All he saw was Lyndhurst glaring.

	“What?” Morgan demanded. He was tempted to go over there and give Lyndhurst the poke he well deserved, but the man’s attitude had an unexpected side effect. In an apparent effort to maintain the decorum she now cultivated, Lady Juliet leaned close to Morgan. 

	“We must try to conduct our work as quietly as possible,” she whispered, and Morgan decided he might have to thank the coxcomb, especially when he caught a whiff of womanly scent. Delicate and clean, it wasn’t the sort of perfume liberally applied by ladies of the ton. Most likely, Lady Juliet used a subtly fragrant soap, but after the often overwhelming odors of Egypt, Morgan found it delightful. He bent nearer. 

	Unfortunately, she straightened, and a deep inhalation only filled his nostrils with musty air from the nearby antiquities. Frowning, Morgan watched as she gathered up the fallen papers, pointing suddenly at a sheet containing one of his better descriptions. 

	“What is this?” she asked. Although she spoke softly, her words held a hard edge that she hadn’t used in her conversations with Lyndhurst. Morgan didn’t know whether to feel irritated or privileged. 

	He leaned forward, squinted at the paper and smiled, pleased that she had chosen that particular passage. “Well—” he began. 

	But she cut him off in an outraged whisper. “I can’t read that! What kind of writing is that? I’ve read centuries-old scribbling that was more legible.” 

	So the termagant was back? Morgan found he wasn’t as eager to welcome her as he thought. He reared back, ready to argue, but she was too quick. Already, the lady had pulled one of his less accurate drawings from the stack. 

	“And just what is this? How am I supposed to correctly decipher hieroglyphs from this?” she demanded. Without waiting for his answer, she went on in a rush. “Think of all the magnificent depictions undertaken by Denon and those who, at the risk of their lives, preserved the original renderings as closely as possible for prosperity, for scholarly study. And I am served with this?” she asked, letting the paper drop back onto the pile. “Why on earth did you travel to Egypt?” 

	“Not for prosperity or scholarly study,” Morgan said, angry now. 

	“I can see that,” she said, her voice rising. 

	“Oh, can you? I didn’t think you could see beyond the nose on your face!” Morgan shot back. They stood facing each other now, and he noticed a faint flush in her cheeks, framed by wisps of blond hair that had come loose from their mooring. His gaze dipped lower to her slightly parted lips, and lower still to shapely breasts that were rising and falling with each rapid breath. Sadly, those breasts were well covered by a modest garment that defied the fashion for low-cut gowns. Morgan nearly sighed in disappointment. 

	“I see very well, thank you, but you... What are you looking at?” she asked. 

	Although the query forced him to abandon his scrutiny of the area in question, Morgan only shrugged. “All right, so maybe I’m not the greatest artist around—” he began. 

	“Then you hire someone else who is!” she said, glaring up at him. 

	“Look, my lady, you may be able to recite a lot of facts, but you have no idea what the real Egypt is like, so don’t try to tell me my business!” Morgan said, pointing an outstretched finger at her in emphasis. 

	“Don’t you dare raise a hand to me!” she said. Reaching out, she grasped hold of his fist, pointing finger and all. 

	And that’s when everything changed. 

	She wore no gloves and neither did he, so their skin met unfettered, hers warm and soft, yet firm and strong. The contact sent such a jolt through Morgan that he felt it down to his toes. It was like the exhilaration of discovering a long hidden treasure, only with something else added, something that made him want to sweep every valuable artifact off the mahogany table and take Lady Juliet right there on the gleaming surface. Struck dumb by the sudden surge of desire, Morgan stared wide-eyed at the earl’s daughter, who looked just as dazed as he felt. Luckily for them—or perhaps not—they weren’t alone. 

	“I say, can’t you two speak in measured tones over there?” The coxcomb’s voice rang out loudly above the sound of their own rapid breaths. “Every time I begin my work, my concentration is broken by your shouting.” 

	Morgan swung his head toward the coxcomb in alarm, but Lyndhurst seemed oblivious to the fact that he and the lady were standing far closer than decorum allowed, their hands entwined. Unfortunately, Lady Juliet was not quite as dull-witted, and she jerked her fingers away as though she had been burned. 

	“I tell you that I simply cannot work under these conditions,” Lyndhurst said. “I’m certain this fellow is accustomed to less civilized environments, but I’m surprised at you, Juliet, for allowing yourself to sink to his level of manners. I cannot think this is what your father had in mind when he asked you to assist in the cataloguing.” 

	Morgan’s eyes narrowed. Who was this idiot, and why did he talk to the earl’s daughter that way? And why was he calling her Juliet? Perhaps he was a relative, though the two looked nothing alike. Of course, in ton society, that meant little, for relations by name were not always by blood. And some men felt any connection gave them license to ill-treat women. 

	Morgan’s sense of honor hadn’t been heard from in so long that he barely recognized it when it stirred. Still, he opened to mouth to defend the lady’s arguments as being perfectly reasonable, although he hadn’t thought so at the time. But when he glanced at Lady Cavendish, he was shocked to see her transform before his eyes, stiffening and then disappearing into herself until nothing was left except a beautiful shell. 

	“I beg your pardon, Mr. Beauchamp. I’m sure you did your best,” she murmured, as cold and lifeless as a doll. 

	Morgan frowned. He didn’t know whether to shake the coxcomb or the lady herself. “No, you’re right,” he said. “I didn’t copy the hieroglyphs very well, but the artist who was traveling with me died before he could complete much work. And although more people are visiting the country, competent artists willing to brave the conditions are few.” 

	“Yes, you are right, of course,” Lady Juliet said. 

	Morgan found he preferred being wrong. He almost told her to ignore the coxcomb and argue with him all she wanted. Hell, he liked a good fight. But then he shrugged. Her fire, or lack of it, wasn’t his problem. He had spent many years doing his best to avoid human entanglements, so the last thing he needed was to waste his time with these dilettantes. His only concern was that the lady take good care of his treasures and put some order to them, and the sooner she did so, the sooner he could return to Egypt. 

	“Where do you want to start?” Morgan asked. 

	Lady Juliet glanced about. “Well, I usually begin with the largest of the acquisitions, but since they seem to be strewn all over...” 

	“Good God, can’t we just grab the closest thing and go from there?” Morgan said, snatching up a small piece of pottery that stood on the table close to him. And he thought dealing with the Egyptians had been difficult. 

	“Now, see here, Mr. Beauchamp!” Lyndhurst poked his head up once more. 

	“What the devil do you want?” Morgan asked, his temper fraying. 

	“I won’t have you talking to Juliet that way!” 

	Morgan stared at him. The lady and Morgan had practically come to blows earlier, and now the idiot was complaining? 

	“There is no need for foul language,” Lyndhurst said, stiffly. “And a gentleman would not argue with a lady, but would cede to her wishes.” 

	“He’s not a gentleman,” Lady Juliet said in a tone that sounded suspiciously like amusement. Morgan slanted a glance toward her, but her face revealed nothing. 

	“I fear I’m beginning to agree with you, Juliet,” Lyndhurst said, frowning. “And rest assured, I shall speak to your father about it.” 

	Morgan shrugged. He was the one with the goods—and the notes. The earl had never even bothered to mention this fellow. 

	“And as for the ordering of this collection, some prefer a more logical approach to the cataloguing of objects,” the coxcomb said. 

	Logical? How could beginning with something big be called logical? Morgan could only gape in bafflement. 

	“And, I might add, Lady Juliet hardly needs the influence of another erratic mind encouraging her own lack of discipline,” Lyndhurst said. 

	Morgan narrowed his eyes. Was the coxcomb insulting the lady? Again? He put down the pot and turned to face the fellow. “And just who the devil are you to say what the lady does or does not need?” 

	For once, Lyndhurst smiled. His wide lips curled upward as he assumed an even more superior air, and Morgan braced himself for what could only be ill news. 

	“I am her fiancé,” the coxcomb announced in a smug tone. 

	Morgan stared in astonishment. He had thought these two related, but engaged? He had an odd sensation in the pit of his stomach, as if he had just ingested some bad native food that would later return to haunt him. Could it be true? Morgan nearly glanced at the lady for confirmation before recovering himself. 

	“Good for you,” he said, instead, effecting a casual shrug. “But if you can’t keep from interfering with her work—and mine—I’m going to throw you out of here.” 

	It was the coxcomb’s turn to look astounded, and Morgan enjoyed watching his expression of self importance fade, to be replaced by a rather florid mottling of his pale skin. 

	“Now, see here—” Lyndhurst began. 

	But Morgan had reached the end of his tether. He took a step forward. 
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