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      Egypt: Valley of the Kings 

      Fifteen years earlier

       

      “Who is my father?”

      The oil lanterns, their flames dancing in the stillness, burned short, casting flickering shadows against the ancient, weathered walls of the tomb of Ramses IV. The stale air hung heavy with the scent of dirt and musty decay. 

      Nothing met sixteen-year-old Harrison Standish’s question except the sound of a shovel. Its metal blade scooped sand, a hollow noise that echoed his internal turmoil. 

      The professional archaeologists, volunteer dig workers, and eager college students long since retreated to the safety of their quarters at the university compound, leaving only him and his mother, Diana, to continue their search in the eerie stillness of the night. 

      They were searching for the lost grave of Ramses’ oldest daughter, Kiya, and her lover, Solen, a Minoan scribe sold into slavery to the Egyptians. According to lore, Solen and Kiya had been separated by Ramses’ vizier Nebamun. The Egyptian title of vizier was a particularly prominent position, administratively just under the pharaoh himself. In fact, a vizier could even be elevated to pharaoh, often by marrying into the royal family.

      For his loyal service, Ramses had promised Nebamun Kiya’s hand in marriage, but when the vizier found her in Solen’s arms, he poisoned them in a jealous fit of rage.

      Nebamun had buried each lover separately with one half of a magical brooch amulet to avoid the curse Solen cast upon him with his dying breath—even though he’d been too superstitious to destroy the amulet entirely. Mythology held that if the two rings of the brooch were ever brought together again, Solen and Kiya would be reunited in the Underworld, and Nebamun’s descendants would be forever damned.

      For months, Diana had been working from dawn until midnight. Immersed, she fixated on her goal—finding the ancient lovers and reuniting them. She glanced over at Harrison, her icy-blue eyes shining with a feverish light and her lips cracked and dry from the arid environment.

      He pushed his wire-frame glasses up on the bridge of his nose and held his breath. Would she answer him this time? 

      She did not speak. Instead, her jaw tightened, and she returned her attention to her task, squatting on the ground, sifting through sand ounce by ounce, running it through a flour sifter, not missing a single grain. His mother, the perfectionist.

      “Was my father Egyptian? Is that where my coloring comes from?” He threaded his fingers through his dark curls and waited.

      Scrape, scoop.

      “Mother?” He stretched out the toe of his work boot and messed up the sandy piles she’d stacked.

      She jerked her head up to his face and glowered.” Your father was an asshole.” 

      “Does this asshole have a name?”

      Diana scowled, perturbed by his questions. “You’re better off not knowing him.”

      “What about Adam’s father?” Harrison asked, referring to his half brother, eleven months younger.

      “What about him?”

      “How come he gets to spend time with his dad?”

      His mother groaned, rocked back on her heels, and lifted a dirt-stained hand to brush a lock of blond hair from her forehead. “Tom Grayfield insisted on being part of your brother’s life.” 

      “My father didn’t insist on the same?” Rhetorical. The absence of a loving father was explanation enough, but he couldn’t leave it alone.

      “No, because your father was already married and had a son. Although I didn’t realize it when I met him.” The bitterness in Diana’s voice echoed throughout the cloistered chamber. “He blindsided me with the news when I told him about my pregnancy.”

      “Oh.”

      He swallowed the ugly information, and it stung like hot gall. He was the product of an affair. Illegitimate. A bastard, and he had another child. A boy he liked better than Harrison. Disappointment weighted Harrison’s shoulders into a sluggish slump. Straightening his legs, he rose and dusted his hands against his pants, his fingers shaking.

      His mother’s tone softened a bit. “You’ve got to trust me on this. For your own well-being, please stop asking questions.”

      “I need to learn who he is.”

      “Why? Why can’t you ever leave well enough alone?” Her voice turned plaintive. “You always have to pick at things.”

      “Everyone deserves to find out where they come from,” he said.

      “Does this have something to do with your little friend Jessica?” Her eyes narrowed to suspicious slits. “Are her snobby parents refusing to let you date her because your heritage is unknown?”

      His face flushed hot, blistering his hairline, and he fisted his hands. His mother nailed the truth like a bow and arrow targeting a bullseye.

      “I must be right,” Mom scoffed. “You’re blushing.”

      He did not reply. Too angry, too frustrated, too confused to talk. He sucked his fears deep inside his lungs, held them down with his indrawn breath, and stared a hole through his mother. He couldn’t believe she withheld such vital information from him for so long.

      “I deserve to meet him. I’m sixteen now, and I’m a man now.”

      “Okay.” She relented after an extended pause. “I’ll tell you this much. Your father comes from noble blood, and he holds a high-ranking position in the Egyptian government, but that’s all I’ll say.”

      Harrison exhaled his complicated emotions, as drained as if he sprinted fifty miles without stopping and just as empty.

      “Did you love my father?” he asked.

      Diana snorted and rolled her eyes. “Love is for suckers. What you’re experiencing with your little girlfriend is nothing more than raging hormones and teenage angst. Take my advice and forget about that girl. Concentrate on your work and your schooling. Science will free your mind, not passion.”

      His mother sliced open his head, peered inside his brain, and voiced his greatest fear out loud. He loved Jessica with an intensity that scared him, but he didn’t like out-of-control feelings. Emotions clouded a man’s reason, and he thought of himself as a reasonable person, a rational human being, but his heart refused to stay silent. Something unexpected in him rebelled against logic, something wild, scary, and exhilarating.

      “You’re wrong. I love her, and she loves me.” He hated that his voice quivered. “We’ll be together forever.”

      Diana shook her head, her graying ponytail bouncing, and inhaled a weary sigh. “My poor, naive boy, you have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I don’t understand. If you don’t believe in kismet, then why have you spent your entire life searching for Kiya and Solen to prove the legend of the misbegotten lovers is true?”

      “Is that what you think we’ve been doing?” One eyebrow jumped up high on her forehead in surprise, and harsh laughter shot from her mouth.

      He shrugged. “What else?”

      “Harrison, all these years, I’ve been trying to disprove the fable. It’s twaddle.”

      He frowned. For as long as he could remember, his mother had been consumed by the romantic story, and he thought she believed in love but just hadn’t found it for herself yet. He was so mistaken about her motives.

      “Haven’t you been listening to a word I’ve spoken?” Diana clicked her tongue. “There is no such thing as soul mates. No twin flames. No magic fairy tale.”

      “Mom,” he said, distraught by her knife-blade words. 

      “Nothing will save you. It’s all bullshit concocted to entertain the masses. The sooner you accept that, the better. Once we find Solen and Kiya and join the two pieces of their amulet together, nothing will happen, I promise you.”

      He blinked at her, incredulous. His world tilted out of control. “You dragged Adam and me to Egypt when we could have a normal life, staying in one place, making friends, and all to prove nothing?” 

      “Yes! Now you understand.”

      “Nihilism. How Nietzsche of you, Mother.”

      “Don’t smart-mouth me.”

      “Why not? Intelligence is the only quality you value.” Harrison pivoted on his heel and stalked toward the exit.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Back to the campus. To find Jessica and tell her how much I love her, because I’m not bitter like you. I do believe in the legend, and I put my faith in love.” 

      “Don’t do it, Harrison. It’s a mistake!”

      But he kept marching.

      Tonight, he would take a chance. He would give her the promise ring in his pocket. He bought it three weeks ago, waiting for the courage to speak what was in his heart. 

      In the illumination from the fat yellow full moon high in the velvet-black sky, he rode his bicycle into town. His stomach was in his throat. He wanted this. He did, he did. He wasn’t afraid anymore.

      I love you, Jess.

      Thirty minutes later, he pedaled through the gates of the university, his pulse pounding in his ears. He parked his bike in front of the girls’ dormitory. 

      He intended to sneak to the side of the building and throw pebbles at her window to wake her up, the way guys did in romantic comedies. He stuck his hand in his pocket and fisted his fingers around the delicate promise ring. The sharp edges of the small diamond gave him courage. He wouldn’t internalize his mother’s negativity—wouldn’t let her bad attitude fester and grow inside of him.

      Jessica.

      He started across the veranda, but then he spied a couple locked in a passionate embrace on the porch swing. He shuffled to the right, giving them space, but a familiar scent caught his attention and stopped him in mid-step. Cherry blossom cologne. Jessica’s signature fragrance.

      He froze, rooted to the spot, to that horrible moment and stared while the young lovers kissed. 

      They must have sensed his presence because they raised their heads, and in the bright moonlight, he saw the thing he most did not want to see. His Jessica clutched in the arms of another boy. And not any random guy, but his half brother. 

      The emotions were too much to manage. Betrayal, anger, disappointment, bitterness. He shut off his feelings, closed his love, and stalked away.

      “Harrison, wait!” Adam said, running after him. “It’s not what you think.”

      Ha! He kept walking, outdistancing his sibling, breathing hard, his heart shattering into a billion splintered shards.

      At that moment, he realized his hand was still clenched on the promise ring. What a stupid fool he’d been. With a curse, he pulled the damnable thing from his pocket and flung it into the darkness. 

      His mother had been right all along.

      Love was for suckers.
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      No question about it. The mummy was following her.

      Cassie Cooper slipped past King Tut, who was chatting up Nefertiti beside the lavish hors d’oeuvre table and cast a surreptitious glance over her shoulder.

      Yep.

      There he was, peeking from behind the Sphinx’s chipped nose, his mysterious dark eyes following her as she meandered around the main exhibit hall of the Kimbell Art Museum.

      Stifling a triumphant grin, she readjusted her Cleopatra Queen of the Nile headdress, which kept slipping down on her forehead and mussing up her wig. Just to tease, she moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue.

      Who was lurking beneath the swaddling linen?

      Her pulse quickened. No telling who was in the costume. Was it an old flame? Or a new one.? Or even a total stranger?

      Goosebumps dotted the nape of her neck. A mystery. How exciting.

      Don’t get diverted. Forget the distractions; you’ve got a job to do. The voice inside her head sounded like her straight-arrow twin, Maddie.

      Cassie sighed. She missed her sister’s lovable nagging so much that her conscience took over the job. She was happy Maddie had married her true love, hunky FBI agent David Marshall. What she wasn’t so thrilled about was David getting promoted and dragging Maddie off to live in the urban wilds of Washington, DC.

      Focus.

      Okay, all right. She was focusing. Cassie turned her back on the mummy and tamped down her curiosity. If she hoped to land her dream job in the public relations department of the Smithsonian, she must make sure this charity masquerade went off without a glitch.

      After getting laid off as the PR director for Art World magazine four months ago, she was grateful to get her old job back at the Kimbell, but her wanderlust kicked up again. She hungered for something new and different. Cassie wanted the change not only because bagging the Smithsonian stood for the pinnacle of her career, but also because she would get to live near her twin again.

      Unfortunately, achieving her dream job required a glowing recommendation from her new boss, Phyllis Lambert. Too bad the woman was not her greatest fan. In fact, if Cassie hadn’t been instrumental in capturing the charming art thief who robbed the Kimbell the previous year, Lambert would have convinced the board of directors to show Cassie the door.

      The evening must be flawless. All she had to do was keep her mind off Mummy Man and fix it on where it belonged.

      On the party.

      Exotic Egyptian music trickled through the ultramodern surround sound system. Large blue banners with ivory lettering adorned the walls of the exhibit hall. Underneath the lettering on each banner, the amulet’s double-ring emblem encircled an embossed silhouette of two lovers kissing beneath a blanket of golden stars.

      “UNDYING LOVE,” declared the banner along the north wall, “INTRIGUE” bordered the south, “DANGER” flanked the west, “BETRAYAL” along the east wall, completed the quadrangle.

      Tuxedoed servers moved throughout the assembly, carrying trays of champagne. Armed security guards manned the exits. Caterers served bacon-wrapped water chestnuts, assorted puff pastries, grilled prawns, Russian caviar, and the finest pate.

      Cassie spared no expense, blowing her budget to smithereens. A hundred patrons of the arts had shelled out a thousand dollars apiece to see the reunion of the ill-fated lovers separated in death for the past three thousand years.

      Great. Perfect. Everything ran like a precision Swiss timepiece as the assembly expected the arrival of the guest of honor, the illustrious Dr. Adam Grayfield from Crete, who brought with him Solen’s part of the exhibit.

      She peeked over her shoulder, searching for the mummy.

      Impromptu romance landed her in trouble more times than she cared to count, but she couldn’t seem to help herself when it came to the first rich blush of budding love.

      Putting an extra wiggle into her walk just in case the mummy happened to be watching, Cassie sashayed to where several high-profile patrons, an eminent Egyptian from the Ministry of Antiquities, and various members of the press clustered around a red velvet cordon. They oohed and aahed over the feminine segment of the main attraction—Princess Kiya’s sarcophagus and her section of amulet found among the artifacts.

      The amulet, displayed on black velvet draped over a granite pedestal, was nothing spectacular to look at. After all the fanfare, seeing the amulet in person was a bit of a letdown. The talisman was a simple half-dollar-sized copper brooch, and there was a small jagged tear in the pliable metal ring where a second circle had long ago been ripped away.

      Kiya patiently awaited the return of her Minoan lover, Solen.

      Tenderness clutched Cassie’s heart. Damn, she was a sucker for romance and secretly dreamed of finding her own true love, but at the same time, the whole one-man-for-the-rest-of-your-life thing gave her the heebie-jeebies. For crying out loud, how did a girl ever know for sure if the grass wasn’t greener in another pasture?

      From her peripheral vision, she caught furtive movement in the crowd. The mummy crept closer. He was definitely following her. He edged around a collection of canopic jars before ducking behind a guy in a hawk mask dressed as Horus, the Sky God.

      Aw, he was shy. How sweet.

      There was something about shy guys that made her feel all soft and squooshy inside.

      Face it, Cas, Maddie’s voice teased inside her head. You have a talent for finding something to like about any member of the opposite sex.

      True enough. She did love men.

      Well, except for the annoying Dr. Harrison Standish skulking at the back of the room, where he tossed from palm to palm an odd miniature replica of an ancient Egyptian battery he carried with him.

      She tilted her head and met his gaze. He glowered at her through the smudged lenses of his round, dark-framed glasses.

      Dr. Standoffish. That was what Cassie called him behind his back.

      The truth was that the guy’s intellect intimidated her. He was a Rhodes scholar and used so many big words she felt the need to lug a dictionary around with her so that she could decipher what he said.

      Harrison arrived from Egypt the previous Monday with Princess Kiya and her artifacts in tow, giving Cassie dark and brooding looks right from the start. Two years ago, he had resurrected Ramses IV’s oldest daughter in the Valley of the Kings, and ever since then, he had been diligently searching for her eternal soul mate, Solen.

      But Dr. Adam Grayfield beat Standoffish to the punch. Harrison had to be irked over Dr. Grayfield’s coup d’etat. Was that why he was so pissy?

      Standoffish was younger than she had expected. His youthful face placed him in his early thirties, but he seemed much older—stodgy, set in his ways.

      And Cassie was stuck with him.

      He was the sole reason the Egyptian government allowed the exhibit into the United States. The Kimbell had gotten lucky because Standish was a Fort Worth native who chose to host the exhibit in his hometown.

      Cassie and the obstinate Egyptologist had several heated disagreements over the publicity of the star-crossed lovers. She reminded him on more than one occasion of the politics of economics. If he wanted more grant money for his digs, then, like it or not, Harrison would have to play footsie with both the media and the museum’s benevolent benefactors. You’d think, after so many years in the archaeology game, the guy would have bought a clue or two. They’d also argued over his refusal to wear a costume to the masquerade party.

      The spoilsport.

      Cassie might have won the publicity war, but Standish triumphed in the costume department. As usual, his dark hair was disheveled, looking as if he’d combed the unruly locks with a tuning fork.

      He wore his quintessential nerdy professor clothes—rumpled orange-and-white-striped shirt, hideous purple tweed jacket with leather elbow patches, a god-awful chartreuse bow tie, and five-pocket, pleated, baggy khaki slacks. Hadn’t anyone told him that pleats were out?

      And omigosh!

      He had on one brown tasseled loafer and one black one. Was the guy color-blind? Or on the autism spectrum? Or both?

      Cringing for his social misstep, Cassie prayed no one else noticed. His vulnerability softened her heart, and she chastised herself for being judgmental. Cut him slack, Cas. The guy is doing his best.

      She lifted her head, and his gaze drilled into hers. Her pulse quickened, and her throat squeezed. She didn’t exactly know why, but something about the man made her jittery. Maybe it was the way he handled that toy of his. Or perhaps it was because he seemed immune to her charms. She was accustomed to batting her eyelashes, crooking her little finger, and having men fall at her feet.

      But not this dude. He kept scowling and tossing the artifact reproduction.

      Did he want a staring contest? Was that the deal? Oh, he had picked the wrong gal for that. She was the expert in the stare-down. The only one who trumped her was Maddie. Let’s have a go at it. Cassie narrowed her eyes and sank her hands onto her hips.

      He didn’t blink.

      Neither did Cassie.

      She heard Standish was known as Poker Face around the digs, but she wasn’t intimidated. The game was on.

      He narrowed his eyes to slits.

      She responded in kind.

      One solid minute passed with breaking eye contact. She counted off the seconds in her head.

      Sixty.

      Sixty-one…

      Okay, how did he respond under pressure? She touched the tip of her tongue to her upper lip. Licked it.

      Real mature. He cabled the message with his eyes and didn’t crack a smile.

      She laughed, flipped the ends of her straight dark wig over her shoulder, and gave him a quick flash of her natural blond hair beneath. Peekaboo.

      His face flushed, but he didn’t look away.

      “Ahem, Ms. Cooper.” Phyllis Lambert cleared her throat. The forty-something curator was also dressed as Cleopatra.

      Awkward to be dressed in the same costume as her boss.

      “Uh-huh,” Cassie mumbled without glancing over at the woman. She didn’t want to break eye contact with Standoffish first and default the game.

      “If you’re done exchanging meaningful glances with Dr. Standish, might I have a word with you, Cassandra?”

      Meaningful glances? As if!

      First off, she wouldn’t be caught dead flirting with him. Secondly, before Cassie could ever successfully flirt with him, he would have to read the cues.

      From what she had seen of Standoffish so far, flirting wasn’t his strong suit.

      “Cassandra,” Lambert repeated.

      No one except the curator called her by her given name. Not even her mother when Cassie displeased her.

      Sighing, Cassie lost the staring contest by directing her gaze to the potato-chip-thin woman and forced a smile. “How may I help you, Phyllis?”

      Lambert pursed her lips and tapped the face of her smartwatch. “The presentation starts at eight o’clock. It’s now fifteen minutes until the hour, and there’s no sign of Dr. Grayfield. Have you heard from him?”

      Seven forty-five. Already?

      Cassie frowned. Where was Adam?

      The earlier afternoon, Adam called her from New York City, promising he and Solen’s exhibit would arrive at the Kimbell with plenty of time to set up for the reunification ceremony. But even if Dr. Grayfield appeared right now, fifteen minutes wasn’t enough time to get things set up and rolling.

      She offered to send a car and an assistant to help him unload the crate at DFW Airport, but Adam refused. For the sake of secrecy, he insisted on overseeing the details himself. Because she was a fan of the dramatic, Cassie acquiesced. In retrospect, it wasn’t such a hot idea.

      Had something happened to Adam? Could he have been robbed? Accosted? Worse?

      Anxiety clutched her, but then she blew out her breath and brushed her fears aside. Her twin sister, Maddie, was the worrywart, not her.

      Everything would work out fine.

      Adam would show. No doubt he wanted to make a grand entrance. And who could blame him? He had a major surprise in store. Imagine being the first person ever to decipher the hieroglyphs of the ancient Minoans, on top of discovering the lost tomb of Kiya’s beloved Solen.

      Cassie felt honored because she was the only one Adam told about the hieroglyphs. He said it was on a need-to-know basis. He’d sworn her to secrecy, which wasn’t a problem. She liked keeping secrets.

      From over Phyllis’ shoulder, Cassie spied the mummy again. He waved, trying to get her attention. When his dark, enigmatic eyes met hers, he inclined his head toward the exit door leading to the garden courtyard.

      Was he telling her to meet him outside?

      A sudden thought occurred. Could Adam Grayfield be the mummy? He told her he would wear a special costume. Was he playing games with her? Or did he have an urgent message to relay?

      “Well?” Phyllis asked, her tone snippy.

      “Hmm?” Cassie blinked.

      “Have you heard from Dr. Grayfield or not?”

      No point putting the woman in a snit before there was something to snit about. “I heard from Adam.” Last night. “Everything is on schedule.”

      “He better be here by eight.” Phyllis tapped her watch again. “Because if anything goes wrong tonight⁠—”

      “Nothing will go wrong.”

      “Then do me a favor and put my mind at ease. Locate Dr. Grayfield… now.”

      “On it.”

      “Go.” Phyllis made shooing motions.

      Cassie started after her purse and her cell phone. She had taken only a couple of steps before Lambert dropped the bomb.

      “Oh, and Cassandra,” Phyllis called after her.

      Cassie forced herself not to sigh. She turned around and plastered a perky smile on her face. “Yes, Phyllis?”

      “If you return without Dr. Grayfield and the remainder of tonight’s exhibit, you can kiss your coveted recommendation to the Smithsonian goodbye.”
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      Dr. Harrison Standish hated parties.

      No, hated was too mild a word. He loathed them, despised them, abhorred them. He would rather have a root canal, a major tax audit, and a prostate exam—all on the same morning—than attend one of these exorbitantly expensive, brownnosing cultural affairs.

      He already scoped out every exit so he could make a quick getaway as soon as possible. Harrison never went anywhere without a mapped escape route.

      Worst of all, it was a masquerade party. How pathetic—a group of grown people dressing up in silly costumes, pretending to be some ridiculous characters from history or literature. And as the icing on the cake, there in the center of the room, glomming on to attention, was the flamboyant Cassie Cooper.

      Looking as if she owned the world in her regal Cleopatra costume, heavy eyeliner, and thick, dark wig. The kohl made her big eyes look even wider than they were, emphasizing that compellingly naive yet naughty quality of hers.

      Each time she sashayed pass, every intelligent thought bounced from his head, and all he could think about was kissing her. This wasn’t like him at all, dammit. But whenever Cassie appeared, his brain switched off.

      But why?

      She was the most mesmerizing yet infuriating woman he’d ever met. It was far more than her fair complexion, blue eyes, and voluptuous figure that drove him around the bend.

      Her scattered thought processes made no rational sense. Just when he thought he figured her out, she would do something unexpected.

      She strutted across the room, hips swaying with a sexy rhythm. In his head, he heard the hissing whispery sound of metallic brushes whisking over brass cymbals, reverberating with each roll of her fabulous body. Tss-tta-tss-tta-tss.

      A guy could get whiplash from watching her walk away.

      The woman was nimble. He would give her that. She was like Lepidoptera Danaus plexippus, flashy, colorful, flitting from flower to flower. Here, there, everywhere. Never lingering in one place, always on the move.

      Working with her for the past nine days had been a royal pain in the neck. Whenever she wanted to get her way, she would flirt, tease, cajole.

      Harrison pretended to be underwhelmed by her charms, even though he was as bedazzled as the stammering college students helping set up the exhibit. But he refused to let her know she held power over him. He learned from hard experience he couldn’t trust his feelings.

      Face it, Standish, it’s just been too long since you’ve had sex.

      The pressure of celibacy was all this was because he and Cassie were total opposites in every way imaginable. She was a bubbly optimist. He was an eternal pessimist. She was sensual. He was cerebral. She was a romantic. He was a cynic. She was laid-back. He was tense. She sought the silver lining. He was always waiting for the other shoe to fall. And whenever he looked into her eyes, he believed she was thinking, Nerd. Dork. Geek.

      Harrison knew what kind of men she went for—suave, debonair, charming men with expensive sports cars, polished wardrobes, and toothpaste-commercial smiles.

      Guys like his half brother, Adam, who upstaged him at every turn. The way she had gone on and on and on all week, chattering about how excited she was that Dr. Grayfield was coming to the Kimbell, bothered Harrison. What was he? Chop suey? He was irritated by her adoration of Adam and hadn’t told her they were brothers.

      Harrison ground his teeth. Suck it up. Be the bigger person. So what if Cassie was infatuated with his half brother? So what if Adam had found Solen before he did? No big deal. Adam and his gregarious personality had raised the financial backing, while Harrison had not.

      Story of his life.

      Although Adam’s father, Ambassador Tom Grayfield, was rich, Adam wouldn’t take his money. Wanting autonomy, Adam hadn’t been too choosy where he got his funding, often running afoul of unsavory characters with nefarious motives. Harrison would hate to see his younger brother in trouble again. Because as much as they disagreed, they did share an unbreakable bond.

      They both survived a nomadic childhood with Diana Standish.

      Besides, he didn’t care about the fame that came with finding Solen. The discovery was what mattered. Not their sibling rivalry.

      Where was his brother, by the way?

      He glanced around the room. Adam should make his grand entrance anytime now. Adam loved putting on a show. Stylish and compelling. Come to think of it, Adam was a masculine version of Cassie Cooper.

      Harrison snorted. What a pair those two would make. Glitz and flash. If Adam and Cassie hooked up, it would be like spring break, New Year’s Eve, and Mardi Gras all rolled into one.

      “Excuse me, young man,” said an older woman with an Isis headdress. She was peering at the display of an ancient Egyptian artifact he’d found in Kiya’s tomb. “Do you know what this is?”

      “It’s called a djed or sometimes a tet.” He pointed to the label mounted on a plaque above the display. “A popular theory believes it was a wireless battery.”

      The woman blinked. “They had batteries in ancient Egypt?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to discern.”

      “What did they use them for?”

      “We don’t know for sure, although there’s a lot of speculation. Some believe it was for religious rituals. Others think it was used for medicinal purposes.”

      “Really?”

      Harrison’s theory was that the ancient Egyptians used the djed as an electromagnetic wave transmitter. He was thrilled to find one in Kiya’s tomb and constructed a miniature replica of his own to test his theories. “Would you like to see a reproduction?”

      “Why, yes.” The aging Isis peered at him curiously as Harrison placed his homemade djed in her hand.

      “It has a bit of a phallic appearance, doesn’t it?” Isis ran her hand along the tube.

      “Uh, yes, ma’am.”

      The woman gave it back to him and winked. “Very interesting.”

      He pocketed the djed and decided to move away from the exhibit to forestall future questioning. He strolled over to the central display, eyeing Kiya’s sarcophagus and the amulet. Ahmose Akvar, the exalted son of a former Egyptian prime minister and himself a high-ranking official with the Ministry of Antiquities, moved to stand beside him.

      Ahmose wasn’t much older than Harrison, and while they had similar olive-toned complexions and were about the same height and build, the resemblance ended there. The Egyptian’s features were more patrician than Harrison’s, and he wore tailor-made silk suits and expensive Italian shoes. Ahmose was at the exhibit to make certain nothing happened to Kiya. Over the years, many precious relics had been stolen from the Valley of the Kings, and the Ministry of Antiquities took their artifacts very seriously.

      Ahmose shook his head. “You know, Dr. Standish, I am worried about the lax security here.”

      “Lax security? Armed security guards are posted at every exit.”

      “Yes, but I did not realize the amulet would be displayed right out in the open. It should be in a locked case.”

      Harrison had similar reservations concerning the display, but Phyllis Lambert insisted the guests, who paid an excessive amount of money to attend the event, would want to see the amulet up close, and he relented.

      “As you know,” Ahmose said, “I’ve never approved of reuniting the star-crossed lovers. What if something unexpected occurs?” The Egyptian’s English was flawless. He held a bachelor’s degree from Harvard and a master’s from Oxford.

      “Don’t worry. It’s just a myth. There’s no magic, no charm, no curse. Nothing to be afraid of,” Harrison said.

      The furrow in Ahmose’s otherwise smooth brow deepened the longer he stared at Kiya’s sarcophagus. “There are more things in heaven and earth than mortal man understands, my friend.”

      Terrific, here was another believer in that idiotic star-crossed lovers’ legend. “I didn’t realize you were a romantic, Ahmose.”

      “You do not know everything there is to know about me, Dr. Standish.” The man’s eyes glittered in the lighting, and his smile turned mysterious.

      Apparently not. Harrison presumed Ahmose was a man of science. Instead, he just discovered the minister was as susceptible to the ludicrous fairy tale as everyone else.

      “No need for alarm. Everything is under control.”

      Well, except for the minor detail that his brother had yet to show up with Solen’s mummy for the reunification ceremony. What was taking Adam so long?

      Ahmose glowered. “For your sake, I hope you are correct, Dr. Standish.”

      “That sounds like a threat. Are you threatening me, Ahmose?” Harrison squared his shoulders.

      “It is not a threat. It is a guarantee. If anything happens to the amulet, the djed, or any of Kiya’s artifacts, your visa will be rescinded, and you will never again be allowed inside Egypt.”

      Alarm shot through him. Surely, Ahmose couldn’t be serious about this.

      “Nothing will happen,” Harrison reiterated.

      Why was Ahmose acting so strangely? Ahmose wasn’t, by nature, a melodramatic man. Usually, the Egyptian was quite reserved. His dark mood seemed infectious. The crowd shifted restlessly, and mumbling guests peered at their watches and phones.

      “Dr. Standish?”

      Harrison glanced over to see a young college student who spent the past week helping him and Cassie assemble the exhibit. The lanky kid’s name was Gabriel Martinez, with a fervent enthusiasm for archaeology.

      “Yes?”

      “A man asked me to hand this to you.” Gabriel passed him a white business-sized envelope with Harrison’s name printed in Adam’s handwriting.

      “Who?”

      “Dude over there.” Gabriel pointed.

      “Where?” Harrison squinted at the crowd.

      “In the Indiana Jones hat.”

      The fedora stood out among the cluster of Egyptian headdresses. Immediately, Harrison knew whose head was under it because he’d been there when his brother bought the hat on a trip to London.

      But Adam wasn’t hanging around. He sprinted for the front entrance.

      Where was he going? What was up?

      Clutching the envelope Gabriel slipped him, Harrison jostled through the throng. He didn’t want to shout and attract undue attention, but he didn’t want Adam to get away.

      “Excuse me,” he apologized as he careened into Isis, whose oversized headdress bobbled. He was so fixed on keeping the Indiana Jones hat in sight that he hadn’t seen her meander into his path. He zigzagged just as the moving Indy hat reached the foyer.

      The crowd was thicker here than in the exhibit hall. He must hurry or lose his brother in the crowd. “Adam!”

      People turned to stare. Harrison pretended not to care. He had never been a center-stage sort of guy, and collecting gazes made him uncomfortable.

      The front door opened.

      “Wait!” he hollered.

      The hat disappeared, and the door clicked shut.

      Harrison was still twenty feet and twenty people from the entrance. What parlor game was his brother playing?

      When they were kids, Adam had a penchant for treasure maps, secret spy codes, and fantasy role-playing. His fondness for outlandish pranks lasted into adulthood and occasionally plunged him into trouble. One year, when they were university students on a dig site in Peru, Adam cooked up a scheme to fake a famous religious artifact. It started as a joke, and he never meant for people to take it seriously.

      Adam’s “find” went viral on social media and he actually started to believe he found an authentic artifact. Harrison’s little brother had a way of buying his own propaganda. When the prank came to light, Adam found himself threatened with legal action. Tom Grayfield rushed in, threw his money around, and soothed ruffled feathers.

      Adam confessed to Harrison that those few days of intense notoriety were well worth the ass-chewing he received from his father.

      Was his brother up to his old tricks? Could he have faked Solen’s discovery? But that was impossible. Highly trained specialists had authenticated Solen’s tomb. Experts Harrison knew and trusted. Still… he wouldn’t put it past his brother to pull some crazy publicity stunt.

      He reached the door, pushed through it, and found himself on the sidewalk outside the main entrance of the Kimbell. The streetlamps glinted off the smudged lenses of his glasses, and the reflected glare obscured his view.

      He whipped off his glasses and wiped them on his shirttail. One of these days, he would get around to having laser eye surgery and throw the damned spectacles away. His brother had been nagging him to do it for years. Adam was fond of teasing, “Girls don’t make passes at guys who wear glasses.”

      He squinted into the darkness. The grounds were empty. The street stretched deserted except for a nondescript white delivery van parked at the curb. No one else was around.

      Adam had vanished.

      Where’d he go?

      He heard the roar of a motorcycle engine, and a souped-up Harley, customized with chrome and specialty tires, zipped around the corner. The powerful machine buzzed past him on the street, Indiana Jones seated behind the handlebars.

      Quickly jamming his glasses back on, Harrison waved his arms. “Adam!”

      But his brother never glanced back.
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        * * *

      

      The balmy April night air greeted Cassie as the double-glass door snapped closed behind her, muting the laughter and voices from inside the museum. Suddenly, she felt far away.

      Isolated. Alone.

      Tingles skated up her spine.

      Her breath came in short, raspy gasps, anticipation escalating her excitement. She looked right, then left. Where had the mummy gone?

      Maybe she’d misunderstood his intentions. Maybe he’d been signaling to someone else. Nah. She knew when a guy was sending signals, and the mummy had been telegraphing her big-time. Who was he?

      Old boyfriend? New boyfriend? Friend? Lover? Enemy? Adam Grayfield?

      The suspense was excruciating and totally irresistible.

      Ambient lighting from quaint, low-voltage streetlamps illuminated the courtyard. Well-manicured trees and dense shrubbery cast dark shadows over the walkway.

      “Yoo-hoo.” Cassie wandered around the maze of chest-high bushes. “Anybody here?”

      There was no sound except for the echo of her high-heeled sandals clicking against the flagstones.

      What if Adam was the mummy? What if he needed to tell her something important about the exhibit? What if someone was following him, and he dressed up like an extra from an old Hammer Films horror movie so he wouldn’t be recognized?

      “Don’t be silly.” She plopped down on a stone bench. More than likely, the mummy was just teasing her, heating things a notch, escalating their flirtation. “Everything is fine.”

      To prove it, she would call Adam. She took her cell phone from her purse, along with a tin of cinnamon Altoids. She punched in his number and popped one of the curiously strong breath mints.

      The phone rang. Once, twice, three times.

      “Come on, Adam,” she muttered. “Pick up the phone. Lambert’s looking to serve my behind on a platter.”

      When voicemail answered after the fifth ring, Cassie sighed and switched off the phone without leaving a message. She stuffed the phone back into her purse and crunched the rest of the cool cinnamon mint between her teeth.

      A rustling noise came from the bushes behind her. Her stomach nose-dived. She turned her head and saw the mummy silhouetted in the light.

      “Hello?”

      He shuffled toward her.

      “Adam?” She stood, dropping her purse on the ground beside the stone bench. “Is that you?”

      He nodded, or at least she thought he did. His head barely moved, but she could have sworn it was a nod.

      “What is it? Is something wrong?”

      He made a rough, gurgling sound.

      Cassie sank her hands onto her hips. “I have to tell you that this subterfuge isn’t earning brownie points with me. Everyone is waiting for you inside the museum.”

      He lumbered closer, his hands outstretched, reaching for her. He mumbled something indecipherable in a foreign language. She was fluent in Spanish, but he certainly wasn’t speaking that. Neither was he muttering French or Portuguese. Greek? Latin?

      “Adam, is that you?”

      Maybe she’d made a mistake, and this wasn’t him after all. She’d never met Adam in person, but she’d seen pictures. Unfortunately, covered in mummy bandages, she had no idea what this person looked like.

      “Beware…” he whispered hoarsely and then started coughing.

      “Are you okay?” She took a step toward him. “Do you need a glass of water?”

      “Beware…” He raised a linen-wrapped hand to his throat and coughed again.

      “Beware of what? Dry crackers?”

      He repeated the foreign phrase.

      She strained to hear what he said. If she squinted hard and turned her head in his direction, it sort of sounded like he was saying, “Wannamakemecomealot.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Wannamakemecomealot.”

      “Oh, I get it, you’re a perv.” She rolled her eyes.

      During their numerous transatlantic telephone conversations throughout the past few weeks, as they prepped for the exhibition, Cassie let it slip that she adored surprises and fantasy role-playing games. Perhaps Adam had taken her comments to heart and decided to use the occasion of their first face-to-face meeting as an opportunity to win her heart.

      Too fun.

      “Let me guess. You’re pretending we’re in jeopardy. Bad guys are after us. Danger heightens attraction,” she said. “It’s a good game. You really had me going there.”

      He drew in another gurgling breath. He was doing a fantastic job of sounding creepy.

      “Is it the vizier’s men? Are we pretending to be Kiya and Solen? Are they after us?”

      “Beware of…” He wavered on his feet, just inches from her.

      Was he drunk? She hoped he wasn’t drunk. They had an exhibit to put on.

      “Spit it out, man. Stop being so cryptic. I know it’s a game, but I can’t get into it if you don’t move things along. I have a short attention span. Everybody says so. Beware of what?”

      But he didn’t answer.

      Wait a minute. Something wasn’t right.

      Ever since her near-drowning accident as a kid when she had spent three months in a coma, she occasionally experienced a weird sort of hotness at the very base of her brain. The sensation usually preceded an unexpected turn of events. And right now, her medulla oblongata was sizzling like skillet bacon.

      Her nerve endings scorched a heated path from the nape of her neck to the tips of her ears, burning, tingling, and stinging.

      Run, leave, get out of here.

      Suddenly, the mummy pitched forward, and Cassie thrust out her arms to catch him before he smashed face-first onto the stone walkway.

      And that’s when she saw the filet knife protruding from the mummy’s back.
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