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“Exceptional!”—RT Book Reviews


“Enticing!”—Seattle Post-Intelligencer


“Spicy!”—Library Journal


“Heart-stopping!”—Publishers Weekly


Praise for New York Times and USA Today bestselling author CHERRY ADAIR, the “hot talent” (RT Book Reviews) behind these exhilarating romantic suspense novels!


AFTERGLOW


“A dangerous, exciting adventure . . . infused with humor and surprising revelations.”


—USA Today


“Nonstop action, dangerous treachery, and layered characters. A truly perfect romantic suspense blend!”


—RT Book Reviews (41/2 stars, Top Pick!)


“Readers looking for quintessential romantic suspense can never go wrong with Adair.”


—Booklist


“Sexual tension that is set to explode at any given moment. . . . One of the best romantic suspense authors out there!”


—Night Owl Reviews (Top Pick)


“Hold on to your hat, this story has action written all over it.”


—Romance Reviews Today


“The writing is superb, the hero is a yummy alpha, the heroine strong and likable, lots of steamy sex, and nonstop action. What’s not to like?”


—Guilty Pleasures Book Reviews


HUSH


“Addictively readable. . . . Testosterone-rich, adrenaline-driven suspense. . . . Packed with plenty of unexpected plot twists and lots of sexy passion.”


—Chicago Tribune


“Gripping. . . . Fast-paced and loaded with action.”


—Genre Go Round Reviews


“Hot and steamy. . . . The sexual tension is magnetic.”


—Paranormal Haven


“Adair is a master of pulling together exciting adventure and burning passion to make a spine-tingling read!”


—RT Book Reviews


BLACK MAGIC


“Plenty of sex, and a hero who always comes to the rescue.”


—Publishers Weekly


“A hot new adventure.”


—RT Book Reviews


NIGHT SHADOW


“Smoothly blends sensuality and espionage.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Pulse-pounding . . . all the danger, treachery, and romance a reader could wish for. . . . Exceptional.”


—RT Book Reviews


“Cherry Adair . . . will make your pulse race and your palms sweat.”


—Fresh Fiction


NIGHT SECRETS


“Tremendous!”


—RT Book Reviews


“The night sizzles to new heights in these novels of romantic suspense.”


—Fresh Fiction


WHITE HEAT


“A steamy fusion of romance and heart-stopping suspense.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Heart-stopping adventure . . . spicy.”


—Library Journal


HOT ICE


“A relentless page-turner with plenty of enticing plot twists and turns.”


—Seattle Post-Intelligencer


“A very sexy adventure that offers nonstop, continent-hopping action from start to finish.”


—Library Journal


HIDE AND SEEK


“Cherry Adair stokes up the heat and intrigue in her adventurous thriller.”


—RT Book Reviews


“Outsize protagonists, super-nasty villains, and earthy sex scenes.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Gripping, sexy as all get-out.”


—The Belles and Beaux of Romance


“A reason to stay up way too late.”


—The Romance Journal


KISS AND TELL


“A sexy, snappy roller-coaster ride!”


—New York Times bestselling author Susan Andersen


“A true keeper.”


—RT Book Reviews
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Lodestone Headquarters


Seattle, Washington


Ex-MI5 special intelligence operative Connor Thorne extended his hand without getting up from behind his desk. “Give me the leash. Fluffy will be in your arms before dinner.”


“Awesome.” His prospective client, Someone-or-other-Magee, pushed the bridge of black-framed glasses up her nose as she sat down across from him, bringing with her a fragrance of warm cinnamon that made his hormones sit up and take notice. Her gaze dipped, briefly, to his mouth and lingered there until Thorne felt his heartbeat in his lips. An unexpected, unwelcome response shuddered through him as a frisson of awareness arched between them.


Bloody hell. Long-lashed doe-brown eyes returned to his. “Who’s Fluffy?”


The watery light, shining into his office from the large window behind him, highlighted her wild, dark curls and clear complexion. Wholesome and hopeful. Neither of which appealed to Thorne in the slightest.


She wore a long-sleeved white T-shirt—not too loose, not too tight. The soft fabric skimmed enticingly over small, plump breasts and tucked into dark-washed jeans. Gold hoops at her earlobes shone through loose, curly, bitter-chocolate-brown shoulder-length hair. A delicate chain around her slender throat glinted in what passed as sunlight in Seattle in June.


Her purse, a small brown leather affair, looked like a camera bag and was clutched like the Holy Grail on her lap, as if it held state secrets. He probably should’ve glanced at the file handed to him by Maki at the front desk, but since this kind of “find” was child’s play, Thorne hadn’t bothered. She’d tell him her tale of woe, he’d hold whatever it was, and he’d tell her where to find it. Next.


With one slash of a boning knife, and a couple of bullets, he’d gone from one of MI5’s most trusted operatives to this. “Don’t you want me to find your cat?”


She gave him a sparkling look from those big brown eyes, clearly enjoying a private joke. “I’m allergic.”


Of course she is, he thought, unamused. “Dog, then.” Something small and yippy, named Baby.


Her pretty mouth pinched as if she were biting back tears, or suppressing a smile. “Deathly afraid of them.”


Pissed off and not really sure why, he found his patience, what little he had, abruptly ending. “Are you a librarian or a nursery school teacher?” He imagined her surrounded by sticky hands and adoring gummy smiles.


“I’m guessing from your tone that you don’t hold teachers or librarians in high esteem? How do you feel about photographers?”


“Photographers?”


“I’m a commercial photographer. Mostly print ads for agencies. Diapers, shoes, jewelry, that kind of thing. It pays the bills.” She cocked her head. Miss Magee wasn’t nearly as sweet and wholesome as she pretended to be. There was a definite bite in her tone when she said sweetly, “I hope you don’t find that as offensive to your sensibilities as teaching?”


“What you do for a living is immaterial. I’m attempting to ground the conversation.” Find that equal ground that allowed people like her to trust that someone like him could find her missing pet. Or ex-lover or piece of jewelry or whatever it was she wanted from Lodestone.


Light duty. He’d been instructed by a team of MI5 doctors to take it easy. No running, chasing, falling down, or getting shot at. One year, they’d ordered. No excuses or exceptions. He wouldn’t like the consequences if he didn’t comply, they’d warned.


He was complying, goddamn it.


Thorne left rainy London for rainier Seattle, and somehow managed to make it to day forty-three. He was bored out of his mind. He’d rather deal with the oddly intriguing Miss Magee than contemplate if he’d ever be fit for duty again. Permanently in the mood to shoot something, socially unacceptable in his present position, he schooled his features to appear as polite and affable as he could manage.


It took effort. No offense to the curly-haired woman in front of him, but he just didn’t relish jobs where bullets weren’t a factor. It was a shortcoming he had to live with. Temporarily. Desk duty, or being crippled for life.


“What do you want me to find?” Because, goddamn it, he’d find it. Whatever it took. At least he’d earn his paycheck from his friend Zak Stark, and not freeload during his recuperation.


Tucking her hair behind one ear, she pointed at the thin file folder on his desk. The one he hadn’t bothered to look at. He’d seen her in the waiting room, and labeled her Nursery School Teacher, Lost Cat. Proving that one shouldn’t judge a book by its cover, no matter how Librarian Spinster looking.


“Give me the CliffsNotes.”


“I want you to find a tomb.”


Bloody hell. “I don’t do tombs.”


Her eyebrows vanished beneath her bangs and she blinked behind her glasses. “You . . . don’t do tombs? What does that mean?”


Her bangs needed cutting; they were constantly in her eyes. “It means, Miss Magee, that if it’s a tomb you’re looking for, I don’t find them.”


Her stare was a little too direct. “Why not?”


“Because I don’t like heat, or sand, or going to places I find unpleasant.” Not unless I’m fully armed and have some asshole bad guy in my sights. It was in a desert that he’d received his injuries. Thorne was in no rush to go back.


Only 322 days to go, he thought bitterly.


“How . . . limiting.” She pushed her glasses up her nose again. “Isn’t it your job to go wherever the client needs you to go?” She paused, and when he didn’t respond, said, “Who says the tomb I want found is somewhere hot and sandy? Maybe it’s the tomb of the Unknown Soldier in Hietaniemi cemetery in Helsinki? Or the tomb beneath the Arc de Triomphe in Paris? Or—”


Terrier, meet bone. He repressed a sigh, a groan, and the words fucking hell. “Do you have a general location?”


Her fingers tightened on her purse. “Egypt.” She cleared her throat, and just in case he was hard of hearing repeated firmly, “Egypt.”


Bugger it. Magee? Egypt? He joined some dots, and didn’t like where they led. Fuck. He resisted cursing in any or all five languages, and opted for a teeth-clenched, polite “Did you bring me something?” While Thorne didn’t believe in coincidences, some people did. Anything was possible. He hoped that wherever his logic was leading him, it was dead wrong.


“Like what?” Her lips twitched. “A Bundt cake?”


Thorne’s back teeth ground together. “Like something I can hold so I can tell you where your tomb is.”


She leaned forward in her chair, avid curiosity sparkling in her eyes. “Right. That thing. How does your superpower work?”


“I’m not a freak.” Even if that’s what he considered himself in his heart of hearts, he didn’t have to admit it out loud. And he sure as hell didn’t have to sit under her suddenly too-interested microscope. “What I do is referred to by scientists as a well-developed sixth sense.” Which had materialized full-fucking-blown after he’d died on the table and been brought back to life eight months ago. He started to rub his thigh under the desk, then realized what he was doing and placed both hands on the desktop. A desk, for Chrissakes!


“Oh.” Leaning forward, she contemplated him for several moments. “How does it work for you?”


He leaned back. Her subtle movement made him feel . . . invaded. Ridiculous. He’d killed men twice her size with his bare hands without a single flutter of his heartbeat. Why should this slip of a woman with her Bambi eyes rattle him? She didn’t, of course; she was just the most interesting thing to happen to him since he’d started working for Zak. Which just showed how restricted his life had become.


“I hold something and can tell you where the person who had it last is located.”


Her brilliant smile stole his next smart-ass comment. Her teeth were white and straight, except for her eyeteeth, which were just crooked enough to charm him. If he were a man who was enchanted by teeth that needed braces. The smile, which lit up her whole face, was like an electric shock jolting his body. It took her from pretty to stunning and caused an unwelcome, and annoying, chemical reaction in his body.


“Perfect!” she told him cheerfully. “They told me to bring something connected to the tomb when I made the appointment. But I couldn’t figure out how the box would help you—” She dug in her bag and withdrew a chamois-covered item about the size of a ring box. She gave him an inquiring look.


“Put it down, and slide it over.” Not because her placing it in his hand diluted anything, but Thorne wasn’t ready to stand just yet, and for reasons he refused to explain to himself, he didn’t want to touch her.


Opening the bag, she dropped a small gold box covered in hieroglyphs into her palm. Clutching the purse to her middle and the box in one hand, she rose to lean over the desk and nudged it forward. His response to her nearness was immediate and visceral. His head swam with the enticing fragrance of her cookie-scented skin. He could drown in her chocolaty eyes—goddamn it. The woman was as tempting to his palate as she was to his senses. Enough of this crap. Redirecting his attention, he picked up the small box. It was light in weight and heavy in ominous undertones.


For fuck’s sake. Sand. Desert. Egypt. The goddamned trifecta. And then—


512946010355149598317637251.


A superfecta!


The numbers scrolling through his head made him set the box on the desk. Not quite as fast as if it had burned his fingers with a flaming blowtorch set on high, but close enough.


Not Egypt. But only slightly less repugnant. “This comes from London.”


“No,” she assured him firmly as she resumed her seat. “It’s from the tomb of Queen Cleopatra, which is somewhere in Egypt, I believe.”


He flicked open the lid. “It’s empty.”


“I know. Whatever was in it was lost. Can you use your superpower to find where it came from?”


Thorne picked up his GPS, although he didn’t need confirmation. He punched in the coordinates he was seeing in his head, then turned the device to his new client. “The Natural History Museum, London.”


She bit her lip, her expression pained. “Can’t you go further back than that?”


There was an imperceptible shadow dancing right behind the London GPS location. Try as he might, Thorne couldn’t read it. “Apparently not.”


Her shoulders slumped. “Damn. Damn. Damn.”


“No charge.”


Her gaze shot to his face. She was not amused. “Well, of course not. I hired Lodestone to find a tomb, not a museum.”


“Then bring me something from the tomb and I’ll tell you where it is.” He drummed his fingers across the tabletop. If he couldn’t shoot something, was it too early for a drink?


“If I could do that then I wouldn’t need you to find it, now would I? This is all I have.” Her expressive eyes welled.


He checked the clock. Noon? Good enough. There was a bar a block over. “Are you going to cry?”


“Maybe. Yes.” She sniffed. A tiny tear, magnified by the lenses of her glasses, shimmered on the edge of her long, dark lashes. “Probably.” It fell, glistening as it slid over her rounded cheek, beneath the frame. “This was pretty much my last option. I’m so disappointed and frustrated.”


Who wasn’t? They only came to Lodestone when they were desperate enough to try anything—even something as out of the park as sixth sense locating. “Why’s this tomb so important? Are you an amateur archaeologist?”


The answer he wanted to hear was no, she had nothing to do with archaeology and was just curious. Or it was a bet—or any bloody thing that wasn’t related to who and what he knew she was about to tell him. The tears were about to fall in earnest, if that trembling lower lip was any indication, and she looked so forlorn, Thorne figured he’d give her a minute before shuffling her out of his office and sending her on her way. He should call his shrink and report progress. Six months ago he would’ve kicked her out in the first thirty seconds. Yes, progress indeed. The desk job was making him soft. Christ.


“My father’s an archaeologist.” The tear dripped off her stubborn chin, leaving a shiny trail on her cheek. “August Magee.”


And there it was. Dots all joined and tied in a big fucking red bow. Which was why, he was damned sure, his new boss and soon to be ex–good friend, Zak Stark, had given him this assignment just before conveniently hieing his arse to some jungle in South America for months on end to build an adventure camp for pre-parolees.


The tie-in between Miss Magee, London, and Egypt was so blatantly obvious as to be laughable. Too bad he was rarely amused.


Thorne’s father was one of the professor’s largest benefactors. What he knew of the professor was precious little. But he did know the man liked his booze, and had a propensity to lie. Did she know who his father was? “Go on.”


“The tomb of Cleopatra has been my father’s life’s work for over twenty years.” Tears apparently forgotten, she was now all earnest sincerity. “He finally discovered its location three months ago.”


“He’s ‘discovered’ that tomb—what? Five or six times?” Thorne pointed out dryly.


“Oh, damn,” she sighed, drawing his disinterested gaze to her small, plump breasts. “You really do know of him. Seven times. But the seventh was—”


He redirected his attention. She had a soft, delectable mouth slicked with glossy pink lipstick, and just looking at those shiny lips made him hard. And annoyed. Thorne wasn’t in the market for a lover at the moment, and he doubted the luscious Miss Magee was the one-night-stand type, even if he was. Pity, but there it was. “Look, Miss Magee—”


“Isis.”


Of course it was. Trust a crackpot archaeologist like August Magee to stick his kid with the name of an Egyptian goddess. “Let me be brutally frank here, Isis. Your father’s reputation precedes him. He was archaeology’s darling more than a decade ago, but he has a problem with veracity. He’s cried wolf more often than not. And frankly his drinking hasn’t done him any favors.” He pinched his fingers together as if holding a shot glass and tipped it back for illustration. “If the tomb really exists, and if this time the find is genuine, then he’s going to need evidence before he’s believed. Having you do it for him probably won’t do the trick.”


“He has Alzheimer’s,” Isis said flatly.


Thorne stared at her for a moment, waiting to see if there was anything else. Satisfied there wasn’t, he got to his feet. Not that he was walking anywhere. But he rose so she’d take the hint and leave. “Then it would appear you’re screwed.” His leg protested as if a great white shark had seized his thigh muscle between its teeth. He gripped the edge of the desk, keeping his expression neutral with effort, even though his knuckles were turning white. “Sorry I can’t help you.”


She beamed those big, tear-drenched eyes up at him like a surface-to-air missile with complex target tracking. “Please.”


Gut tight in reaction to her soft plea, he resumed his seat. “All I can tell you is that whatever was inside the box is somewhere in the museum in London. While my skills are pretty specific, the best I can do is give you the general location of what you’re looking for. Finding it could possibly take you months, if not years. There are in the neighborhood of seventy million items there.”


She frowned. “How could you possibly know that?”


“My father is one of the benefactors of the museum. The Egyptian section of the Natural History Museum in London, in fact.” Thorne was going to hand Zak his arse on a platter five minutes after the emotional Miss Isis Magee departed. He was supposed to be recovering, not dealing with emotional-baggage-laden weepy females.


“The Earl of Kilgetty is your father?” Her eyes went wide and she slid to the edge of her chair. “That’s terrific. He’ll be a big help. And I know every single artifact my father donated to the museum, right up to the last piece. We can go through the exhibits. Hands on. I know we’ll find something that’ll lead us to Egypt and Cleo’s tomb.”


We? “Unless you have a mouse in your pocket the answer to that is a resounding no. I have absolutely no desire to return to England under any circumstances.” For two excellent and compelling reasons that were none of her damned business. “Moreover, I loathe Egyptology, as many people in authority would be delighted to tell you.”


“My cousin Acadia assured me that Lodestone finds anything, anyone, anywhere.” There was now more than a bite to her words. “I believed her assurances that you were as good at this as Zak is.”


Ah. Her cousin Acadia. Zak’s lovely new bride. Suddenly all the puzzle pieces fit neatly into place. A small detail his friend had conveniently omitted before clasping him on the shoulder and telling him to “Take it easy” while he was out of the country.


“Well?”


Bugger it! “Is your photograph under the word tenacious in the dictionary?”


She sat back, crossing her long legs. She was wearing strappy purple sandals, and her toenails were painted an unexpected fluorescent pink. “I know that my father finally found Queen Cleopatra’s tomb. I believe it so much that I’ve liquidated all my assets to prove it. I’ve sold my condo, Mr. Thorne. And my car. And cashed in my stocks. I’ll do anything to prove once and for all—to everyone—that this time he did it. Will you help me find the tomb?”


Fuck. He understood high stakes. She was gambling everything on a roll of Lodestone dice—Thorne owed Zak. His capitulation had nothing to do with Isis. Life was for the living, not the dead. Thorne leaned back, steepling his fingers. His thigh throbbed, his chest ached like a mother, and he didn’t need a sixth sense to tell him he was going to regret this. “Start at the beginning.”


CONNOR THORNE HAD A tightly coiled intensity that Isis found both mildly disconcerting and strangely compelling. He smelled delectable. Not cologne, but clean skin and some kind of outdoor-scented soap. Feeling an irrational need to touch him, she wished he’d offered her a handshake. He wasn’t her type at all, but that didn’t prevent her from feeling the tug of attraction. Either that, or it was the taco she’d hastily consumed for lunch before coming to the Lodestone office.


Having the window at his back was probably strategic, because it cast his face in shadow and spotlit her. He gave the appearance of strength without being muscle-bound. He was a large man, broad shouldered, probably tall although he hadn’t fully stood up so she wasn’t sure. Isis preferred men on a smaller scale, and a little easier to handle. He didn’t look like he could be handled at all.


His eyes were hazel, more on the green side; his dark hair, close-cropped in an almost military style, looked as soft and sleek as a seal’s pelt. Unlike his hair, his features appeared to be carved from granite. His mouth was bracketed by twin grooves. Isis doubted the man ever smiled. The expensive-looking dark suit he wore accented the breadth of his chest, emphasized by a crisp, pale blue open-necked dress shirt. The charcoal suit had probably cost as much as her car. Or would have, if she still had it.


He had a beautifully shaped mouth, and Isis had to use concerted effort to maintain eye contact. Just looking at him elevated her pulse to pleasant levels of anticipation. “First, what should I call you?”


His mouth thinned as he surveyed her out of cool, dispassionate eyes. “Thorne.”


Boy, was that an accurate description of the man or what? “Just Thorne?” The placard beside his office door said CONNOR THORNE. Connor suited him nicely, but then, so did Thorne. He was very prickly, and they’d barely exchanged a dozen sentences.


“Just Thorne; let’s not mix it up.”


“Right.” Having people calling him Thorne was just giving him positive reinforcement to be so prickly. But since she wasn’t in charge of his psyche, Isis let it go. She settled back and recrossed her legs.


He looked, so he wasn’t totally unaware of her.


Isis considered herself fearless. Spiders and snakes had never bothered her, but she wouldn’t want to bump into Connor Thorne in a dark alley.


“Assuming that’s fine . . .” he prompted after a long moment, and she shook her thoughts back into the present. Her predicament, not whatever shadows her own psyche wanted to paint around him.


“Several months ago my father put together a team of the best archaeology students and interns he could find.” Selling everything of any value to finance the dig. Nobody had wanted to fund him. He’d jumped ahead of himself one too many times, leaving himself without any allies other than the Earl of Kilgetty and herself.


Isis didn’t have any money to give him, and Thorne’s father, the Earl, had cut off funds when he realized his patronage was going into a deep, dark hole. The money had been like pouring millions of gallons of water onto the Egyptian desert.


Isis watched Thorne’s eyes to see if he was truly listening. The tears had worked, but she could tell he wasn’t a man who would fall for that more than once. The waterworks hadn’t been hard to pull off. She was at the end of her emotional rope, and a good, cleansing cry would be terrific right now. Some women thought crying was a sign of weakness, but Isis considered it a release valve for pent-up emotional pressure.


She’d save that indulgence for when she left his office.


Thorne leaned slightly to the side, resting an elbow on the arm of his chair. The light behind him cut a dark shadow over one slashing cheekbone, and she suddenly wanted desperately to get a shot of him backlit by the runnels of rain hitting the window, the Seattle skyline a hazy backdrop. The whole scene was soft and gray and rather melancholy.


But not him. Thorne was right in the middle, vibrant and larger-than-life.


His green eyes boring a hole through her façade.


There was no law to say—even in the middle of her crisis—that she couldn’t enjoy the view. And the fact that the attraction didn’t appear to be reciprocated didn’t lessen her enjoyment looking at him. That just made it easier.


Everything she’d owned now belonged to Lodestone International; the price of Thorne’s help. But they were just things. And things were replaceable.


The only item of value she hadn’t liquidated was her three-year-old Canon 5d Mark II camera, which she was never without.


So it was a good thing looking was free. Not that she could afford even that after she’d paid the hefty retainer and tried to budget the daily expenses of keeping her father in a comfortable facility. Comfortable meant hellishly expensive. He had no insurance. Zak and Acadia weren’t aware of her financial difficulties, and Isis preferred to keep it that way. Yes, as a last resort she could ask for help. But for now, she still had options. She’d known three months ago that the money—his, and hers—would run out.


She’d debated doing the sure thing and keeping him there for another three months. Or opting to take a wild, crazy gamble and use some of her carefully hoarded funds to pay Lodestone to find her father’s treasure. There was only a month left before she had to find other accommodations for him. Twenty-eight days, to be precise.


Connor Thorne was her Holy Grail and Hail Mary.


And if she happened to enjoy looking at him, that just made things easier.


His English accent, coupled with the deep bass of his voice, made her stomach feel light and fluttery, and made her heartbeat speed up pleasantly. He might have the personality of a kumquat, but he was incredibly sexy to look at. Her artist’s eye wanted to photograph him against a rough wall, with a spear in his hand. In nothing more than a drape of a loincloth. The thought tempted her to smile. She had to settle for him fully clothed in his office. Ah. Imagination was a wonderful thing, and best of all, free.


For some perverse reason she enjoyed his pithy sarcastic responses. While she talked he kept his gaze on her face. She liked that. He might think she was full of BS, but he paid her the courtesy of looking at her, even if he was thinking about getting the oil in his car changed.


The energy humming off him was almost tangible, even though he was perfectly still. His eyes looked quite green as he steadily watched her. Observed her. “And?” he prodded not all that patiently as she considered the best way to bounce outside light to reflect off his face.


Right. The point. “Prior to that, he’d spent a year in Egypt with Dylan Brengard—that’s his assistant—searching and confirming. To make sure that when he published again, he had all his t’s crossed and his i’s dotted.” Because she’d threatened her beloved father with dismemberment if he was once more touting his find without sufficient proof—the actual tomb, ready to be opened and photographed.


“Miss Magee—” He caught himself. “Isis. I know you want to believe that he really did find the tomb this time, but the reality is that he’d ‘found’ it a half-dozen times before. And each time his peers and the international press became less and less gullible. He has Alzheimer’s—wouldn’t it be best for everyone if you allowed the media to forget as well? Surely in his condition, he can’t be as bothered by this as you seem to be?”


Not acceptable. She’d heard the same song and dance a dozen times, and she wasn’t having any of it. Not when she’d paid, and paid well, for his services. “There were fourteen of them on the dig. Some he’d rehired from various other expeditions. Half of them were new, fresh, eager to prove what he believed. He phoned me on the afternoon of the nineteenth day. He was almost incoherent with excitement.”


She put up her hand as he started to tip back his hand in the drink salute again. “No, he wasn’t drunk, Mr. Thorne. He was happy, jubilantly so. He told me they’d found the tomb. Really found the tomb. In the Valley of the Scorpions.” Not strictly true, but that had been her conclusion after he’d returned home.


“Not the Valley of the Queens?” When she shook her head, he continued with a hint of skepticism, his tone Sahara dry: “That’s an area of more than a hundred square miles. Was he more specific?”


“No. He felt strongly that if the information got into the wrong hands, someone with more resources would try to scoop him before he could get inside and document what he found.” She wrapped her fingers around the amulet her father had had made for her in a bazaar in Luxor in the good old days, when he’d been riding fame and glory for all he was worth. “Everyone on the team saw the entrance; a couple of them dug far enough inside to retrieve some small artifacts. He had all the tools and supplies they needed. They were going to start digging the next morning.”


“And did they?”


Isis hesitated, because this was the tricky part. “The team returned to their camp for the night. They’d gone just far enough inside the tomb to ascertain that it was Cleopatra’s. My father assured me he had some small artifacts to show he was right—”


“Why do I hear a giant but coming?”


“He was found the next afternoon, dehydrated and disoriented and with a scalp laceration, indicating he’d been hit with a blunt instrument and left for dead. The entire team had been brutally murdered.” The thought of it still gave her goose bumps. “The authorities said by local tribesmen.”


“It didn’t strike you as odd that out of all those strong, able-bodied members of his crew, he was the only one left alive?”


Not at the time. “I was just happy that he was alive,” she admitted. “I had no reason to question it then. At first, after I brought him home, he remembered absolutely nothing. He’d suffered blunt head trauma. He didn’t even recall that he’d gone back to Egypt. It took several months for the memories to start coming back. He remembered leaving the group at dusk while they were preparing the evening meal. He said he wanted to go back to the tomb to take more pictures. He swears he took a bunch of images before the light went.


“He remembers getting into the Jeep and riding back to camp. His memories after that are spotty. He recalls coming back into camp and smelling the meat burning for the evening meal. He remembers seeing everyone lying about as if they’d taken a nap where they’d fallen—only there was so much blood. Then he doesn’t remember anything else. He swears someone struck him on the head. Sometimes he remembers being pulled from his vehicle. Other times he swears someone was lurking at the dig. His injuries substantiate that he was hit, hard, but obviously not where he was at the time the attack happened.”


“And when the authorities went to the location? Did they find the tomb?”


Isis took a deep breath, knowing that what she said just reinforced the unbelievability of the story. Mystery killers, kidnappers, tomb espionage? It sounded like something out of a movie, even to her. She was losing Thorne, fast.


Tears again? Nah. That was a trick that’d only work once.


“My father and his dead team members were found at the Dafarfa Oasis, two hundred miles from where he’d told me he’d been. There isn’t a tomb there for more than a hundred miles.”


“And did the authorities find who’d murdered all those people?”


“No.”


“Any leads?”


“Not as far as I know.”


Thorne made a condescending sound deep in his throat. “Not to put too fine a point on it, that’s a terrible track record for anyone, even to a loving daughter. Given the professor’s penchant for hyperbole, why do you believe him this time when he’s lied at least half a dozen times before?”


“He didn’t lie.” Exactly. “He didn’t have all the information. And this time is different—because this time I have a picture to prove it.”
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Five hours later they were airborne.


The 747 from Seattle to New York and on to London was full, everyone crammed in like sardines. The first-class cabin was more spacious, but Thorne still felt like he’d been shoved inside a tin can. The air smelled of the steak they’d had for dinner, and a faint, underlying scent of Isis’s ginger cinnamon soap. The cabin lights were dimmed. Thorne’s light was off. Isis, sitting between himself and the window, had a halo where her light shone on her hair.


She’d changed at Zak’s place into pale blue jeans and a long-sleeved red T-shirt, and wore dangling red and gold earrings that kept tangling in her hair. As much as it annoyed him—tempted him to untangle the glinting metal plates, touch her hair—Thorne kept his hands to himself. The urge to touch her was already ridiculous and required a good deal more discipline than he’d anticipated.


“How will your skill work when we get to the museum?” Isis asked quietly.


Business. That was safe. “You suspect where your father was when he was attacked, right?” She nodded. “I’ll touch the things you sent to the museum to complete his exhibit, and see if there’s a location match.”


Her eyes widened behind her glasses. “You do remember that there are thousands of artifacts in the collection, right?”


More than aware. “It’s a long shot, but it’s the only shot we have.” And given all that rubbish about assaults from mystery figures and murder, the quicker this was over, the better.


Even if a small part of him did settle into the instinct of years of training. In, out, put the bad guys down.


If there were even any bad guys.


“You won’t have to touch everything,” she countered, with what seemed like mild amusement in the dim light. “It’s thirty years’ worth of work. I can sort and eliminate things by obviously wrong locations and unlikely dates. That’ll cut down the time, won’t it?”


“Sure.” From ten years to five. Finding the right matching location, while not knowing what type of artifact would hold the GPS location, was akin to searching for a thief in a prison.


“I’m glad I can help you help me. I hate sitting around waiting, don’t you?”


Yeah. One of the things at the top of his list. He shifted in his seat so he could straighten his legs, and she moved her feet to give him more room. “You can stretch out some more if you like.”


“I’m good.” As good as it was going to get, anyway. He’d let the flight attendant take his suit jacket and cane, and had rolled up his sleeves in deference to the stuffiness on board, despite the air blowing down on him. It wasn’t cooling his unwelcome attraction to Miss Magee any.


She looked up at him, eyes earnest behind her black-framed glasses. Her breath smelled sweet from the Diet Coke she was drinking. Thorne didn’t drink sodas, but he wondered absently what it would taste like on her tongue if he kissed her. Which, of course, he was absolutely not going to do.


Curling her legs up under her on the wide leather seat, she pitched her body closer to his. Her closeness, and the subdued lighting in the cabin, made the situation far too intimate and made Thorne want to bury himself in her heat and cinnamon scent. She licked her unpainted mouth as if she were reading his thoughts. “Were you in an accident?”


“Yeah.” I accidently walked into Boris Yermalof’s boning knife. He watched the attractive flight attendant bringing around coffee. It was natural to think of the Russian when he was on his way to London and talking about Egypt. The bloody Russian was the reason Thorne had been banished to Seattle in the first place. The chase through Egypt eight months ago had ended in Israel, where his two partners had been brutally butchered, and when Thorne had avoided being gutted like a fish, it was more by accident than design. Everyone considered his survival a miracle.


He resented being put in a holding pattern when all he wanted to do was track Yermalof down and do unto him as the Russian had done unto Thorne’s partners. Twiddling his thumbs wasn’t Thorne’s thing. Babysitting a deluded big-eyed cutie while he served out his sentence was proving more challenging than he had time for. The fact that he was supposed to be recuperating didn’t make it less of a problem.


Isis predictably asked, “Was it a c—”


Without turning to look at her, he said unambiguously, “I don’t talk about it.”


“If there’s anything I can do . . .?”


“No.”


The flight attendant smiled and flashed her cleavage over the small tray holding china cups. The rich scent of Sumatra eradicated—for the moment—the smell of Isis’s skin. Thorne turned to glance at her.


“Do you want coffee?” He wasn’t a man who chatted. He didn’t want to be her friend, and he didn’t want to fucking bond. London. Hopefully he’d find something that would satisfy her. He’d go back to Seattle, where the weather suited his mood, and she could go . . . wherever the hell she wanted to go. None of his business.


“No thanks. I probably shouldn’t have drunk those two Diet Cokes.” She reached up and turned off her overhead light, then pulled the thin blanket across her lap, up over her chest. “I want to sleep so I’m fresh when we arrive.”


She was plenty fresh. He took a coffee, ignoring the woman lingering at his side until she pushed off. “Good idea,” he told Isis. The coffee was hot and black. Not French press, but drinkable. He drank it in two gulps, then placed the cup and saucer on the wide space between their seats. It wasn’t a wall, but it marked his space from hers.


Isis wiggled down in her seat, curling up to get more comfortable, her elbow pushing his cup dangerously close to the edge as she shifted, trying to balance her head on her hand.


Mentally shoring the barriers, he moved the cup after all.


Now he couldn’t pretend that he wasn’t looking at her instead of the discarded cup. Eyes closed, Isis was close enough for him to see the way her long lashes cast shadows on her creamy cheeks, and feel her warm breath against his upper arm. She didn’t look very comfortable but her discomfort was none of his business. If she woke up with a stiff neck that was her own fault.


She wasn’t asleep. He could practically hear her mind working.


He knew he wouldn’t find what he was looking for without her help at the museum. She at least knew which decade of artifacts and paperwork to check as a jumping-off point. He didn’t want to go; that was a given. But he’d performed numerous jobs for queen and country that he hadn’t wanted to perform. Sometimes a man had to shut the hell up and just do what had to be done. His father was one of two people in London whom Thorne had no desire to see, but to get Isis and himself into the back rooms of the museum, he needed his father’s help.


Bloody hell. He’d then owe His Lordship a favor. No good deed went unrecorded in the Earl’s ledgers.


Still, with Isis’s tenacious assistance, he could make the trip quick and relatively painless. If anything in the professor’s artifacts was from his recent dig, Thorne would give Isis the information she needed and send her on her way. He didn’t need to go to Egypt with her. Just point her in the right direction.


She wanted the mythical tomb of Cleopatra? If her father had been in the Valley of the Scorpions and that’s where the tomb was, he’d find the connection.


She’d leave; he’d go back to Seattle. The end.


She’d have her answers, and he’d forget about the curly-haired woman who batted her long lashes from behind smudged glasses.


He’d learned something else about his client—besides that she was as tenacious as a Rottweiler. She was a tightwad who made every penny work twice, once for each side. The heated conversation between them at Sea-Tac Airport had drawn a small crowd of amused onlookers. It was only when he informed her with all the superior arrogance of his ancestors that with his bad leg, sitting in steerage for nine hours was completely out of the question, that she had partially acquiesced. He could go first-class. She’d go coach.


Thorne purchased two first-class tickets and told her to shut up and enjoy her heated nuts.


“You can talk to me,” she said drowsily, without opening her eyes. “I’m not asleep.”


He slipped off her glasses. Her mouth tightened at the unexpected contact. Not disgust; more like surprise. Thoughtful, he folded the earpieces and stuck the glasses in his shirt pocket, beside the photograph she’d given him—reluctantly—back at the Lodestone office. “How long have you been living with the Starks?” He’d taken her to Queen Anne Hill to pack and was not surprised that she’d directed him to Zak’s house.


“A month. They’ve been kind enough to let me camp out there while I regroup.”


Thorne could smell her hair and skin—cinnamon. She’d twisted her curls up on top of her head, and her face unframed by all that hair was pure and sweet. Opening her eyes, she gave him a drowsy smile. There were humor and charm in her big brown eyes and sensual mouth, elements oddly more insidious than overt sex appeal.


He removed the picture from his breast pocket. “Tell me what you see.”


She didn’t take the piece of paper from him, just touched his hand to bring it closer. An unwelcome frisson of awareness zinged up his arm at her touch. The speed with which she withdrew her fingers, the way her mouth did that tightening thing again, indicated she’d felt the same thing. Bollocks. He was a grown man, and she was the first woman on his radar in too long. “Need your glasses?”


“No, I see fine close up.” She straightened to push her fringe out of her eyes. “It was taken in the evening. Seven or eight, I’d guess. You can tell by the angle of the sunlight.” Her arm brushed his when she pointed. “This is clearly a tomb entrance. See the way the earth slopes, but the size of the rock is not uniform to its surroundings? That was backfill. This section here is undisturbed. This section here, where the team started to dig, is darker where the rocks and soil were excavated. The photographer was my father. He always manages to insert himself into pictures.” There was a wealth of love and amusement in her quiet voice.


“Usually it’s his thumb; this time it was his shadow. He sent this from his phone soon after he took the picture.”


“Who do you think this is?” Thorne pointed to a shadow off to the left.


“I thought it looked like a second man standing with his back to the light. But I blew up the image in my lab several months ago, and it’s too hard to tell. It wasn’t clear enough to make out if it’s a person or a rock formation. And when I spoke to him he said he’d left everyone back at camp.”


Because a man with Alzheimer’s would remember. “Probably rocks, then,” Thorne said easily, tucking the photograph back into his pocket behind her glasses. Or the man Dr. Magee claimed struck him on the head. Thorne’s gut told him it was the latter. That complicated things. He’d rather hoped recovery would be easy. He suspected Isis Magee was like crabgrass: insidious and hard to get rid of. But if someone had indeed attacked Professor Magee, Thorne couldn’t let her go off in search of Cleopatra’s tomb alone.


Bloody, bloody hell.


“Try to sleep,” he told her, reaching up to adjust the air nozzle. “Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.” Probably long and hellish as well as hellishly long.


Isis pushed back her seat to recline more fully and gave him a small smile as she snugged the thin blanket to her chin. “I’m equal parts excited and terrified,” she murmured as her lids dipped lower and lower.


Unfortunately, Thorne thought as he watched her eyes flutter and close, I feel exactly the same way.


London


ISIS LOOKED UP AT the imposing Georgian edifice with its warm brick façade and neat rows of blank-eyed sash windows. The building looked rigid, precise, and boringly symmetrical. If this was a hotel, there wasn’t even a discreet brass nameplate outside the glossy black front door.


The sun was shining, but the chill in the air caused her to snug the collar of her red Windbreaker up around her ears and stuff her hands deep in the jacket’s pockets. She’d thrown together her clothes for the trip based on digging through dusty antiquities in the museum and, hopefully, for a trip to Egypt, where the temperatures in June hit the high nineties. Not for fancy hotels or London’s chilly version of summer weather.


Jeans, T-shirts, underwear, socks. Two pairs of shoes. Her camera bag, which doubled as a purse. Although she was rarely without her Canon, she’d left it locked in the hotel safe for this “quick” trip. Too bad; she’d like to take some angled shots of the building, which looked like a buttoned-up virgin on her wedding night. The thought made her smile.


She didn’t care much about what she wore, but her silent companion was dressed in another beautifully cut business suit, which he’d changed into at the hotel, where they’d stopped long enough to drop off their luggage and wash up.


His clothes shouted armor. His crisp blue and white pinstriped shirt was open at the throat; his short dark hair ruffled in the breeze like the pelt of a seal. He looked deceptively at ease. But her artist eye saw the slight tension in his shoulders, and the grim line of his mouth.


Connor “Just Thorne” wasn’t casual or particularly approachable. In fact, he was a bit on the surly side and hoarded his words as if they were currency. Which was too bad, because Isis bet he’d be fascinating if he opened up. She spent her life getting silent things to speak, at least in her photographs. He’d be no different. She would search to find just the precise angle, and the form of lighting, that would reveal the story.


What drove the man?


What kind of accident had caused the limp? Why wouldn’t he talk about it? She wanted to pry him open like the clam he was. She wondered, as she glanced around, just what kind of crowbar would be necessary to pry inside his secrets.


He hadn’t clued her in to whom they were seeing or why, other than a brief mention that his father had something to do with the museum they needed to visit.


He rang the highly polished doorbell, the sound echoing discreetly inside.


“Where are we?” They’d already checked in to the hotel, and one wouldn’t ring a doorbell at a hotel in any case. Trying to guess where they were and why they were there, she glanced around at the neatly trimmed boxwood hedges surrounding a beautifully manicured Stepford-perfect flower bed filled with deep purple salvia. Bright red petunias would look better than the stick-straight salvia, she decided.


There wasn’t a bend or a curve to be seen. Everything was precise, straight, uniform. In fact, she bet that whoever was in charge of the plants had cut back any stragglers so they were exactly even in number on each side.


Before he could respond the door was opened by a distinguished, unamused man with snow-white hair and a beak of a nose. He wore a starched black suit so stiff it appeared to have the hanger still in it. Isis buried her instant levity, wondering if the man was aware he’d caricatured himself. “Master James,” he said in round, self-important tones. “This is something of a surprise.”


“To all concerned,” Thorne replied dryly as the man stepped back to let them inside. “Is His Lordship at home, Roberts?”


The butler glanced down his nose at Isis for a moment, his nostrils flaring, as if he smelled something unpleasant. “I’ll inquire, sir. Shall I bring tea to the yellow room?” The butler held himself with stiff dignity.


“Coffee and a diet cola. Heavy on the ice.”


“Certainly.” Roberts half-bowed and went right, while she followed “Master James” to the left. Roberts, she noted, disappeared like magic, and it was only her imagination that had her smelling sulfur in the air, which otherwise bore the scent of lemon polish and flowers.


Wowza! She’d been in hotels smaller than this place. “Your name’s James?”


He picked up speed, his hard-soled shoes and cane landing slightly uneven, staccato strikes on the marble floor. “Thorne.”


“Okay by me,” she said easily, looking around with interest as she trailed behind him. Tension rolled off him in almost visible waves. Isis closed the gap between them in a probably misplaced sense that he needed someone to stand with him. She kept her tone light as she tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow and adjusted her steps to match his. “My father always said, ‘A child with many names is a child loved.’ ”


He didn’t shake her off but made a derisive noise under his breath as they circumvented a large wood and marble table with an enormous floral arrangement dripping from a blue and white vase half as tall as she was. That many hydrangeas and Casablanca lilies couldn’t possibly get enough to drink, they were crammed in so tightly. “Not in every case,” he said coldly, finally disengaging from her hold to slip his hand in his jacket pocket.


Ow. “This is your parents’ home?” Isis asked in exaggerated hushed tones as their shoes clicked loudly on marble the color of beach sand and the tap of Thorne’s cane echoed in surround sound off all the hard surfaces.


“Already amused, I see.” Thorne let her catch up to him again in the vast entry hall. He wasn’t letting the grass grow under his feet. Whatever the reason for the cane and slight limp, the man moved fast. She had to trot to keep up.


She couldn’t imagine a child scampering through the halls or sliding down the magnificent curved teak banister. Not that she could imagine Thorne as a child, either. Feeling his unbearable tension as if it were a living thing in the too-still, unbearably grand house, she forced a small smile. “I was just thinking I’d like to get Roberts into a room filled with white Persian cats and photograph his reactions. I bet fluff never lands on that suit of his—it has super-repellent on it, doesn’t it?”
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