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The Art of Possession

 

By Cari Z

 

When a treasure-hunting black ops soldier and a disgraced, reckless archeologist team up in search of a priceless artifact, they might get more than they bargained for.

Ever since leaving the Green Berets to work in private security, Alex Tucker has longed for some excitement—and he’s about to get his wish.

Archeologist Malcolm Armstrong needs the chance to prove he isn’t a fraud. Along with Alex, he’s hired to track down and authenticate a valuable scepter, in a hunt that turns deadlier than either of them imagined as they search dangerous locations across three continents and try to stay ahead of the factions who want the treasure for themselves—and Malcolm and Alex dead.

Just as they realize the feelings between them transcend convenience and the thrill of the chase, a rival reemerges, threatening everything.




The Art of Possession is dedicated to my ficwife Tiffany, for being the absolute best plotting partner ever, and to Patricia, who is a font of knowledge and graciously volunteered her expertise when I cried out for help.

Finally, this book is dedicated to my love of adventure movies, and my sincere desire to see Indiana Jones put back his ill-gotten artifacts, because come on, man.




Chapter One

 

 

THE SCENT of lavender pervaded the picturesque hilltop town of Roussillon in the heart of Provence, aided by the soft June breeze and enhanced by the muted buzz of thousands of bees tending the fields. Against the backdrop of a cornflower-blue sky and pastel clouds that would have done Monet himself proud, it was one of the most beautifully bucolic landscapes I’d ever seen in my life.

It was almost a shame that I only got to experience it because of a kidnapping.

“Keep your eyes off your phone, you philistine. We’re at a café.” The woman sitting across from me crossed her legs and took a sip of her cappuccino, letting one bright red sandal dangle from just the toes of her left foot. Her dark brown skin glowed in the late afternoon light, and she looked perfectly at home surrounded by the tall ochre buildings, edged with muted white bricks to help distinguish one from the next.

I put my phone aside and smiled at her as I reached for my drink, trying not to grit my teeth. “He’s ten minutes late for the pickup.”

“What did you really expect? You put water in his fuel tank. Doubtless his engine is running a bit rough by now. He’ll be here, though.”

Here was actually fifty yards farther up the hill, inside the Church of Saint Michael. It was a quiet, unassuming place of worship, without the fanfare of a lot of historical French churches. It was also the designated drop point for the five million euros that was Sophie Mercier’s ransom demand, tucked into a leather bag beneath a pew in the front row.

It hadn’t been hard to find the men responsible for kidnapping Sophie, the fifteen-year-old daughter of a wealthy shipping magnate with offices in every major city in France. She’d been snatched on a school trip to Provence, stolen out of her private room at the picturesque but low-security hotel in this same little town two nights ago. Two hours later, a ransom demand was sent to her father. Instead of reaching out to the authorities, he immediately contacted my employer, Kensington International Security.

“He wants the retrieval kept low-key, as far from media attention as possible,” Robert Kensington had said when he called to brief me on the job. “Rene Mercier is renegotiating a government contract right now, and he doesn’t want this to affect his bargaining position.”

Rene Mercier sounds like he could use a solid punch to the fucking face. But then, that was the truth about most of our clients. They didn’t call KIS because they were nice people in a bind—they called up a private mercenary, security, and retrieval outfit because they wanted results and could afford to get them fast.

Working in France meant collaborating with KIS’s in-country analyst, Patricia Diagho, who was currently cradling her shiny black cup in one hand and gazing out at the Luberon range like she didn’t have a care in the world. I looked away from her, back down to my phone. Still no movement.

“Alex, honestly. People are going to think you’re nothing but a rude American.”

“A completely accurate assumption,” I agreed. “I’d rather have them think that than get a slow start because I was too busy blending in to do my job.”

Patricia looked at me over the top edge of her designer sunglasses and raised one eyebrow. “Are you insinuating that I don’t know how to do mine? As if I don’t have an alert programmed into my phone to let me know as soon as the package begins to move? As if I would ever let a disgusting waste of humanity like this man and his friends get away with kidnapping a young girl? Hmm? Is that what you think?”

Patricia was great to work with, for the most part, but she could be overzealous about protecting what she considered her part of the job—the technical side of things. I chose my words carefully. “I think that I’d rather be sure than not, under the circumstances. It’s no reflection on you or your work, just of my own paranoia.” That much was completely true—I knew Patricia was good. Less than twelve hours after receiving the ransom demand, she had profiles ready for me on all three of the kidnappers, including likely spots where they’d be holding Sophie. Two hours of riding around the local countryside had confirmed the recent addition of a biometric lock to the thick metal door of one of the warehouses listed, as well as new gleaming bars over the windows. Bingo. After that, it was just a matter of taking them out without causing harm to Sophie.

“Hmm. Well, I suppose I’ll overlook it this time.” She leaned back again and sighed. “Better you glance at your phone than be unable to keep your hands off your piece.”

“It’s like you want me to think you’ve got a dirty mind.”

“You’re carrying right now, aren’t you?” she asked, more curiosity than condemnation in her voice.

“Of course I am.”

“What do you possibly think could happen to you in an open, public place like this that would require a gun?”

Spoken like a true European. “Better safe than sorry” was all I said. There was no way in hell I was going to be more than a few seconds away from armed and dangerous at any time during a job. The little Kahr pistol strapped to my ankle was a concession to my surroundings. If I’d been back in the States, I’d have had three guns on my person.

Not that I’ve been back to the States much in the past… year. Jesus. Not since the Laughton job. And the less said about that, the better.

“But does it really do that for you?” Patricia took her sunglasses off and looked at me, really looked, her dark eyes wide and searching. It felt like she saw through me, like I was as transparent as a stained glass window, illuminated by the setting sun behind me. I saw her take in the brutally short brown hair, the way my nose flattened in the center, the tiny, pale blemishes marking the left side of my face. “Does it make you feel safer, even when you are surrounded by nothing but beauty and peace?”

I stared right back, the pull of the scar tissue in my left shoulder aching a little from keeping such a louche posture for so long. “There’s no such thing as peace.”

Patricia frowned. She opened her mouth to speak, but a beep on her phone derailed her. “Ah. He has it.”

“Well, then.” I stood up, placed a twenty-euro bill on the table, and stretched nonchalantly. “My treat. I’m off to work.”

“Do keep in touch,” she said, brushing her tight black curls back from the earpiece in her right ear.

“You know I will.” I put my sunglasses on, picked up my phone, and began to stroll in the direction of the church. Looked like Monsieur Valles was wasting no time—the dot indicating the ransom was almost to the car park. Eager to get back to his collaborators. Ah yes, Messieurs Picot and Lamarca, the masterminds behind this ridiculous affair. I was looking forward to introducing myself to them.

I got to the car park just in time to watch Valles, clutching the bag to him like a shield, get into the tiny Peugeot that I had spent some quality time with this morning. He tried to start the car—the engine revved, then failed. He swore and tried again.

It started on the third try, and I breathed a sigh of relief along with him. It would be much easier to take care of Valles once we were outside of town, on the road to Avignon. I got into my rental, a perky little Volkswagen Up that had conveniently dark-tinted windows, moved my gear bag from the back seat to the passenger seat where I could grab things quickly, and pulled out to follow. Not too closely—I had the tracker, after all, but the sniper part of me didn’t feel quite comfortable unless I kept my mark in my sights.

We left Roussillon and headed west, and it took blessedly little time for Valles’s car to go from problematic to inoperable. I parked just to the side of the road on the top of a hill and watched through my binoculars as Valles pulled over, got out, kicked the car several times, then got on the phone. There was no way he was calling a taxi, not with the amount of money he had on him. This was the call that would bring one of his conspirators out of their bunker, which was essential to the next part of the plan. Robert had been very clear about the next part of the plan.

“No shooting people.”

“You say that like it’s inevitable that I will,” I’d groused to Robert on the phone last night while I double-checked my gear.

Robert had sighed. “I can count on one hand the missions you’ve been on that ended without someone getting shot.”

“I’m just responding to changes in the field.”

“With a gun.”

Obviously. “Guns are a necessary part of getting the job done. You don’t like it, hire a diplomat to go and negotiate with the kidnappers instead.”

It was an old argument between us, and one that Robert hadn’t been in the mood to rehash, thank God. “Just try and resolve things as nonlethally as possible, all right? Make it easier on Patricia. She’s got to help mop up the mess at the end.”

“I’ll do my best,” I’d promised. And I planned to. I just believed in being prepared, that was all.

Once Valles ended his call, I got back onto the road. Thirty seconds later I pulled in just behind the man and got out of my car.

“Hey there, buddy!” I called out, doing my best impression of a nosy, noisy American as I walked over. Valles, leaning against his hood, glared at me suspiciously. He was a tall man, with a few inches on me but probably twenty pounds lighter, his skinny features tight to his skull. He wore a dark leather jacket despite the heat, and the way he kept one hand inside of it screamed that he was holding on to a gun.

Amateur.

“Everything okay up there? You need a lift?” I continued, then shook my head and chuckled. “Gettin’ ahead of myself here—do you speak English? Eng-lish!” I repeated as I closed the last few feet between us.

Valles sneered at me. “Is fine. Go.”

“Go? You sure?” I scratched my head and put one hand on my hip. “I’d hate to leave you in a lurch.”

Valles clearly didn’t catch all of that, but he was also losing patience if the way he began to swear at me in French was anything to go by.

“I could check your engine for you,” I offered, and Valles snarled and stepped toward me, beginning to draw his weapon.

I pulled my tranq pistol, fired a shot into Valles’s chest, and stepped in to catch him before he could even clear his gun of the holster. “There we go, buddy,” I murmured, slinging Valles’s arm over my shoulder and getting him back to the rental before anyone driving by could make sense of the scene. I stuffed him in the rear seat, then drove the car back a hundred yards and farther off onto the shoulder. Leaving the keys in the ignition, I took Valles’s jacket, phone, and gun, and zip-tied his hands and feet together. “You just wait here like a good criminal.” I liberated my equipment bag as well, then tapped my headset. “Target One secure.”

“I assumed as much when I saw the package had stopped moving, but thank you for confirming,” Patricia said in my ear. “And Target Two?”

“Should be on the way. I moved the rental and am heading back to wait for Two in the other car.”

“Is that wise? What if he drives up and notices you’re not Valles?”

“The shadows are long enough that I think I can fool him until he’s in range. And either way, he can’t risk not checking in, not with the amount of money at stake.”

“If you say so.”

“Thanks for your vote of confidence.” I tapped the headset to disconnect, put on Valles’s jacket, propped up the car’s hood, bent over it, and waited. I had to wave off a few do-gooders, but it didn’t take long for Target Two, in this case Edouard Lamarca, to appear, driving like a maniac and pulling in at an angle so close to me that his front fender nearly brushed the backs of my legs. I stiffened, fresh adrenaline suddenly pumping through me. Fucking asshole. It took more effort than I liked to go for the tranq gun and not the other one when Lamarca grabbed my shoulder and spun me around.

He totally deserved that dart to the groin.

Lamarca gasped, folding in on himself like a paper fan. He was a short man, no more than five-foot-five, and I was able to pick him up bridal-style and shove him into the back of his own car with barely a twinge in my shoulder.

“Target Two down,” I said as I gagged the unconscious man, then zip-tied him the same way I had Valles. “It’s time to go for a ride.”

“That went very smoothly.”

I got into the car and turned it back onto the road, driving conservatively. “Comme sur des roulettes, that’s me.”

Patricia sniffed. “Oh really? Let’s see how well you manage the next part before you begin congratulating yourself. You still have to get into the building.”

“No problem.” I drove for another five minutes, then turned left down a tiny, nameless road toward a vast field of lavender. The warehouse I’d scoped out earlier was the sole building in a grove of tall, umbrella-like stone pines. Picot was in there, alone with Sophie.

Not for long.

I parked Lamarca’s car a hundred feet down the lane, got out, and retrieved the man from the back seat, along with the rest of his relevant equipment. I cut the tie binding his hands, hoisted him over my shoulder, and made my way to the front of the building. “You sure you took care of the camera?” I murmured as I tried to maneuver the deadweight I was carrying into a position where I could press the man’s hand to the reader outside the warehouse. This would be so much easier if I could just cut the damn thing off.

“I looped a false image in twenty minutes ago. Monsieur Picot shouldn’t be any the wiser.”

I grunted, flopping Lamarca’s arm around in an attempt to get it into position. “And you’re compensating for the changes in the light?” I asked.

“I am, in fact, not new to this, merci very much. What’s taking so long?”

“Monsieur Lamarca isn’t a flexible man, even when he’s passed out. Hang on.” I swung the limp body down so it was almost as though Lamarca was standing, then, holding him up with one arm, pushed his hand into place with the other. It was a huge relief when the light finally blinked green.

I let Lamarca slump to the ground, zip-tied him again, then opened the front door and crept inside the building. It wasn’t big, with one empty room in the front, covered in trash—apparently it was the kidnapper’s dumpsite—and a closed door beyond that. I took a cursory look around, then swore.

“There’s another camera in the corner.”

“What?” I heard Patricia tap rapidly on a keyboard for a moment. “That shouldn’t be there. Their purchase history doesn’t support the existence of another camera.”

“Maybe it came with the place,” I said, not bothering to rein in the sarcasm. I heard a whimper from inside the room. “I’ve got to assume he knows I’m here.”

“What will you do?”

“Get Sophie out, obviously.” I crept over to the door, quietly on the off chance I was wrong, and carefully cracked it open.

A scream ripped through the air before I could even glance inside. So much for quiet. I kicked the door open and strode in, tranq gun up and ready to fire.

Picot was clearly expecting me. He had Sophie standing in front of him, one arm around her neck, the other one aiming a gun at her head. He was a pale, flabby man—he’d been one of Rene Mercier’s drivers before being let go—but now, in his desperation, he was as dangerous as any man alive.

“One more step and I will kill her!” he shouted. “I will kill the girl!” Sophie, barefoot and clad in a soiled yellow sundress, squeezed her eyes shut. Two tears rolled down her swollen face. Either she’d been crying hard or one of the kidnappers had slapped her. Motherfucker.

I kept my focus on Picot. “There’s no need for that,” I said levelly. “I’ve got your ransom outside in Monsieur Lamarca’s car. You take the ransom, I take the girl, we both leave with what we want.”

“Where are Edouard and Jean?” he demanded.

“Both are alive. One’s right outside the building, one’s in the back of a car on the side of the road. Neither one is worth your consideration anymore, though, Monsieur Picot.”

“Why not?” He was sweating heavily, his palms gone slick. I could see him regrip the gun, his trigger finger tightening reflexively.

“Because you don’t need them anymore. I told you, the money is in the car. I’m perfectly willing to let you have it in exchange for Sophie there.”

“I say what we do!” he screamed at me. Sophie trembled. “Me, not you!”

“All right,” I said placatingly. “What would you like to do, then?”

“I will… you… you get out of the way. I take her to the car with me. If the money is there, we leave. I drop her on the side of the road in five minutes.”

She would definitely die if I let that happen. I smiled at him. “Sounds good,” I said. “I’m gonna back up now, okay? So I can let you out the front door.”

“Go slow.”

I stepped backward, into the darker anteroom. Picot had to jostle Sophie to get her moving, pressing his slippery gun even harder to her temple. He was too nervous—at this rate he would kill her by accident before he meant to.

Not on my watch.

The instant that he looked down at her feet, which were stuck to the floor like they’d been buried in sand despite his prodding, I dropped the tranq gun, pulled the Glock I’d tucked against the small of my back, and shot Picot right through the forehead.

Blood and brains hit the wall behind him. He slumped to the ground while Sophie stared wide-eyed at me, trembling uncontrollably.

“What happened? Alex, talk to me!”

Patricia must be upset if she was using my name over the com. “Just making Robert mad at me,” I replied, putting my gun away before stepping closer to Sophie. She swayed and took two tumbling steps forward, finally landing in my arms with a sob. “The package is secure. So is the money.” I knew Sophie’s father would ask about it, the bastard.

“Good work. You get her to the safe house, I’ll handle cleanup and deal with Robert. Her father will be on his way to get her shortly.”

“Understood.” I took Sophie out of that sordid room, into the fresh, sweet evening air. I should have chivvied her along to the car, but it seemed like she needed a moment to collect herself. I stood back and let her have it, leaving my hand in her tight grasp.

“Tout ça semble tellement irréel.”

If I were her, I’d probably be doubting the reality of everything around me too. “C’est bien réel.”

She looked at me through bleary, bloodshot eyes. “Je n’arrive pas à y croire.”

“You will soon,” I promised her. “Let’s go somewhere safe.” I repeated it in French, slow and calm, and finally got her feet moving again.

All in all, not a bad day’s work.

 

 

“WHAT DO you mean, he’s calling it breach of contract?” I scowled at the phone while I cleaned my weapon in the bathroom of the little guesthouse I’d been sent to after things had wrapped up.

Well, my part of the job was wrapped up, at least. Patricia, not pleased to have to tidy up a dead body on top of everything else that needed doing, had cancelled my reservations in the nearest Marriott and sent me here instead, a tiny Airbnb where the plumbing rattled, the bed was a single, and the air conditioner was nonexistent. It was still nicer than a lot of places I’d bedded down over my career, though, and I’d been prepared to check in with Robert and call it a night.

“Monsieur Mercier claims that his daughter is mentally traumatized by the death of her captor, and that because we didn’t return her to him completely sound, he shouldn’t have to pay.”

“And did you tell him to shove his claim up his ass?” I demanded. “Because I can assure you, that girl was traumatized by her situation way before I came on the scene. They didn’t even give her a bucket to use, Rob, and I don’t think she’d had more than a little water to drink the entire time they had her.”

“It’s completely spurious, of course,” Robert agreed. “But I thought you were going to try and take everyone alive, Alex. What happened to that plan?”

“The situation called for a change.”

“Alex—”

“What happened was I had a dangerous man with a shaky trigger finger holding a gun on a young girl, and as good as our knockout drug is, it still takes a few seconds to affect fine motor control,” I snapped. “Even if it had gone straight into a vein, he could have killed her. I bet her dad would have liked that a lot fucking less.”

Robert was silent for a long moment. “I’m just a little concerned about you,” he said slowly, carefully—as if I was someone he needed to be careful with. “You’ve been working a lot lately, and I think it might be wearing on you.”

“I’m fine.” And I was fine, completely fine, especially compared to a few years ago.

After getting my medical discharge from the Green Berets, I’d thought my life was over for a while—bum shoulder, shredded gut, couldn’t hit a target with my left hand from ten feet away. Then Robert, the friend of a friend with a network of connections that I could only dream of, had approached me, offered me a different way of doing things—a new job, using a lot of my old skill set if I could get it back, but finding important work for me even if I couldn’t. I’d rehabbed my ass off for six long months to get to where I was now, and I was determined to prove to Robert that I could handle it.

“You haven’t taken a break since Christmas.”

“I’m saving up. Gonna take a month off at the end of the summer, European-style.”

“Really?” He sounded skeptical, and I couldn’t blame him.

“Maybe.” I rubbed a hand over my face. “Look, do you need me to come in? Or meet with Mercier, explain to him face-to-face why I did what I did?”

“No, I can handle him. And I was actually going to offer you another job, if you feel up to it. This one might be a little outside your comfort zone, though.”

Was that… amusement I detected in his voice? “Unless it involves dressing up like a clown and riding a unicycle, it’s probably not outside my comfort zone.”

“Clowns are the red line for you, huh?”

“They’re freaky as hell,” I confessed. “I saw a mime outside the airport when I first got here and almost clocked him with my case when he pretended to lasso me.”

Robert laughed, and I felt my own shoulders relax a little. We weren’t exactly friends, Robert and me, but we were closer than a commanding officer and a soldier would have been. He knew what it was like, having to leave behind the only life you’d ever known, the life you’d loved, and carve a new path for yourself. He was also gay, like me, which—well, it wasn’t something a lot of us talked about, new regulations notwithstanding, but it was nice to work with someone who was more similar to me than not. I didn’t have to worry about my sexuality affecting Robert’s opinion of me, just my field decisions.

“Well, this doesn’t involve clowns, but you are going to need a monkey suit,” he said. “How do you feel about going to a gala?”

I frowned. “Why?”

“Because that’s where the potential client wants to meet to discuss the job. He said it would be like a… treasure hunt, of sorts. Are you interested?”

A treasure hunt? Oh, I was interested now, if only because this was about as far from a sordid kidnapping as it could get. “Sure, I’ll hear the guy out. Where is this gala?”

“At the British Museum in London.”




Chapter Two

 

 

I LIFTED my hand to my bow tie to tug at it for what felt like the dozenth time since I’d put the damn thing on.

“Leave it, Malcolm,” my uncle advised me yet again, slouched on the luxuriously large bed in my room like a fat black crow gauging whether to preen or to peck. “It’s fine as it is.”

“It’s a bloody noose,” I complained. “It couldn’t be choking the life out of me more effectively if Pierrepoint himself had tied it.”

“That’s just the nerves talking, lad.”

Of course it was. Better that I fuss with my bow tie and curse the difficulty inherent in fastening my borrowed cuff links than focus on what was to come.

The British Museum’s annual Director’s Dinner was its largest and most conspicuously spectacular gala every year. It was open to members who had donated at least three thousand pounds to the museum over the course of the year, and facilitated face-to-face time between influential patrons, scientists, celebrities, and even royalty. It would be an absolute monument to excessive pomp and circumstance this year particularly, what with the Glories of the Ancient World exhibit opening in another few weeks.

I swallowed hard around the knot at my throat, and the knot within my throat. That exhibit had been my brainchild when I’d worked as a rising curator at the museum. I’d hoped that it would serve as a farewell tour to some of the greatest—and most notorious—items in the museum’s collection: artifacts that had been looted from their countries of origin and brought back to exalt the British Empire. Instead, one thing had led to another and I’d ended up flat on my backside, professionally disgraced and on the edge of ruination.

“Malcolm, enough of that.” Uncle Gilroy lumbered across the room to me and gently batted my hands away. “You’ll wreck it at this rate.”

“I don’t care if I do.”

“Well, I care, and I’m sure your host cares.” He glanced around the room appreciatively. “Putting you up in the Strand? Paying for you to come all the way here from Cornwall? He must have some sort of excellent news for you.”

“He’s certainly buttering me up for something,” I agreed, filling my voice and demeanor with entirely fake joviality. “Perhaps he wants to watch me go down in flames once more.”

“Now, Malcolm.” My uncle chided me gently. “You know that Gerard had nothing to do with that.”

“He stood by and watched them accuse me and didn’t do a goddamn thing to—”

“Did you want him thrown out as well, then?”

I wanted him on my side! Gerard was supposed to be on my side—he was more than a member of the board of directors of the museum. Back then he’d been my lover as well, and an unfailing support. Until he’d abruptly failed, that is. And right or wrong—and a small but vehement part of me still thought I was very right about what had happened—he shouldn’t have abandoned me when I needed him most.

“Let it go, lad,” my uncle said. “Just for tonight, eh? Go to the party, see the sights, make as much merry as you can on their dime, and see what Gerard has to say to you. Perhaps it’s an apology.”

The sun would sooner stop in its tracks than Gerard apologize for anything. “Perhaps,” I said, finally giving up on my tie. I glanced at my watch. “Thank you for meeting me earlier, Uncle Gilroy, but I’ve got to be off to the museum. I’ll be entering with the madding crowd, and I don’t want to be late.” Or early. Better to arrive in a crowd of hundreds and work on my evasion tactics. If I was lucky, I wouldn’t have to see Gerard at all. I could grab a champagne or three and make my way back to some of my favorite collections, or even steal away into the Reading Room if it wasn’t locked up too tight.

“Try and have a little fun,” my uncle advised, stepping back and pulling the edges of his jacket up to cover his neck. “And next time, I’ll treat at the pub, all right?” It was an indirect acknowledgment of my financial state, which was precarious, delivered as obliquely as my relation knew how.

Little did he know that paying for him to eat lunch with me after retrieving me from the train station was far more of a favor for myself than for him. Anything, anything to keep me from dwelling on what was about to happen, had been greatly appreciated, and tales of my aunt Dottie and my numerous cousins made for a good deal of distraction.

“I’ll walk down with you.” Of course, we didn’t walk—my uncle had been a plumber for most of his career, and as he liked to proclaim loudly and to anyone who would listen, his knees weren’t what they used to be. We took the elevator down, gilt and mirrors making it impossible not to catch a glimpse of myself.

About all I could say in defense of myself was that the tux still fit. If anything, I wasn’t straining the fabric across the chest and stomach the way I used to. Midnight black and single-breasted, with a proper peaked lapel and no vents—because God forbid you want to access your pockets and check your cell phone during such a formal event—it was a style that would have looked good on anyone, but I thought complemented my fair coloring pretty well. The trousers were perfectly pressed, the cummerbund without reproach, and I’d even given my court shoes a shine. Perhaps their gleam would distract people from the look of impending doom on my face.

You look like a man playing at being important again, I thought at my reflection. The last time I’d worn this tuxedo, I’d felt like I had belonged in it. Now there were lines of tension edging my mouth and the corners of my tired blue eyes. My hair had accumulated a few strands of gray as well—they were nearly invisible, thanks to my naturally light hair color, but right now I felt like the gray glowed. He would certainly see it.

Look at you, all dressed up in your too-formal attire, so nervous you could be a boy escorting his date to prom. Pathetic.

I was grateful to step out of the elevator, but my gratitude evaporated when Gilroy and I got to the front door of the elegant lobby and saw that it had started to rain outside. “Oh damn,” he sighed. “Wouldn’t you know it? And here’s me without an extra umbrella for you.” He shook his head. “It’s no matter. You take mine, lad, I’m not about to be surrounded by the rich and famous.” He held out his blue-and-yellow tartan-patterned umbrella, and I winced.

“I’ll just borrow one from the concierge,” I told him. “They’re sure to keep them on hand for guests. Go on, get back home to Dottie before she sends the police out looking for you.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” he reflected. “All right, Malcolm. Take care of yourself, and try to enjoy that shindig tonight, won’t you?”

“I certainly shall.” The bar was free, after all. “Good night.” I watched him walk off into the drizzle, then headed for the front desk.

“I’m sorry, sir,” the young woman said with a regretful smile after I asked, “but we don’t keep umbrellas on hand for guests. We do sell them in the gift shop, though.” She pointed me toward the boutique on the other side of the fish tanks in the lobby.

I’d already splurged on a London-priced lunch today. There was no way I was purchasing a London-priced tourist umbrella as well. “Thank you,” I told her, and headed back for the front door. I wasn’t even a mile from the museum, and it wasn’t raining hard. I could wait for a bus and miss my opportunity to blend into the crowd, or I could risk a little damp damage to my outfit for the night and work off some of my nerves. I decided to walk.

It turned out, a brisk ten-minute walk in party-only court shoes pinched my toes something fierce, and despite doing my best to stay under awnings as I made my way along Drury Lane, I felt akin to something the cat dragged in by the time I got to the walkway that led into the British Museum. The building was beautifully lit, the space behind the colonnade glowing with white light, and the multitude of well-heeled people stepping through its front doors only enhanced the elegance of the scene.

Well-heeled people with umbrellas. I wiped my face off, tucked my hair back into a semblance of the style I’d had it in ten minutes earlier, and headed for the crowd.

I felt drab, but hardly anyone gave me a second glance as I merged into their midst. I accidentally bumped into a man to my left as my shoe slipped on the wet pavement. A strong hand caught my elbow in a firm grip before I could do more than slide a few inches. “You okay?” he asked in a decidedly American accent, his deep voice soft but carrying.

I couldn’t make out his face in the darkness, and his silhouette was obscured by the umbrella, but I nodded at him and tried to make eye contact regardless. “Quite, thank you.”

“No problem.” He let go of me, and that was that, although I fancied I could feel the heat of his large, competent hand through my damp jacket for a while longer.

They were asking for invitations at the door—luckily mine was in my inside pocket and still dry. I presented it to the black-gowned woman wearing a museum badge, and she glanced at it cursorily before starting to hand it back. “Thank you very much, Dr. Armstron—” She paused and did a double take. “Dr. Armstrong?”

Oh hell, I’d been made. “Thank you,” I said, jerking the gilt-edged paperboard out of her hands and tucking it back in my jacket. I walked past her as quickly as I could with my aching feet, but I felt the weight of her regard on my back as I entered the Great Court. I had to admit it—my breath caught for a moment.

The space was lit in jewel tones, with traveling spotlights capturing acrobats dangling from the ceiling on complicated apparatuses, twisting and spinning, their costumes glittering like gems. People milled about the enormous room, dodging the crystal-laden tables as they chatted to each other and gaped at the performers, and somehow the mingled scents of all their perfumes and colognes made a harmonious whole. Quick, silent waitstaff passed out drinks and appetizers, and near the base of the Reading Room, beside the dais that would undoubtedly be used for plentiful speechifying as the dinner began, were the director of the museum and several of the board members.

Not Gerard, though. That was odd—he generally liked to be joined at the hip to the director at these things if he could swing it. Gerard was a bit of a dying breed in the academic world—he was actually Lord Thorburn of Reading, and his family had been very heavy donators to the museum over the centuries. Their private collection was one of the most extensive in England, the product of many generations both buying and absconding with artifacts from wherever they happened to be fighting in at the time. Gerard was the last of his family, and not an academic himself—he’d barely been accepted to Oxford and had only graduated thanks to his father’s bribes—but he did like to be the center of attention.

Which made it all the more strange that he wasn’t up there basking in the reflected glow of the director’s prestige.

Well, it hardly mattered. Whether he was off pressing the flesh with another aristocrat or cozying up to a representative of the prime minister, he would find me when he was good and ready. In the meantime, I would find myself a drink, some food, and a quiet place to get a better handle on my nerves.

Food and drink were easily solved—I snatched a couple of canapés off a passing tray and got hold of a glass of the promised champagne, then made my way around to the far entrance to the Reading Room. That was where the Glories of the Ancient World exhibit could be found, and that was where I was determined to get a look.

I’d been to these things often enough to know that a Director’s Dinner was a prime time for museum employees to give “private tours” of the upcoming exhibits, flaunting their access to friends and patrons. That often necessitated leaving one of the entrances to the Reading Room unlocked, and I found myself correct after I moved around to the far doors and found one of the knobs conveniently turnable.

I entered and felt as though I had stepped back in time. My temporal dissonance was not simply due to my surroundings, the immense history and grandeur of both the artifacts within the room and the room itself, but also because it was like stepping back into a younger version of myself. I had come to work at the museum a decade ago, when I was an optimistic young man in my midtwenties. There had still been regular exhibitions in the Reading Room at that time, and to be chosen to assist in assembling one of them had been an immense honor.

Curating exhibitions was where my heart lay, and I had helped to assemble beautiful, soul-touching, sensuous strolls through history, from the era of Emperor Hadrian to the saints of medieval Christianity. It had been fulfilling work, and for years I had been content with it.

No work was without its flaws, however, and over time the flaws in my own chosen career surfaced. The British Museum held some of the most fantastic historical and cultural treasures in the entire world, many of them taken without legal provenance from other countries one or more centuries ago. For years, the groundswell of discontent over its possession of such important pieces of work had grown, along with the museum’s own insistence that, no matter how the art came to be in its possession, it would not under any circumstances part with any of it now.

The Elgin Marbles… the Benin Bronzes…. There had been a little bit of give in the museum’s stern stance lately, but not enough. Certainly not enough to save me, back when I had mucked everything up.

I shook my head and stepped deeper into the Reading Room. Most of it was cut off, actually—the Glories exhibition was confined to perhaps a third of the overall space. The offering might be small, but the pieces on display… they were utterly magnificent.

Some I was well-familiar with. They had moved the most exceptional finds from the Sutton Hoo collection in here, as well as the Aztec Serpent and the Portland Vase. They had also pulled the Bronze Bath of Ur and the Assyrian Banquet Scene out of the basement—how thoughtful of them, to give the public brief, expensive glimpses of things which ought to be far more accessible. They’d also pulled up the Vale of York Cup, several golden masks, a collection of cat mummies—always a hit with the children—and several scepters.

I stepped closer to the scepter display, sensing something… off. There was the golden scepter of Taranto, here the deer-headed scepter from the Sutton Hoo collection, there a fantastic jade piece from the Shang Dynasty that I knew for a fact Gerard’s late father had donated, but in the fourth place—nothing. Yet there was a custom mount prepared for whatever was supposed to be in there. How odd, to leave a piece out like this. Perhaps it was still in restoration?

“—think you’ll see something you like,” a very familiar voice said from the direction of the doors. I froze in place, half inclined to run and hide while the other half of me yearned to step forward, to make myself known and confront him.

Think of the devil and he shall appear. It was Gerard, and he wasn’t alone. Two other men were with him, and I liked to think that it was his company that persuaded me to stay quiet and still where I was, rather than indulging in the urge to demand an answer to why he’d invited me here. I didn’t hide myself, but I didn’t make myself known, either—just watched as the three of them entered, Gerard and the shorter of his two companions instantly making their way to the Banquet Scene carving.

“How marvelous, to see it displayed again after all this time,” the smaller gentleman exclaimed. “I intended to make a trip to New York to see it while it was abroad, but alas, events conspired against me.”

“It is quite fantastic, isn’t it?” Gerard sounded as delighted as if he’d carved the bloody thing himself. “One of the most valuable treasures in the entire museum.”

“What was its latest appraisal?”

The third man didn’t seem interested in talk of current valuation—he was looking around the room restlessly, keeping up his slow walk as he did. The instant he saw me, his demeanor went from watchful to full-on alert—he immediately reached behind his body and came back with a gun, which he held low and steady in both hands, not pointing it at me, but under the circumstances that didn’t make me feel any better.

What stopped me from laying into him for drawing a weapon in a place like this was the utter intensity of his gaze. It held me fast, hypnotized me like a snake toying with a mouse. The face those eyes stared out of didn’t hurt either—he had a heavy brow, sharp cheekbones, and a mouth that might have looked inviting if its tilt wasn’t so forbidding. If not for the way his nose appeared to have been beaten into submission several times over, he would have been quite handsome. He certainly looked better in a tuxedo than I did.

“We’ve got company,” he said, turning toward Gerard and his companion without ever taking his eyes off me. That voice seemed familiar… where had I heard it before?

“Oh?” Gerard looked my way, and his smug, toothsome face broke out in a grin. “Ah! And just the company I was looking for.” He broke away from the group and began to walk to me. “I should have known you’d find your way in here, Mal. You never were much for parties, were you?” He held out a hand to me, which I resolutely ignored. I looked from him to his—bodyguard, perhaps?—to the olive-skinned man still standing by the Banquet Scene, his dark, glittering eyes fixed on me.

“What the hell is this all about?” I snapped.




Chapter Three

 

 

THERE WERE few things more irritating to me than being given the runaround by a potential client. It was one thing to insist on a certain level of operational security—that, I understood. If he or she wanted to meet in a no-name motel under the cover of darkness using fake identities, whatever. KIS’s customers paid a premium to work with us, and that meant putting up with some bullshit. I was, however, used to meeting them and establishing what the job to be done was before I got put on the clock.

I arrived in London after getting five hours’ sleep in Roussillon, then driving to Marseille to catch a red-eye. My plane came in a little after ten, so I caught a taxi to the hotel Robert had told me to go to—the Strand Palace Hotel, pretty nice—and waited for my new client to contact me.

Which he did, via a courier delivering a large, cream-colored envelope on a silver tray. I thanked the guy, flicked my knife open, and pulled out something that reminded me of my sister’s wedding invitations. You are cordially invited to participate in our annual Director’s Dinner, as a celebration of your generous patronage, at the British Museum. The time and date were printed on the bottom of the invite—the dinner was at eight o’ clock tonight.

This is it? This is all I have to go on? Annoyed, I called up Robert.

“What is this bullshit?” I asked as soon as he picked up.

“Mmm… you know it’s only six in the morning here?” he said with a groan.

“I thought I was supposed to get more contact details from the client when I touched down in London. All I have is an invite to a big damn party tonight.”

“A big damn party that you’re prepared for. Tuxedo, remember?”

“Robert.” I squeezed my eyes shut and pinched the bridge of my nose. “I feel like I’m walking into this blind. You know I don’t like that.” The last time I’d gone into a situation with insufficient intel, I’d gotten my shoulder blown apart by a countersniper.

Robert was sympathetic, but he stood firm. “Anonymity is part of the client’s instructions at this time. Even I don’t know his real name. The down payment was made through a shell company, but our techs are working on that. Apparently, the project is somewhat sensitive, but you’ll learn everything tonight, I promise.”

“And if I don’t like it?”

“Then you don’t do it.” I breathed a silent sigh of relief at Robert’s immediate answer. “I won’t make any of my operatives take a job they’re uncomfortable with. And if it’s shady enough to make you think twice, then it’s shady enough that I don’t want to pass it along to anyone else.”

I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me. “I appreciate that.”

“It’s no problem, Alex. Just good business.”

It was a hell of a lot more than that, but he was keeping it light for me, which was just what I needed. The guy should have been a shrink. “I’ll talk to you once I get the actual details of the job.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

I ended the call and sighed again, my whole body aching with tension. I stripped down and headed for the shower to clean up.

The hot water felt amazing on my back and shoulder. I rolled my head back and let the spray beat down on my cicatrix-marked skin, as thick as climbing rope in places and twice as hard. I’d showered back in Roussillon, but that had been a lukewarm affair, nothing like this cascade of therapeutic heat. The muscles of my back slowly relaxed, and all of a sudden it felt like my legs had been cut out from under me. I sat down hard on the tiled floor of the shower and rested my head on my knees with a groan.

You’ve got all your other muscles compensating for the weak ones. Get back to your exercises or get ready to be fucked-up. I could hear my physical therapist’s voice in my mind like she was right there, laying it all out for me. Frieda had been an absolute drill sergeant in the clinic, which was just what I’d wanted out of her. Nothing fluffy, nothing feely, just pain and gain.

As much as I didn’t want to, I turned off the shower after another minute, got out, and lay down on the bed to stretch my shoulder out for a while. It was so tempting to just fall asleep again, but technically I was on the job now, and I needed to keep my mind focused on that. I worked my body until everything felt pliable, then got dressed and headed down to the restaurant to get some food.

The Gin Palace was tempting, but again—not while I was working. The restaurant was good, though. I treated myself to a plate of honey roast gammon with sautéed greens and a Yorkshire pudding. It was rich, heavy, and just what I needed after almost twenty-four hours without a real meal. Espresso and a croissant with Patricia didn’t count.

I paid the bill, checked the time, and decided to go for a walk. It was a good way to clear my head before a job, and to get a feel for the place I was in. I didn’t get a lot of time to be a tourist when I was abroad, but when I did I tried to make the most of it. Moving through crowds that seemed to be equal parts native Londoners and tourists, I kept my head down and my eyes open as I set out from the hotel.

I didn’t expect any trouble leading into this job—it might be a treasure hunt of sorts, but I sure as hell was no Indiana Jones—but I couldn’t help evaluating every person in my line of vision.

He’s got a slight limp—easy takedown. Her purse is too heavy—club or bottle? She’s in stilettos—good makeshift weapon. It was second nature at this point, planning how to disable or kill people. It was probably an unhealthy habit, but what the hell. I’d give people the benefit of the doubt when I was in my grave. Still, there was nobody really interesting—a few young men carrying knives, an older lady wearing sneakers and a headscarf who carried herself like she was expecting to be accosted any minute and was damn well prepared for it. Expandable baton in her jacket pocket, maybe? It was one reason for her to be wearing a big coat like that in this heat, even though we were in perennially rainy London. I thought about it until I wandered to the front of the Royal Opera House and saw her stepping through one of the tall glass doors.

She was tall, with skin the shade of a sandy beach at twilight, and thick black hair coiled at the back of her neck in a luscious chignon. She wore a long, light gingham dress, cat-eye sunglasses, and carried a straw bag with thick black handles. Her style reminded me a bit of Patricia, and as she passed me, she gave me a small, tart smile—a brief acknowledgment of my wandering eye. She was beautiful, but that wasn’t what made her interesting.

She moved like a ballet dancer—or, I amended, almost like a ballet dancer. There was an unmistakable smoothness to her gait that meant she knew how to control her body from the top of her head to the soles of her feet, but the way she was walking looked… contrived, somehow. As though she’d added a bit of wiggle to make herself seem a little bouncier, a little less intense. I knew, I just knew, that this woman was far more dangerous than the one with the baton. I watched her vanish into the crowd, and my instincts settled somewhat.

Just because you peg a threat, that doesn’t mean it has anything to do with you. I put my head back down and kept walking. I walked for most of the afternoon, stopping in a shop to buy an umbrella when it began to rain and going by the museum twice. I walked up to the doors but didn’t go in, just looked for the most obvious security measures so that I could figure out how to defeat them if need be.

There were cameras, but that evening I’d just be one more guy in a tux. I didn’t see any metal detectors, which… honest to God, it made dressing for work easier, and I appreciated that, but unless this job really was as banal as Robert had insinuated—which when there was big money involved, I doubted—then it had just gotten a lot easier for someone to cause chaos.

I walked back to the hotel with enough time to grab a sandwich at the café in the lobby and shower again, then changed into my tuxedo. Thanks to Robert believing in being overprepared and having a ridiculously good tailor on staff, operatives had bespoke evening-wear options in every country where we had an office which, funny enough, didn’t include England.

The tuxedo was a classic midnight black, cut to be roomy enough in the jacket that I could keep my shoulder holster on without turning my silhouette into a brick. The cummerbund even had a discreet sheath in front for my custom, matte black push dagger. I’d opted out of the optional garotte wire in my bow tie, though. I didn’t want to make it easier for anyone else to strangle me to death.

I glanced at myself in the bedroom mirror before heading out. In these duds, with my hair slicked back like it was, my sister would have told me I looked like a gangster. Whatever, she’d never liked it when I looked better than her. “Tucker,” I murmured to my reflection in a bad Scottish accent, straightening my tie. “Alex Tucker.” Grabbing my umbrella, I headed for the stairs.

I caught a cab to the museum and got there exactly at eight. I joined the crowd, keeping my umbrella low as we made our way in a strange, oddly orderly jumble to the entrance. A minute in, the guy next to me slipped on the slick pavement. I grabbed him before he could do a face-plant and kept him on his feet, frowning a little at the deeply chilled feel of his jacket. How long had he been out here? “You okay?”

He didn’t pull away, like most men would. He didn’t even try to, he just straightened up and stood there with his arm in my grasp, looking at me a bit searchingly—the umbrella did a good job of keeping the light off of me. “Quite, thank you.”

The light was bright on him, though, bright enough that it brought out the blue in his eyes, making them almost sparkle. And what was my brain doing, noticing something like that? I was working—this was no time to be thinking about finding a pretty guy for a quick hookup. Time to move on. “No problem.” I pulled my hand back and shifted over to the side, and a minute later, he was completely out of sight.

Good.

Great.

I sighed and got my head back into the game. The person at the door accepted my invitation with a smile and offered to take my umbrella. I handed it over and watched where she stowed it, along with a host of others. Some of them were nice—long-handled and sturdy, just the thing for cracking across the back of someone’s head if the opportunity called for it. Good to keep in mind.

There was an act going on, some sort of circus performance, but I ignored it, refusing to be one more gawker. I declined the champagne that seemed to be pressing in on me from all sides and decided to give my mysterious host exactly five minutes to catch sight of me before calling up Robert to bitch again. I squared my shoulders and held my head high as I made a circuit of the room, looking from person to person for a face that looked back. At two minutes and thirty-seven seconds, I found one.

He was a tall man, with a square jaw and a face that time or Botox had been kind to. He had light brown hair that was beginning to recede, and when he smiled at me, his teeth practically dazzled. If my tuxedo was classic, his was so fashion-forward it was almost obscene, the black-lined burgundy velvet jacket somehow not clashing with the floral shirt beneath it. He held a glass of champagne in one hand, and with the other, motioned me toward him. My client, then. Fantastic. I walked his way, prepared to be annoyed, at least by his shirt if nothing else.

The first words out of his mouth didn’t help any. “Try to put on a smile, won’t you? Glowering like that makes it seem like you’re not happy to be here.”

Was this what women felt when men told them to smile, this seething, frustrated rage? I couldn’t punch this guy because he was a client, but I’d be damned before I gave him a grin. “I’m not here to be happy, I’m here to work. Aren’t I?”

“I certainly hope so, but not for me. I’m merely going to… facilitate your acquaintance with my friend, who will be your employer for the task ahead.” If his accent was any plummier, fresh fruit would be falling out of his mouth. “He’s waiting for us, rather appropriately, in the Enlightenment Gallery. This way.” He indicated a door in the wall on our right, then led the way there, moving with the inborn confidence of a man who was certain that all doors, no matter how forbidding, would open for him without a creak.

Jackass.

He wasn’t wrong in this instance, though. The door opened with a gentle groan, and he ushered me inside the gallery. I looked around for my actual employer, liking this situation less and less by the minute. The space was dark, the glass covering the books and some of the artifacts against the walls reflective. It gave me a greater range of vision, but it would do the same for anyone else lurking in the room already.

“You’re here!”

Never mind, he wasn’t lurking at all. A dark-haired, round-faced gentleman sporting a black Van Dyke and a set of more traditional evening-wear stood in front of a tall white vase, his hands clasped together. “At last,” he said, striding toward us. He moved fast for such a small guy. “I was worried we’d somehow passed each other by, or that some part of the plan had thrown a cog. We should go and look for the curator now, shouldn’t we? I’d hate to miss him, and it’s going to take both of you for this to work.”

I glanced between the two men and held up a hand. “Whoa, slow down. First off, I haven’t agreed to anything yet, so if you actually want to hire me for a job, you need to tell me what’s going on. Secondly, nothing in any contract my boss would have considered would include collaboration with someone not employed by KIS. We keep our work in-house only.”

The small man held his hands out placatingly. “Indeed, indeed, I understand your concerns and wish to address them, but we are on a very tight schedule right now, and it will be easier if I can speak to both of you, explain to both of you, at the same time. I received assurances from your employer that working with another person would be no problem.”

“Did you now?” If that was true, I was going to have words with Robert.

“Dante, if I may?” the plummy gentleman interceded. His friend nodded, and the man turned back to me. “Mr. Tucker, the situation here is unique and can only be handled by someone with two very disparate sets of skills. Either we try to locate a historian and curator who is qualified to authenticate a priceless piece of history and also knows how to shoot with both hands and assemble a bomb out of common household chemicals, or we use two people. You are, from all accounts, highly qualified at the second skill set and not at all at the first.

“It’s not a jibe,” he added. “It’s the simple truth. No one we’ve been able to locate would be able to handle both sides of this task, because Indiana Jones simply doesn’t exist. Your role in Dante—Mr. Ashad’s—job is to provide protection for the man who is qualified at the first skill set but wouldn’t know how to track down what we’re looking for, much less retrieve it from the people who stole it.”

I looked at Mr. Ashad. “You just want a bodyguard?” The guy could have gotten one here in London for a lot less than he was going to be paying me.

“Not just a bodyguard,” he said, worry lines clear on his face. “A person with the capacity to handle a wide range of… potential difficulties. And someone who has traveled before where the thieves might be taking the artifact.”

“Which is?”

“All in good time, Mr. Tucker, all in good time. Trust me when I tell you that the work in front of you is quite possibly one of the most noble tasks you could ever undertake in your life. Will you not stay and hear me out, at least?” He wrung his hands and looked at me beseechingly. “Please.”

Goddammit. I was such a fucking sucker. “Fine.”

“Excellent, excellent.” He exchanged glances with the other man. “Gerard, shouldn’t we—”

“We should,” the man—Gerard—agreed. “If I know Malcolm at all, and I do know him better than most, then it won’t be long before he’s ensconced in the Reading Room, trying to avoid the rest of the party. If he’s not there when we arrive, I’ll go and hunt him down.”

“But how do you know he will show? He left in disgrace, did he not?”

“He did, but….” Gerard glanced at me. “Every man has his price, and Malcolm’s has always been knowledge. He worked here for many years and loved this place as few have. He won’t be able to resist showing up tonight.”

Gerard might not be my type, but it was hard to deny that there was something captivating about him. His expression seemed to challenge me, even when it seemed nothing but banal. What’s your price, Mr. Tucker?

We were about to find out if he and Dante Ashad could meet it.




Chapter Four

 

 

“WHAT THE hell is going on here?”

I felt like I was entitled to a bit of pique, after being confronted in the middle of a dark gallery by a gun-toting American, a rather petite fellow with unfortunate facial hair I’d never seen before, and my ex-lover. Possibly I was working off a bit of nerves as well, but again—I deserved to do so, given the shock.

“Calm down, Malcolm.” Gerard stepped forward, his face fixed in the same affable-yet-concerned expression he adopted for every mildly uncomfortable encounter, from a broken toilet in the loo to letting me know that, heavens, it just wasn’t possible for us to remain together after a scandal like this, was it? He had his position to think of, after all.

Keep condescending to me and your next position will be flat on your arse, bodyguard or not.

Or perhaps I wouldn’t, because goodness… that man carried himself very competently. I’d only glanced away for a moment—where had his bloody gun gone? I refocused my ire where it belonged—on Gerard.

“Telling me to calm down, oh, absolutely, that’s sure to get us off on the right foot.”

Gerard chuckled. “I’m not that naïve, Mal. I know there’s no chance of a ‘right foot’ between us, but I’m asking you to hear Mr. Ashad out.” He gestured to the admirer of the Banquet sculpture, who was staring at me with bright, hopeful eyes.

I gestured to the other man. “What about him? Why is he here, and why the hell is he armed?” I narrowed my eyes. “Oh my God, is this about drugs? Is it smuggling? Goddamn you, Gerard—”

“Nothing illegal!” Mr. Ashad intervened, his hands flapping like the wings of a butterfly caught in a net—weak and trembling. He clearly wasn’t accustomed to much interpersonal conflict. “There is nothing illegal about any of this. Mr. Tucker is here for the same reason you are, Dr. Armstrong—to consider working for me. And he knows no more than you do at the moment, so if you will please allow me to explain?”

I glanced at the man with the hidden gun again. Surprisingly, he met my eyes and shrugged. That simple, casual gesture did more to calm me down than another thousand of Gerard’s sweet and poisoned words could have. It carried a feeling of camaraderie with it, and I felt like I desperately needed a comrade right now. I looked back to Mr. Ashad.

“Fine. Explain.”

“It is my pleasure to do so.” He gestured toward the glass case beside me, the one holding the scepters. “I noticed you admiring them. What do you think of the display?”

“I find it incomplete,” I bit out. “Is that your doing?”

“After a fashion, but not for the reason you think. I am no thief.” He looked at the case, gaze trained on the barren quarter of the display. “I am, in fact, the one who has been stolen from. That spot was meant to be filled by an artifact that my family has owned for three generations.”

I was a bit… intrigued, despite myself. I wanted to hold on to my anger—it was a comfortingly familiar feeling when I was surrounded by emotional upheaval—but my damnable sense of curiosity was getting the better of me. “What sort of artifact?”

Mr. Ashad smiled. “I’m sure you can guess.” He gestured to the case. “A scepter. A symbol of rule, one that belonged to the wealthiest king in the world.”

The wealthiest king in the…. My mind first went to Croesus, the semimythical king of Lydia who’d invented minting coins, but no. There was someone else, someone whose wealth had been so great it literally couldn’t be measured. “Are you talking about Mansa Musa?” I ventured.

“Got it in one,” Gerard said proudly, and slapped Mr. Ashad on the back. “Didn’t I tell you he was clever?”

I clenched my hands into fists and desperately held on to the idea that hitting Gerard would only get me into more trouble than I could afford. “Actually, I know very little about him,” I managed once I’d relaxed my jaw. “He was a great ruler of the Malian Empire in the early fourteenth century, and he was a devout Muslim who made a legendary pilgrimage to Mecca. He took his scepter on the journey, and people remarked on its exceptional beauty.”

Mr. Ashad shrugged. “That’s more than most Westerners know. The Malian Empire’s greatest assets were its salt mines and its gold mines. Mansa Musa made expert use of both of them to increase his power. His memory was greatly revered, but in the centuries after the fall of that empire, his personal treasures were lost.”

“Were looted,” I corrected.

“Actually, they were thought melted down into coin. All but the famous scepter, whose existence hasn’t been documented for several centuries.” Mr. Ashad smiled faintly at me. “I know what you’re thinking.”

“I sincerely doubt it.”

At that, Mr. Tucker, of all people, chuckled. Gerard and Mr. Ashad looked at him as though they’d forgotten he was there. “Is something about this amusing?” Gerard asked.

“Not really, no, just….” He shook his head. “I thought I was bad with people. You two are taking it to a whole other level.”

In that moment, I wanted to kiss him. I wouldn’t kiss him, of course, because he had at least one gun on his person and I didn’t possess a death wish, but it was rather nice to have someone else around who had been drawn into Gerard’s orbit and saw it for what it really was—a rather large load of fuckery.

“I’d say we’re doing rather well,” Gerard replied, riding the line between vaguely affronted and somewhat affable that let him slide through conflict like a greased pig. “We’ve got you both here, and you’re still listening.”

“Please, stay,” Mr. Ashad implored me. “It’s vitally important that you do. You see, while almost all the personal raiment of Mansa Musa is gone, the legend of the scepter is real. After the fall of the Malian Empire, it was hidden in a mosque in Timbuktu, which is where my grandfather learned about it. He was a merchant seaman captured and held in the city during the Second World War, after his ship was sunk off the coast of West Africa.

“He survived his imprisonment, survived the war, and returned to the city several years later. It was at this time that the Tuareg attacked Timbuktu in great numbers. Fearing the scepter would be lost as a result of the battle, he escaped with it and eventually brought it back to England.”

Aaand here was the song and dance I’d been expecting from the moment wealth was brought into the equation. “To keep it safe, I see. From raiders. How positively sordid.”

“Here is where whatever you are thinking is wrong,” Mr. Ashad said. His perfect composure slowed my rapid slide into lambasting him. “My grandfather did take the scepter; it’s true. But he never profited from it. He lived and died a fisherman. My father kept it as well, more for the sake of his father’s memory than out of any desire to do something with it. He was a longshoreman, and never aspired to be anything else.”

“And what did you aspire to be, Mr. Ashad?” I asked quietly.

His smile widened. “A tailor. And I have been a very good one for all my adult life. I have my own stores now, in London, Paris, Milan, and New York. I work with some of the greatest designers in the world. I am comfortably wealthy, and have no need for the scepter for the sake of its raw materials. I believed that it was time for it to be returned to a position of prominence in the eyes of the world. I sought Mr. Thorburn’s advice.”

“I told him about the upcoming exhibit and how it would be the perfect showcase for reintroducing the scepter to the global community,” Gerard said, picking up the conversation with ease. “Of course, for it to be accepted it would have to be authenticated. I reached out to an African art expert, who recommended a young woman with supposedly impeccable skills to do the initial authentication. She arrived at Dante’s home yesterday, and—”

“Why the hell didn’t you authenticate it here?”

I was a bit surprised that those words hadn’t come out of my mouth, but no, this was Mr. Tucker again.

“This is one of the most important, well-funded museums in the entire world. You can’t tell me you didn’t have experts on staff who could have handled it,” he continued. “Not to mention security to oversee the entire thing.”

“It’s a… delicate matter,” Gerard said, casting a sidelong glance at me. “The museum takes protecting its reputation very seriously, and after a few incidents in recent memory left it a bit… tarnished, I thought it best not to involve anyone here until we had an authentication report in hand.”

That little jab was enough to send my head reeling. It was no wonder I’d never won an argument with Gerard, never managed to talk him around to my way of thinking or gotten the upper hand with him. He was brutally efficient at finding my soft spots, and there was none softer than the memory of the event that had sent me off to catalog potsherds in the Cotswolds, reeling from professional disgrace.

A few years ago, when I had still worked here, I’d been part of curating an exhibit of ancient Chinese porcelain. While preparing the pieces for display, I’d noticed one in particular, a beautiful Song dynasty–era bowl that purported to be from the Longquan area, that stood out to me for some reason. It had taken a bit to put my finger on it—I was no expert in Chinese ceramics—before it hit me: the tint of the glaze was wrong for a Longquan kiln. It should have been a resplendent grayish-green, but instead it appeared to have a pronounced olive tint.

I’d demanded that the pottery’s provenance be checked immediately. It was a piece that had been with the museum for more than fifty years, and the mere insinuation that it might be a fake put me on the bad side of everyone from the other curators to the director himself. I’d insisted, threatening to go public with the news that they might knowingly mislead the public about the display.

It had taken weeks, but the tests had eventually been done, and the bowl… had proved to be genuine. I had never felt so betrayed by my own intellect in my whole life. Very shortly thereafter, I was let go by the British Museum. It took a lot of time and effort to find another job in my field, and I’d half thought that I never would. I didn’t even go back to look at the exhibit once it was up and running—I hadn’t had the heart for it.

Gerard, bosom buddy that he was with the director and most of the museum board, had dropped me like a bad habit after that. One day it was, “I believe in you, darling,” and the next it was, “I’ve had your things sent to your family’s flat. I’ll take that key back now.”

Two years should have been long enough to get over that pain. It wasn’t, not by a long shot, but I fancy I did a decent job keeping my countenance very British.

“I let the young woman into my home to handle the scepter,” Mr. Ashad continued, something like shame entering his voice. “I should perhaps have been more careful, but I have an excellent security system, and she was—well, she was very beautiful, quite graceful and slender. She had no weapon. I thought I had no reason to be afraid.”

I heard Tucker sigh. When I glanced at him, he looked a split-second away from throwing his hands up and walking out the door. “She stole the scepter?” he said. Mr. Ashad nodded. “How did she disable you?”

“She—actually, she choked me unconscious.”

Mr. Tucker’s eyes narrowed. “Show me your neck.”

Both Gerard and Mr. Ashad seemed taken aback. “I beg your pardon?” Mr. Ashad said.

“Show. Me. Your. Neck.”

“Uhm, ahh….” The short man glanced at Gerard, who simply raised an eyebrow. “Very well, then. If I must.” He carefully untied his bow tie, then undid the top three buttons of his shirt. “But I don’t know what you expect to see,” he continued. “It wasn’t a painful experience, just like… being forced to take a nap.”

Mr. Tucker stepped up to Mr. Ashad, practically dwarfing him. He tilted the tailor’s head to each side, then up briefly. “Hmm.” He moved back after a few more seconds of quiet observation.

“And?” Gerard asked, a bit acidly. “May he go on now, if you’re quite done inspecting him?”

“Please do,” Mr. Tucker said.

Mr. Ashad glanced between the two of them nervously. “Well, once I woke up and she was gone, I immediately decided that I had to recover the scepter at all costs. I knew of Kensington International, after they very ably assisted a former client of mine several years ago. I figured if anyone could help me retrieve the artifact, it would be one of you.”

“Why not the police?” This time it was my turn to speak up. “Why on earth wouldn’t you contact them about this? They could set up blockades, monitor train stations and airports—”

“They’re already doing so,” Gerard interjected. “I filed a report with them as soon as Dante came to me, but the details were slightly… adjusted.”

“You have to understand, I have no papers legalizing my ownership of the scepter,” Mr. Ashad said pleadingly. “It would be her word against mine. In truth, I had grown tired of the secrecy of its ownership—I was looking forward to donating it to the museum permanently. Anonymously, of course.”

“And he still will, after you authenticate it, Mal,” Gerard added. “That’s why we need you in this—once you get your hands on it, you’ve got to determine whether or not it’s the real thing. Your history with spotting fakes might be a bit checkered, but you never tried to pass an imitation off as authentic. If you two managed to find it, verify it, and return with it, a lot of your past could be overlooked thanks to aiding in such a brilliant acquisition.”

Ah, and that explained it. I’d been wondering what Gerard’s angle in all of this was. Being friends with the hapless Mr. Ashad wasn’t enough—Gerard went through friends like a snake shed skins, putting them to good use while they fit his needs and then discarding them with yesterday’s rubbish. No, Gerard wasn’t involved in this out of the goodness of his heart—he was setting himself up as the man who brought the museum into possession of a truly impressive, one-of-a-kind artifact. It would elevate his status here even more—perhaps he was angling to get a wing named after him. Whatever. He was a berk, but he was a clever berk.

He was doubly clever to set me up in this fashion, because he knew I wanted to come back. Not to him, of course, but to the museum. The trail to redemption he laid out was tempting, but I couldn’t trust it.

“The Malian government would make a claim for it if it’s genuine,” I pointed out. “It’s unlikely the museum would keep the scepter for long, with its history of theft.”

Gerard shrugged elegantly. “Possession is nine-tenths of the law, and in all likelihood the scepter hasn’t been thought of by anyone in Mali for decades, if not longer.”

Of course that was his explanation. “Well, then. It seems you’re determined and that you really have no need for me. Happy hunting.” I started to head toward the door.

“Mal!” Gerard called out to me. “You haven’t heard the best part, yet.”

“I won’t assist you in defrauding another nation of their history, even if they don’t know it exists yet,” I rejoined. A moment later I felt Gerard’s hand on my arm, turning me firmly. I pulled back against him, but Gerard had always been stronger than me. The other men watched from the sidelines, Mr. Ashad with wide eyes, Mr. Tucker looking like he might pull his gun out again at any moment.

Gerard let go of me before I got my free hand high enough to hit him. “I anticipated this argument from you, Mal.”

I shook my head. “It’s not an argument, it’s a question of basic decency, and I don’t care how you dress it up, there’s no way I’m going to go on a wild goose chase after a thief to find and authenticate an artifact just so you can give it to the British bloody Museum!” I was practically panting in anger. “Haven’t we stolen enough? Must we pour more salt on the wound?”

“We mustn’t,” Gerard agreed.

Too bloody right we—wait, what? “What?” I asked, parroting my own thoughts.

“It’s one of Mr. Ashad’s conditions for giving up the scepter in the first place. We have to be willing to repatriate it, as long as certain small demands are met.”

I glanced at Mr. Ashad, who nodded eagerly. “Of course, it should go back to the people whom it symbolizes,” he said. “The exhibit here was meant to be the scepter’s introduction to the world, not its final resting place.”

Oh. Well, that was rather more… compelling. I felt flustered, unsure of myself—basically like I always did around Gerard, but hypersensitively.

“Where’s the proof it exists?”

Oh, thank God. It felt like Mr. Tucker had been brought into this room solely to keep the three of us on track, and I was grateful for it. “He’s right,” I said. “We need to see pictures, at the very least.”

“Of course, of course.” Mr. Ashad took out his phone. “I have several pulled up here, including one I took just yesterday before it was stolen.” He passed it to me. Gerard loomed over my right shoulder, as intrusive as a gargoyle. He took a welcome step back when Mr. Tucker leaned in to get a look for himself.

I looked down at the photo, and my breath caught.

The scepter lay on a blue velvet background, perfect for setting off the shining copper collars inlaid at both ends of the shaft. The bulk of the long, slender rod looked to be gold—it was gold-colored, at least, but if it truly did once belong to Mansa Musa, I wouldn’t be surprised if it was solid all the way through. The top of the scepter was shaped a bit like a lotus blossom, with a large, central dome-like piece around which four golden triangles arched down and away, like petals stretching in the sun, each one edged with a thin band of copper and engraved with a delicate, repeating floral motif. The dome had to be the size of my fist, at least—the petals were very slender by comparison.

It was beautiful. It looked like nothing I had ever seen before, with none of the dazzling crust of gems that I associated with so many European examples. It was elegant, deceptively simple, and utterly enchanting. If it was real, God, if it was truly real, then it was the find of the century.

“It was said that the engraving was done upon arrival at Mecca,” Mr. Ashad murmured. “As a commemoration of Mansa Musa’s pilgrimage to the holy land.” I nodded, understanding—the floral motif looked similar to what I’d seen in other examples of Islamic art.

“What about the woman who stole it?” Mr. Tucker asked, breaking the scepter’s spell for a moment. “Do you have pictures of her too?”

“No still pictures, but video from my home security system,” Mr. Ashad said. “I’d be more than happy to send it to you, provided you take the job, of course.”

“Of course,” I breathed, swiping over to the other photos. Most of them were secondhand, pictures of pictures that, presumably, Mr. Ashad kept in his home. Not very covert, having these lying around. Perhaps he didn’t entertain much. Good lord, had he kept this potentially priceless relic shoved in a box under his bed?

“Are you interested in taking the job, then?” Mr. Ashad asked delightedly. “I think you two will make an excellent team. You must decide quickly, however—time is of the essence. Even with alerting the authorities, there is no telling how far the thief could have gotten by now.”

“And the longer they have the scepter, the more time they have to get a copy made,” Gerard added. “You know how it is, Mal. It’s one of the classic deceptions of a forger and thief—make a big brouhaha over the newly manufactured fake, then get away with the real artifact. Or better yet, avoid the brouhaha completely when possible.” He smiled at Mr. Tucker. “There are museums out there that don’t even know they’ve been robbed, the fakes are so good. It’s less material in this case, as the original was never in a museum, but we wouldn’t want you gentlemen to come back with an imitation.”

“True, although I can’t imagine why the thieves would bother.”

Mr. Ashad frowned. “No, there was only one thief.”

“I guarantee you that she wasn’t working by herself,” Mr. Tucker said. “This is a two-person job, minimum. She’d need a lookout, someone to help her spot any trouble coming her way and to confuse anyone searching for her.”

“Well.” Mr. Ashad seemed a bit disconcerted, but he shrugged gamely. “If you say so. Will that make things more difficult for you?”

Mr. Tucker smiled. It was the smile of a professional looking at someone who didn’t know what the hell they were talking about, but to whom they had to be civil. “In all likelihood, yes. But not impossible. I’ll need that video as soon as possible, though. I need KIS’s techs working on it yesterday.”

“Then you’re taking the job?”

Rather than flat-out assenting, Mr. Tucker looked over at me. He raised one dark eyebrow.

Is he actually waiting on me to make a choice? Could it be possible that his yes depended on mine? I mean, of course it did—he couldn’t do the job alone, so if he wanted the work, he needed me to agree. But he could have said yes first, to increase the pressure on me to do the same. Instead he was waiting on me to make the call.

Don’t let simple professional courtesy go to your head, I reminded myself. “I’ll do this, provided all of my expenses and a per diem are included. I can take some leave from the Corinium Museum, but I’m certainly not looking to jeopardize my position there as a result of this… chase.”

Gerard clapped me on the shoulder. “I daresay I can talk your director into calling it a sabbatical, despite the short notice. And your daily rate will be the same as Mr. Tucker’s, if that’s all right. It’s quite generous,” he added, with a barely there air of acknowledgment of the fact that most of us didn’t have enormous familial wealth to fall back on. “There’s a contract and everything. It’s all ready for you to look over.” He turned his gaze on Mr. Tucker. “And you, sir?”

The American sighed, then shrugged. “Yeah, I’m in.”

“Brilliant!”

Yes, I thought, staring straight at Mr. Tucker’s dark, penetrating eyes and wondering what the hell we’d just gotten ourselves into. Quite brilliant.




Chapter Five

 

 

THE FIRST thing I did after signing Mr. Ashad’s contract—and reading it cover to cover and sending a copy of it to KIS’s legal department—was get the surveillance video from the guy. Now wasn’t the time to review it, seeing as I was locked in the director of the British Museum’s office with our new employer, his gaudy and well-connected friend, and my nervous partner-to-be in the affair. I sent the video on to Robert, who was getting off the managerial bench and taking over as handler for this mission, then took a moment to assess my new partner as he read through the contract himself.

Amateur hour. At least when it came to the actual mission. I had no doubt this guy was a competent curator and historian, but he didn’t exactly strike me as well prepared for much else. Who went out and about in London without an umbrella, for fuck’s sake? He’d probably been on the edge of freezing all night—it was cold in the Reading Room. And it was clear from the way he’d reacted to my gun that he wasn’t used to seeing them, or comfortable with them. As far as physical backup went, he’d be next to useless.

All of that should have made me hesitant when it came to partnering with him, but there was something about him… maybe it was the way he hadn’t hesitated to tell each and every one of us off, maybe it was in how Thorburn’s presence clearly irritated him but he managed to work around it…. Whatever it was, it interested me. He might not know how to shoot or have the common sense that God gave geese, but he had a spine. And he was willing to abide by the somewhat-ridiculous rules these two had laid on us, which I’d balked at, at first.

“It’s vitally important to have the scepter here by the exhibit,” Thorburn said plainly when I asked about the rushed date. “Later simply won’t due at all.”

“That’s just one week from tomorrow,” I replied. “And we’ve got very little to go on so far. We don’t even know who the thief is yet.”

Thorburn ran a hand through his immaculate hair. “It is imperative that it be back for the exhibit. As I said before, it’s the perfect introduction to the world for the piece. And—” He winced. “—I might have made some promises to the director concerning it that will need to be kept if I’m to continue to have any sway in this institution, and believe me, this scepter is the least of them.”

“What have you done, Gerard?” Mal asked with a frown.

Thorburn smiled. “Nothing irreparable, as long as that scepter makes its scheduled debut. If it doesn’t, my reputation might land somewhere down near where yours is now, and that won’t make either of us look good, will it?” He clapped his hands together. “To work, gentlemen. I’ve got the utmost confidence in your skills.”

That was one of the smarmiest “fuck off and get to work” speeches I’d ever received. Ashad might be the one paying for my services, but it was clear that Thorburn was pulling the strings here.

“Additionally, you’ll want to have some sort of cover story for what you’re doing together if anyone asks. You absolutely cannot let on that what you’re looking for to anyone. Understood?”

Peremptory motherfucker. “No problem,” I said calmly. “If anyone asks, I’ll just tell them I came over from the States to visit my boyfriend and get him to show me the sights.”

Everyone else in the spacious office froze. I genuinely didn’t care if what I’d just said affected their opinion of me—I’d done my time in the closet, and I might not be blatant about my sexuality now but I wasn’t hiding it for anyone.

Ashad looked uncomfortable. Thorburn looked incredulous. Mal looked… somewhere between aghast and intrigued, which was probably the best I could hope for, given the way I’d dropped that bomb.

“Ah-ha.” Thorburn finally forced a laugh. “Yes, quite funny. Try to come up with something more believable between now and whenever you might need the excuse, all right?”

Mal went as pale as if he was bleeding out, and that was it. If I stayed here any longer, I was going to punch Thorburn in the face, client’s bosom buddy or not. I did what I needed to for a job, but I hated people who were casually cruel, that it could become such an integral part of what they thought they could get away with that they didn’t even think to check themselves anymore. It was punching down, and that was the bastion of bullies.

“We’re done here, right?” I got up and held out a hand to Mr. Ashad. “I’ll ensure that you’re kept in the loop on our progress, sir.”

Thorburn frowned. “Really, you ought to be contacting both of us.”

“That would break client confidentiality rules, which are a standard part of every contract with KIS,” I said. “If Mr. Ashad chooses to clue you in, that’s his business, but it’s definitely not mine.”

Thorburn’s lips twisted slightly, and he turned to Mal. “I trust you’ll be more forthcoming?”

Mal’s back straightened. “I don’t think so, Gerard. I’d hate to be the cause of any delicate information getting out in the wrong circles. I mean, I never know who you’re meeting with from moment to moment, and you do have that terrible habit of letting things slip at the worst possible time.” He glanced at Mr. Ashad, who was looking between the two men like he’d only just realized what a mine field he was standing in. “Thank you for your faith in me. I guarantee that it won’t be misplaced.”

“I’m… quite pleased to hear it,” Mr. Ashad managed.

“Malcolm, honestly—”

“We’ve got to get going. There’s lots to do before tomorrow.” I opened the door and held it for Mal. “Like I said, we’ll be in touch.”

“Mr. Tucker, I don’t think you—”

Thank the lord that Mal knew when to call a last word a last word. He walked out of the office and sighed with visible relief as I closed the door behind us. He looked my way, opened his mouth in preparation to speak.

“Not here,” I said. This was the opposite of a secure location right now—a woman spun over our heads on a trapeze, her gaze languid but clearly taking us in. People in bespoke suits and designer gowns surrounded us, museum patrons chatting and whispering and eating and laughing. There were so many people it made my head ache. I was done with this scene.

“Where are you staying?” I asked, putting my hand on Mal’s lower back and gently propelling him toward the exit. “We can talk there.”

“Oh, um—at the, the Strand, actually.” It was hard to tell in this light, but he looked like he might be blushing. “It’s—I’m not paying for it myself, in point of fact. I believe either Gerard or Mr. Ashad are, although after that little altercation back there I wouldn’t be surprised if I find that my reservation for the night has mysteriously dissolved.”

“Convenient that I’m at the same place, then.” The Strand had been my client’s choice of hotel—and it was definitely something that KIS was billing him for. “If anyone tries to give you a hard time, you can just bunk with me.” I guided us toward the same large doors we’d entered through less than an hour earlier, conscious of the fact that we were being watched. The most avid observers appeared to be museum employees—gossipers, probably. I marked their distance and angles anyway. It paid to be paranoid.

Once we were outside in the cool, rainy night air, it felt like iron bands of tension suddenly ratcheted loose from around my chest. I took a deep breath and let them fall the rest of the way off. “Let’s get a taxi.”

“I’m perfectly all right walking, as long as you have an umbrella,” Mal said quickly. “I’m afraid I didn’t think to bring one of my own.”

“And I did, but I left it checked in and like hell am I putting myself back into that fishbowl.” I stuck my hands in my pockets, mentally apologizing to my tailor for ruining the line of the suit. “So let’s take a taxi. Or get an Uber, or whatever.”

“Taxi, please.”

It was easy to flag one down—there was a whole fleet of them parked along the nearest street. Looked like they were expecting a lot of wealthy, drunk fares tonight. I got us into the nearest one and told the driver our destination, then adjusted my holster so I could sit back against the seat comfortably.

Mal noticed the movement. I could see his eyes trace the line of my torso. He opened his mouth hesitatingly, then shut it again.

“Go ahead,” I offered. “Ask. It’s okay.”

“I don’t mean to be rude, but isn’t it… don’t you feel conspicuous, carrying that around in London?” He nodded toward my chest. “It really does play into all the worst stereotypes about Americans, and you look like a very competent person. I have to imagine that you don’t really need it to handle yourself. And whatever we’re heading into, it’s very unlikely that our problems will be solved with bullets… isn’t it?”

He sounded deferent, but his eyes were piercing. I decided to give him my honest answer instead of my “soothe the client with company requirements” bullshit answer. “It’s true that I’m used to carrying it.” And the one at my ankle, but that could stay theoretical for now. “And I am comfortable using other weapons, when need be. But I’m a former Green Beret. We’re not knife fighters, we’re not hand-to-hand experts, we’re not kung-fu masters. We’re shooters. So yeah, I could get by another way, but I’m much more confident with a gun at my disposal. And don’t forget, Mr. Ashad was choked unconscious,” I added as an afterthought. “That’s not the act of a pacifist.”

“Did your inspection of his neck confirm that?”

I sharpened my gaze a little bit. “Why do you ask?”

“Because you seemed, perhaps, a bit… disbelieving?” Mal put on an expression of contrition that I only partially believed. “Am I wrong?”

I thought about it for a moment, then said, “I wasn’t able to tell whether he’d really been choked unconscious or not. There was no bruising, but she might have been exceptionally good at blood chokes.” If Mr. Ashad was telling the truth, then this woman had some real skills.

Mal began to speak again, but then the cab came to a stop outside our hotel. “Thanks,” I said, paying the cabbie in cash before I got out. It was still raining, but Mal and I made a dash to the front door and barely got caught by the drizzle. “Which is your room?” I asked as we entered the lobby. It was sparsely populated at this time of night—a few people still in the café feeding their coffee addictions, a father with two small children admiring the fish tanks, and a gentleman sitting in an armchair with a single, black leather bag at his feet, looking at his phone.

“I, ah, I’m up at the top, actually. Eight-oh-seven.”

“Same here, Eight-eleven.” I actually kind of hated being on the top floor—the more distance it took for me to get from my room to the exit, the less I liked it, but I was only going to be here one night. “What do you say we change out of these monkey suits, then meet up in your room in fifteen minutes? I’d like to go over our potential next steps with you, see what you think.” I led the way to the elevator—I hated to do it, but Mal didn’t look like a nine-flights-of-stairs kind of guy—and punched the button for the top floor.

He looked at me with surprise clear on his face. “Does it really matter what I think? I mean, you’re the expert at retrieving things like this, right?” He scratched the back of his neck with one hand. “I rather assumed that you’d be calling the shots on most of this. I’m basically just here to determine whether or not the thing is the genuine article and then get it back to the museum in time for the exhibition.”

“That’s not true,” I said firmly. “If we’re going to work together on this, then it’s important that we talk things out, make a plan in advance that’s good for both of us. I’ll pull rank if I have to when it comes to saving our lives, but I think you’re selling yourself short, Mal.” It was only the second time I’d tried out his name, and the little flush that erupted around his ears was pretty telling.

“I appreciate the consideration,” he said, smiling a little as the doors opened again. “Fifteen minutes, then.”

I watched him enter his own room after fumbling for the key for a moment, then walked down to my own. I shut the door and did a quick check of the room for anything that looked out of order, but it seemed like nothing had been disturbed while I was away. And why should it have been? The hotel employees had no reason to come in, and I had no reason to think anyone else would. I had an itch going in my mind now, though, the kind I couldn’t scratch no matter how hard I tried. It would stick with me until the job was done. I knew that much from experience.

Not safe, not safe, not safe.

Well, shit. There went all my hopes of a good night’s sleep. I pulled the bow tie and jacket off, set my gun and holster aside, then got started on the cuff links as I called up Robert.

“Kensington here.”

“I’m on the verge of demanding double for this shitshow of a job,” I said.

“Ah.” He laughed. “I see you’ve gotten the details from Mr. Ashad.”

“And his friend, Gerard Thorburn, who really seems to be the one pulling the strings. How much do you know about these guys?”

“Not much more than what’s publicly available.” I heard tapping over the phone. “Gerard Thorburn is a member of the aristocracy whose family has a long history of generous and sometimes dubious donations to the British Museum.”

I grabbed at that. “Dubious how?”

“Well, apparently some of the pieces they handed over didn’t have good, established provenance. It’s not too surprising, considering the time period, but it’s given the family something of a reputation in academic circles.”

Interesting. “And Mr. Ashad?”

“A moderately wealthy man with a love of history who owns menswear shops in several big cities around the globe.” A few more taps. “His business has been hit hard by the economic downturn, though. Not as many people are willing to shell out for custom suits these days. It looks like he’s on the hook for several loans.”

Even more interesting. “Do any of them come from Thorburn?”

“It looks like they’re all from established banks, but I’ll check into it more.”

“Thanks.” I unbuttoned my dress shirt and shucked it onto the bed.

“Anything else you want me to look into?”

I paused, my eyes narrowing. “You’re being awfully accommodating.”

“I’m a nice boss.”

“You’re a nice person, but you’re a ruthless taskmaster of a boss. What’s making you so congenial?”

“Monsieur Mercier caved.” Robert sounded very satisfied by that. “Apparently his daughter had a lot to say to him once she found out he was trying to renege on the deal. She even got you a bonus.”

“Jesus Christ.” I shook my head. “Poor kid. She shouldn’t have to worry about shit like that after what she’s been through.”

“Sometimes the best thing for a person is having something else to focus on after shit like that,” Robert said quietly. “It gives you an outlet for things you’re not ready to face yet.”

Robert would know. I changed the subject. “Actually, if you don’t mind, I’d like you to do a little digging into Malcolm Armstrong.”

“The guy you’re going to be working with?” Tap-tap. “I’ve got a basic workup already that I’ll send to your inbox. Tech is still trying to identify the thief, but we gave you a few good stills.”

“Thanks.” I should check that now, but I had something else I needed to get off my chest. “Just so you know, I’m a little amped up about this one.”

“Yeah?” Robert knew my own personal code phrases—hell, he’d helped me develop them. Amped could mean several things, ranging from simple paranoia and mild insomnia to full-blown flashbacks if things got really bad. It had taken me a while to feel comfortable sharing what I viewed as weaknesses with him, but again—if anyone got it, it was Robert. If he was going to be my handler for this mission, then he needed to know that the itch was alive and well this time around.

“Yeah,” I confirmed. “I’ll let you know if my capabilities end up compromised.” It was potentially a weeklong mission, and there was a limit to how long I could still do my job without adequate sleep.

“I know you will. I’ll have backup read in and on standby in case you need it.”

“Thanks.” I undid my belt, let my pants drop and put them on the bed with the rest of my discarded tux.

“Anything else? Do you feel comfortable in your room? I’ve got a guy with a safehouse not eight blocks from where you are now, if you need something more defensible.”

“It’s fine.” Bland, but fine.

“Good. Let me know if things change.”

“I will. Good night.”

Robert laughed. “Good afternoon, you mean.”

“I said what I said.” I ended the call and took a moment to hang up the tux, then put on a far more comfortable set of work clothes—dark blue jeans, gray henley, plain black socks, and a sturdy pair of shoes. I glanced at myself in the bathroom mirror and took a second to ruffle my rain-flattened hair.

Had it been fifteen minutes? I checked my watch—close enough. I put my weapons back on—I didn’t believe in leaving those kinds of thing lying around, even in a private room—tossed my regular jacket over the top of it all, and opened my door.

I stepped out into the hall just in time to see the door next to me swing closed. It was the room in between mine and Mal’s, and it wasn’t the fact that it was occupied that caught and held my attention. It was the fact that as the door swung shut, the last thing I saw vanish inside of it was a vaguely familiar black leather bag. The man sitting down in the lobby had a bag like that. Funny that he would end up here, right between us. Funny that he was staying at all—I’d assumed he was waiting for a cab, not sitting around before checking into the hotel.

Not safe, not safe, not safe.

Not necessarily unsafe, though, and I didn’t want to jump to conclusions and frighten the wits out of my new partner before we’d even really gotten started on the job. I rolled my shoulders a few times, then knocked on Mal’s door.

He opened it a moment later, in khakis and a white cotton button-down now instead of his tuxedo. He wore a pair of faded brown socks on his feet, his hair was parted at the side and combed into submission, and for a second he reminded me of my crush on the professor of my history of the Civil War class back in college.

“Alex? Did you want to come in?”

I kickstarted my brain back into gear. “Yeah, thanks.” I glanced over at the door to the right again, but it remained firmly closed. I stepped into Mal’s room, a carbon copy of my own except for a blue bedspread instead of beige.

“Would you care for some water? Or tea? They left an assortment by the kettle.” He pointed at the table next to the television, where a black plastic box and an electric kettle were perched along the wall.

“I’m fine, thanks.”

“Right, then. Right.” Mal ran a hand through his hair and said, sheepishly, “You ought to know that I’ve got absolutely no clue where we go from here. Isn’t it possible that this thief is already in a different country? I mean, what are the chances of us finding her now?”

“It’s hard to say,” I said. “We don’t know who her buyer is, so it’s not unlikely that she hasn’t even left London yet. On the other hand, there’s CCTV everywhere here, and she’s on a watch list, so while the number of people here works in her favor, the surveillance makes it less safe for her to be here.” I sat down in the chair across from the bed. “Take a load off, we’ll be here a while.” Once he was sitting across from me, I asked, “Who’s the market for a piece like this? Who would want the scepter of Mansa Musa?”

“That… is an interesting question.” Mal’s eyes lit up as he considered it. “It’s particularly interesting because of the questionable provenance of the scepter. Most professional facilities wouldn’t engage a thief to handle something like this without complete assurances that they were after the genuine article—it’s not as farfetched as it sounds,” he added, taking in my expression. “The Chinese government has been funding the return of their own artifacts for years now, and not always legally. Of course, legality is a muddled business when you consider that so many of the artifacts were looted in the first place, but nevertheless, it does happen.”

“So we can cross other museums off the list of likely suspects,” I said. “Who’s next?”

“Private collectors would come next. They would have the same issue as an organization, but if they’d become assured somehow of the truth of the scepter’s origin, it would matter less that they couldn’t display it to the world. They don’t collect art to feed the souls of others, they hoard it like dragons in environmentally-controlled vaults and half the time forget it’s even there.”

I hid a smile behind my hand as I scratched my chin. “You sound very annoyed by that.”

“Well, I am! I think anyone with any sense should be. Art is something that should be shared, appreciated by as many people as possible. One piece can represent the essence of an entire civilization, and to think that some blue blood or plutocrat can use something as crass and ephemeral as money to steal it away from the masses… it’s disgusting to me, it truly is.” His eyes lit up as he elaborated, bringing a liveliness to his face that was startlingly appealing. I adjusted my position in the chair. It had been a long time since any guy had gotten to me as fast as Mal did, but we were working a job together. Now was decidedly not the time for a hookup.

“The scepter would be of particular interest to African collectors, of course, or those with a large personal collection of African art. Possibly someone within the Malian government might throw their hat into the ring, but I doubt they’d go so far as to hire thieves to go after it, especially if they didn’t know it was genuine.” Mal pursed his lips. “Then we have the bottom feeders, so to speak. Those who would take something like this—something with priceless historical potential—and melt it down so they could sell the gold.” He sighed, then brightened slightly. “Of course, with the gold market the way it is right now, they wouldn’t have any reason to pursue such a degradation quickly. But I sincerely doubt it’s someone like that. There are easier paths to take.”

“I agree.” Huh. That narrowed things a little bit, but not as much as I liked. “Are there any private collectors here in London that you can think of who’d be interested in something like this?”

“A few… but you have to understand, I’ve been out of the game for several years now. Fortunes rise and fall so quickly, it’s hard to keep track of who’s still a player. Not to mention, there’s been a precipitous rise recently in the use of art as a means of laundering money. Of course, that’s generally with art that’s bought in the public sphere, but….” He shrugged. “I’m so sorry, I wish I could be more help to you.”

“It’s fine. This is a good place to start.” I pulled out my phone. “Let me get in touch with my handler, see what he can dig up.” I noticed I had a new message from Robert and opened it. It was a picture—several pictures—of a woman. I looked at her, and for a second I didn’t move a muscle.

The picture was in black and white, and her long black hair might be pulled into a tight french braid, but I knew that woman. I’d seen her earlier today, right outside the opera house. What the fuck?

Not safe, not safe, not safe.

“Alex?” I heard Mal’s voice as though it was coming over a long distance. “Is there something wrong?”

I shook my head to clear it, twisting my head to the side to crack a stiff vertebra. “Yeah, actually. There is.” I handed over the phone. “Do you recognize that woman?”

“Is this the thief?” Mal perused the photos with interest. “Hmm, I—no, I don’t think so.”

“Are you sure?”

He looked up at me, his lips pressed tight. “I’m quite sure. Are you expecting me to lie to you about this?”

“This isn’t about lying, it’s about spying, and I’m not accusing you.” I held out my hand for the phone. “I saw this woman earlier today—same person, walking around not four blocks from here.”

“Oh.” Mal’s eyes widened. “You think she was spying on you? But—why would she bother? Did she know who you are?”

“She must have.” How, I wasn’t sure yet, but I’d definitely be bitching to Robert about our lack of intel. However she knew…. “We can’t stay here.” I practically jumped to my feet. “Pack everything. I’ll arrange for another place for us tonight.”

Mal frowned. “But the room’s already paid for.”

“Yeah, and our names are in the computer. It wouldn’t be too difficult to hunt down which rooms we’re staying in.” And maybe to arrange to settle in right between them? It would be a good place for an assassination.

You paranoid motherfucker.

“I just don’t want to take any chances,” I said, taking care to keep my voice calm and measured. If Mal thought I was losing my shit, then the odds of him keeping it together went way down. It wasn’t his fault—he was a civilian, not a combatant. Still, it wasn’t anything I wanted to deal with right now. “So pack up, and I’ll make my call.”

Mal nodded slowly. “If you’re sure.” He stood and headed for the bathroom. I heard the tick of plastic against marble, probably toiletries being put back into a shaving kit. I kept one ear on Mal as I called Robert again.

“Miss me already?” he asked with a laugh in his voice. “Did you get the—”

“I saw this woman on the street today. Mr. Armstrong and I need alternate accommodations.”

“Threat level?” Robert’s voice was all business now.

“Yellow.” I was on edge, but I couldn’t prove anything yet. If this woman was really good, I probably wouldn’t be able to prove anything before bullets began flying. Then again, how good could she be, showing her hand to me like this?

Then again, if she was really confident and had a very particular type of personality, she didn’t care if I knew she was here. She was sure I wouldn’t see her until there was nothing I could do to stop her.

Or, fuck it, maybe it was inadvertent, or she was just sizing me up before selling her stolen treasure. Those options were as valid anything else right now.

“Understood.” I heard his keyboard start to clack. “I’m sending a contact to meet you in the lobby of the hotel. He’ll be there in ten minutes. He’s wearing a red Arsenal ballcap.” Robert paused. “The football team, not—”

“I know what you’re talking about.”

“He’ll take you and Mr. Armstrong to the safehouse by a roundabout route.”

I swallowed hard. “You trust him?”

“With my life. Not that I’ve seen him in person in a decade.” Robert’s tone softened a bit. “He’s the reason we don’t have an office in London.”

Oh. Oh. “You’re asking me to trust your ex on this?”

“I am. He’s a territorial son of a bitch, but he’s as loyal as they come.”

I sighed. “All right. I’ll need a bag once we get there, I’m leaving my personal effects except for my own arsenal behind.” I saw Mal look curiously at me as he emerged from the bathroom. “More ammo would be nice too.”

Robert huffed. “He’ll charge me an arm and a leg for it, but fine. He’s got friends in Scotland Yard—I’ll get him to loop into the search for the woman. We’ll find her, Alex.”

If she hasn’t already found us first. “Thank you.”

“I’ll check in with you at 0800 your time if I don’t hear something back sooner than that.”

It was going to be a late night for him. “Understood.” I ended the call and glanced at Mal. “How’s it coming?”

“I’m nearly done,” he said quietly. “Alex, don’t you—don’t you think this is a bit precipitous? I mean, what harm could she possibly do to us in a place as public as this?”

“The mind boggles,” I replied with as much honesty as I could muster. “I’d rather not give her the chance. Trust me on this, please.” It was a trial, our first trial as a team—would Mal allow me to take the measures I thought were necessary in order to keep us safe, or would he dig in his heels and say I was imagining things? I looked him straight in the eyes and forced my fingers not to flex.

After a moment, he nodded. “I trust you.” He slipped into his shoes—plain brown loafers now—and zipped his bag shut. “Let’s go.”

I led the way out of the room, checking the hall first. It was silent—utterly, unnervingly silent. I couldn’t hear anything coming from the room between ours, not the television, not the shower or faucet… but as I passed it, it was almost like I could feel the presence within it, like the man was right there behind the door, listening to us as hard as I was listening to him.

I clamped down as hard as I could on my paranoia, took Mal’s elbow in my hand, and walked us briskly to the stairs.

It was time to get out of here.




Chapter Six

 

 

I WOKE up to the dank scent of cigarettes in my nose and a head feeling like it had been stuffed with mothballs. I lifted my face up from the pillow and looked blearily around the small bedroom I shared with Alex.

Well, had shared, supposedly. He wasn’t here now, and I hadn’t stayed awake long enough to watch him fall asleep last night. Perhaps it had been just me. I rolled over onto my back, stared at the water-marked ceiling for a moment, and contemplated the utter ridiculousness of my life. I mean, fleeing thieves who were also potential assassins just so that we could turn around and track them down again? When had I become James Bond?

You aren’t James Bond, and neither is the man who picked you up last night.

Alex’s contact had reminded me a bit of Jason Statham, what with the Cockney accent and bald head beneath his egregious hat. We met him in the lobby of the hotel—Alex seemed to know him on sight and walked right over to him. They stared at each other for a moment, and then the man reached out, took my bag right out of my hands, and said, “This way, guvs.”

“I can take—” I started, but Alex shook his head and just ushered me along. I followed them out to the waiting cab, feeling….

Well, feeling a bit like I was being tossed around for no bloody reason. I wasn’t an—an operative, or an agent, or whatever these two were called, but I thought I was fairly reasonable when it came to taking precautions for my own safety. Fleeing into the dark of night with someone we’d never met before didn’t seem like the smartest path to take, that was all. And to be told to pack, to move, to take the stairs, step here, nod there….

I jerked my arm out of Alex’s grasp. He held his hands up apologetically, but otherwise appeared unmoved. “You first,” he said, gesturing to the cab.

What was I to do? My bag had already gone to the passenger seat in front. I got in.

What followed was an hour of driving around to check for tails, I supposed, before we finally made landfall less than a mile from the hotel, on Villiers Street. The flat was a studio three floors up and permeated with the smell of stale tobacco and damp. Our guide—who I still didn’t have a name for—pointed out the bedroom and the tiny bathroom. “Two cots in there for you,” he said, throwing my bag onto one of them. “I’ll be out here.”

I frowned. “You’re staying?” I’d gone from no roommates to two in the space of a single evening, and not in the fun way either.

The man shrugged. “Someone’s got to be your watchman.”

“Thank you,” Alex said, cutting off any further complaint from me. “We appreciate it.”

“Whatever makes the old man happy, eh?” He’d settled down on the mildew-stained couch and turned on the telly without another word.

“What old man?” I’d hissed to Alex as soon as the bedroom door was shut. “And why do we need a watchman? And also, this place is filthy! What good is avoiding detection by the thief if we’re killed during the night by inhaling toxic mold?”

To my surprise, Alex hadn’t been annoyed. He’d smiled, in fact, which ramped up my own annoyance considerably. “He’s just talking about my boss, who set this up for us. This guy… look, he’s rough around the edges, but he wouldn’t bring us somewhere that wasn’t safe. We’ll be all right for one night, and tomorrow we’ll be on our way. I promise. I’ll take care of you.”

I sighed, my anger draining away, and sat down on my cot. The rickety structure creaked beneath my weight. “I don’t need a caretaker,” I said, holding his gaze and being as clear and succinct as I could. “I’m not your child, nor am I your client. You said we were partners in this, and I’d like to be treated like one.”

Alex nodded after a second, his eyes shadowed. “I know. I’m sorry if I get pushy, but I’m accustomed to making moves in the field without having to think of anyone else. I’ll do my best to treat you as a partner in everything, as long as it doesn’t compromise our safety.”

“You really think staying at the hotel would have compromised our safety?”

He rubbed his fingers over his eyes. “I can’t know for sure. But I didn’t want to take the risk.”

That was the best I could ask for, I supposed. “I understand.”

“Good.” That had been that, for the most part. I’d washed up and gone to bed, exhausted and half-fearing that the creaking, squeaking thing beneath me would fall apart in the middle of the night.

It hadn’t, and now it was morning, and I was so desperate for a cup of tea I felt inclined toward murder. I sat up, swiveled around so I could find my shoes with my feet—no way was I touching this floor without a layer of leather between it and me—and staggered off to the bathroom. At least there weren’t visible roaches in here.

By the time I emerged, dressed in my last clean set of clothes, my need for tea had grown to monstrous proportions. I looked around, ready to make my case to Alex that caffeine was immediately required, but he was nowhere to be seen. His contact was, though, still sitting on that hideous couch, feet up on the coffee table, sipping a cup of—

“Oh my God, where did you get that?”

He looked at me and smirked. “In the kitchen, guv,” he said. “Kettle’s still hot.”

It was, and I didn’t even care that the only tea on offer was an ancient box of Tetley. The mug was clean, the water was steaming, and three minutes later I was drinking the nectar of the gods. I wandered back into the living room, sipping slowly, my head close to the top of the cup so I could wallow in the steam. “Where’s Alex?” I asked after a moment.

This time the man didn’t bother to look up from the television, where it appeared that Arsenal was raking Chelsea over the coals. “Gone for food, he’ll be back soon.”

I sipped more tea, cleared my throat, then asked, “Were you really out here all night?”

“’S my job, innit?”

I rolled my eyes. “I can’t imagine a job that revolves around watching other people sleep.”

“Sleep researcher,” he said promptly.

“Be serious.”

“I am serious. It’s an important job.”

“What you are now, or being a sleep researcher?”

“Both.” I rolled my eyes, and he smirked again. “Look, it’s not anything you want to know more about, all right? I looked out for you because that’s what I was paid to do, nothing else.”

Ha. He could dissemble all he wanted, but I knew that Alex wouldn’t leave us in anything less than perfectly safe hands. Again, so long as we didn’t die of toxic mold. It wasn’t my place to push, however, and honestly I was less interested in this man for himself than I was for what he knew about Alex. “Do you know much about Kensington International Security?”

He snorted and upped the volume on the television. “More than I want to, mate.”

I ignored his attempt to end the conversation and sat down next to him. The couch squeaked like a dozen mice had just gone into their death throes. I winced, but steadied myself. “What sort of people do they hire?”

He glanced at me. “You askin’ what sort of man you’ve fallen in with on whatever it is you’re doing?”

I raised my eyebrows. “You don’t know about the job?”

He held up a hand. “I don’t want to know about the job. ’S none of my business, I’m not here to help with any of that.”

Fair enough. “Then yes, I’m asking about what sort of person Kensington hires.” What sort of person is Alex Tucker? How can he go from friendly to dead serious and back again in a heartbeat?

The man looked down at the remote in his lap, ran the edge of one neatly trimmed thumbnail into the grimy plastic groove on the bottom of it. A curl of black goo lifted out of the crevice. “KIS goes for former military, mostly. High-level guys who did their time in a spec ops unit. That’s who they like for in the field—almost always men, too, although they’re gonna have to branch out if they want to keep up, because some of the best operators out there today are women.” He finished cleaning out one side of the remote and moved on to the other side.

“Lots of tech staff, in-country support staff when they can, dedicated handlers to make the jobs go smooth as possible. They’re good, some of the best in the business. They tend to get a little mission-focused, though.” He lifted his eyes, not to look at me but to stare a little above the television set, unfocused. “It can make ’em slow to handle surprises.”

He’d given me a lot more than I’d thought he would. “I guess you’ve worked with them a lot, then.”

“Nah, never.”

“Then how did you know all this?”

“Know what?”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “You’re quite shitty at being evasive.”

“I’m not being evasive, guv.” His smirk morphed into a full-on smile. It made him look slightly less like a hooligan. “I’m stonewalling you. Big difference.” He glanced toward the door. “Sounds like your guy is back.”

“What?” How could he possibly hear that over the blaring of the television and the squeaking of the couch? Yet, a moment later, the door swung open, and Alex stepped inside. He was wearing the same clothes he’d had on yesterday and carried a bag from Pret A Manger in one hand. He didn’t move like a man casually bringing breakfast home from the nearest café, however. He stalked across the floor and thrust the bag at me, the look on his face nearly a glower.

“Eat fast, we need to leave. The Strand’s been evacuated.”

“What?” I stood up, almost spilling my tea in the process. “Why on earth was it evacuated?”

“Gas leak,” he said tersely. “Or at least that’s what they’re reporting.” Alex looked at our host. “Turn that to the news,” he said, pointing at the television.

The man flipped channels without a word. “—precipitated a small fire on the top floor,” the reporter was saying. She was positioned in front of the hotel, bunches of people milling around behind her. “Fortunately, the affected rooms were unoccupied, and no one was injured.”

“Huh.” The man on the couch looked from the TV to Alex, seeming reluctantly impressed. “Looks like you were right to get out.”

“Oh, come now,” I said before I remembered to keep my big mouth shut. “This wasn’t necessarily meant to target us.”

Alex looked at me incredulously. “How can you not see that? It’s the most obvious thing in the world.”

“Not really,” I replied, feeling defensive. “Accidents do happen. It’s entirely possible that this truly was unintentional.” It has to be unintentional. I’m not ready to be the target of a murderous thief. I wanted this chance, wanted the opportunity to regain a measure of my former career, not to mention my self-respect, but I wasn’t willing to risk my life for it.

“Maybe,” Alex said at last, “but the odds aren’t good. Either way, it’s time to go, so eat and pack your stuff up. We’ve got a plane to catch.”

“You’ve got a lead?” our third wheel asked. “Where is it?”

Alex glanced at him. “I thought you didn’t want to know.”

“I don’t ask because I care, mate, I ask because I need to know if you’re going to be back here beggin’ for sanctuary again within the week.”

“Right.” If his tone had had any more layers of sarcasm in it, it would have qualified as an archeological dig. “It’s not local, not even in the UK. You won’t have to worry your pretty head about us after you drop us at Heathrow.”

Our host bristled. “What am I, your chauffeur?”

“You were last night.”

They stared at each other, unmoving, unblinking, until the tension rose to the point where I just couldn’t take it any longer. “Right,” I said after clearing my throat. “So I’m just going to take this and… go in there and… yeah. Out soon.” I retreated to the bedroom, shut the door on the game of “Who has more testosterone and less to lose?” and decided, fuck it, I was going to eat this—I glanced in the bag—ham and cheese stuffed croissant, and I was going to like it, and fuck both of them.

I ate, and despite the offering being rather limp after sweating into its box for a while, it was still tasty. There was a muffin as well, which I put in my bag as a snack for later on. I shrugged into my tweed jacket, checked the room to ensure I’d grabbed all of my things, and reentered the living room, possibly expecting to see that the two gentlemen had ninjaed each other into headlocks by then.

Instead, they were standing rather demurely by the door, chatting in low voices. Alex had gained a suitcase of his own—more of a backpack, really, only with straps and locks and all sorts of bits likely designed to keep people with wandering fingers from getting into it. He looked at me, a picture of calm. “Ready to go?”

“I suppose.”

“Great.” He looked at our host again. “Lead on, Jeeves.”

“Go fuck yourself, mate.” He did lead us back downstairs, though, and out to his car. He even drove us to Heathrow, which ended up being a too-long, too-quiet ride. It was the first time I’d ever been relieved to walk into a bloody airport, that was for sure.

We checked in, checked baggage—I had the feeling that Alex had to check his due to some questionable content, otherwise he wouldn’t let it out of his sight—and made it to our terminal with an hour to spare.

“So,” I said as we sat down in the overly square, highly uncomfortable chairs that populated the sitting area. “How did you learn we’re meant to go to Marseille?”

“My boss contacted me,” Alex replied. He looked rather tired beneath the eyes but sounded all right. He was sipping on a coffee he’d bought at a kiosk in the terminal—he’d offered me a tea as well, but now that I’d had my caffeine fix, the stuff the kiosk was offering would inevitably be a disappointment. “He got an alert from one of his friends in the police force that they’d had a woman who matched the description of our thief get on a plane to Marseille early this morning. The officer who reported it hadn’t been sure enough that it was her to approach her, but the footage they got off the security cameras confirms it.”

I frowned. “That’s rather disappointing.”

“Which part, Mal?” Alex asked, leaning back until he could rest his neck against the back of the chair. His profile was sharply defined against the morning sunlight entering through the floor-to-ceiling windows beside us. Part of me wanted to trace it with my forefinger. I told that part very sternly to shut it.

“Well, all of it. That she got away, that we have to chase her down. That this vaunted law enforcement blockade didn’t work out.”

“They often don’t,” Alex offered. “Unless you’re living in an authoritarian country where no one thinks twice about privacy, it can be pretty easy to escape detection. She had covered her hair with a scarf, dressed in baggy clothes, didn’t have any makeup on. It wasn’t as easy as picking her out of a lineup, that’s for sure.”

“Won’t we have a similarly hard time finding her in Marseille?”

Alex smiled. The expression brought his attractiveness back to the fore and reminded me that my current situation, despite its many flaws, had a few bright spots as well. “Now there, we caught a break. KIS has an office in Toulon, and our manager there was able to get to Marseille before our thief’s plane landed. She’s got eyes on her, and by the time we land we should have her location. Hopefully we can retrieve the scepter in under twenty-four hours and let you begin authenticating it within the next day.”

That would be a rather quick and satisfactory end to this little romp. Very satisfactory, yes. One day with this perfect specimen of manhood? Ha, far more than I needed.

You are such a terrible liar, Mal.

“Providing things go to plan and we don’t get any more weirdness like gas leaks and fires in the hotels we’re staying at,” Alex added. “Which, don’t get me wrong, would be great, and we’re way more likely to be successful with Patricia on our side, but in my experience, jobs don’t usually work out so neatly.”

I—wisely, I thought—decided not to ask him about his last job. “Is Patricia your coworker?”

“Yeah, she’s our go-to person in the south of France. I just finished working with her, actually. She’s good, she gets shit done and doesn’t dish a lot of it out.”

That sounded lovely. “It must be nice to have coworkers that you can rely on.”

He rolled his head toward me. He was… really, objectively, he shouldn’t have been so handsome. His jaw was scruffy, his nose was crooked, one of his eyebrows was bisected with a rather nasty scar, and his hair was just beginning to gray at the temples. He was the antithesis of everything I’d sought out before—polished, suave men who wore suits every day and got manicures unironically. Yet I felt comfortable with him and comfortably attracted to him. It was pleasant, but I had a handle on it.

“You don’t have that kind of relationship with your people?” Alex asked, a little furrow of concern between his eyebrows.

I laughed. “Good lord, no. My people—academics, I suppose you could say—are as cutthroat a lot as any other profession, and more than most. There are a very limited number of prestigious positions for a very high number of people with degrees to fight over, and it gets more dog-eat-dog the higher up you go. I wouldn’t be surprised if my former colleagues threw a party after I was drummed out of the British Museum.”

“Jesus, that sucks.”

His affirmation was heartwarming. “Yes, it did. Of course, I was just as bad as them in some ways, but—I was so sure I was right. That bowl, I was convinced it was a fake, and I didn’t want the museum’s reputation to suffer if it came to light from anywhere other than internally.” I sighed. “I even advised that we go through our catalog on display to ensure that we didn’t have any more fakes in the mix, but the museum director at the time was no friend of mine, and my suggestion was promptly shelved, along with the upward trajectory of my career.” It wasn’t that I loathed where I was now—the Corinium had some very important finds on display, and relating local history to the Roman occupation of the past was both interesting and worthwhile work. It just wasn’t where I wanted to be, or where my heart longed to be.

Alex’s warm touch to the back of my wrist startled me. Had I drifted away? “It’s time to board,” he said gently.

I didn’t need his gentleness, but I wanted it desperately. “Right, thank you.”

The flight to Marseille was uneventful, dull, and cramped, but a far sight cleaner than the apartment we’d left behind. While we sipped at our complimentary beverages—water for me, more coffee for Alex—I asked about the strange man we’d stayed with last night. “He said he’s never worked with KIS agents before, but he seemed to know a lot about your organization.”

Alex nodded. “From what I understand, he’s a freelancer of sorts. Robert has a lot of connections back from when he was in the field, but not all of them want to be associated with our business. He’s good at talking them into helping us out when we need it, though.”

“Your boss sounds like quite the social butterfly.”

This time Alex laughed. “He’d deny it, but he definitely is. He doesn’t get out of the office much these days, but he maintains a huge social network. Good thing, too, because networking isn’t really my strong suit.”

I could practically picture the man—Type A, orderly, lenient when it came to letting you run with an idea but ever ready with a heavy hand if it looked like you were going to go off the rails. I’d known several directors at the museum like that. Very much not like Alex, but… “I’m sure you’re too hard on yourself. You’re quite easy to get along with.”

“Except when I’m ordering you around.”

“Except then, yes. Let’s have less of that.”

He saluted. “Yessir.” I tried to pretend that it had absolutely no effect on me and sipped my water to help hide the flush.

We arrived at the Marseille Provence Airport a little after two, local time. After collecting Alex’s bag, we headed out front to where, I assumed, we’d catch a cab to take us into Marseille. Instead, Alex looked around and headed straight for a tall black woman standing next to a bus stop. Even in flats, she was perhaps an inch taller than me. She wore an airy white linen ensemble, and held her curling brown hair back from her face with a rose-colored headband. She tilted her head when she saw us, taking in our appearances with a critical eye.

“Tell me you didn’t sleep at Jack’s place. It has mold, you know.”

“I knew it,” I muttered.

“Is that his name?” Alex asked mildly.

“If he is a bald, brash, football-loving pain in the arse, then yes, that’s Jack. You didn’t hear it from me, though.” She shook her head. “Let’s hope you didn’t catch lice or something worse.” She then held out her hand to me. “Good afternoon, Professor Armstrong. I’m Patricia Diagho, and I’ll be assisting you with this lummox while you’re in Marseille.”

I shook her hand. “The pleasure’s all mine, and I assure you, I’ve seen nothing to disabuse me of Mr. Tucker’s capabilities thus far.”

Patricia let go and glanced at Alex. “It looks as though you’ve found yourself a white knight, you lucky man.”

“I’d feel a lot luckier if you told me you know where our target is.”

She sighed and pulled a pair of white-rimmed sunglasses out of her handbag. “All work and no play with you. Would I be standing here chitchatting if I didn’t know where she is? I ran into Corday—that’s what she’s known as, apparently, isn’t it adorable—on her way out of the airport and got a bug into her purse.” She held her phone out toward Alex. “As you can see, she’s ensconced in the Hotel Sofitel Marseille Vieux Port. She went there directly after her flight and has been there all morning.” She put the phone back in her purse. “Probably asleep, given her late-night activities in London. Shall we?” She gestured toward the parking lot. “I brought my own car.”

“What about a partner?” Alex asked as we crossed the street to the lot. She led us to a blue Porsche Panamera, and I silently tried not to swallow my tongue as we got inside. Goodness, this business must pay ridiculously well if KIS’s support staff could afford a car like this one.

“There was no sign of any interaction with anyone as she left the airport. I followed her at a distance back to the hotel and watched her check in, and she didn’t interact with anyone beyond the necessary there as well. If Corday has a partner, it looks like she left them in London.” Patricia checked her mirrors, then backed out of her parking space and headed for the airport’s exit. It was a warm, beautiful day, and I rolled my window down some so I could feel the warm breeze and smell the fresh salt scent of the air. London was where I kept my heart, but it certainly never smelled as good as this. “And we’ll know before her deal goes down, Alex, so stop fretting.”

He shook his head, his short hair still able to ruffle a bit in the breeze. “You rely too much on those statistics, Patricia.”

“I rely on them because they’re so often correct! She is staying in a hotel, not a place she can completely control like the last people we worked on had. She won’t do a deal for something this big there. It isn’t secure enough. She will need to scout a location, and I’ll be there to watch her do it.”

“Your metrics for evaluation aren’t infallible.”

“Neither is your gut.”

It sounded as though they were about to break into a well-trod argument. I opened my mouth to speak—to say what, I’d no idea—but Patricia changed the subject with a wave of one hand. “Never mind. You two must be famished. I know just the place for us to take lunch.”

We ended up at a place called The Rowing Club, right on the water across from the old Fort Saint-Jean. The fare was rather pricey Mediterranean food, but Patricia briskly ordered a slew of starters along with a bottle of Chardonnay before brushing the waiter off. “You need to eat, Robert’s orders, so if you want to complain about someone being an overbearing mum, talk to him,” she said, looking straight at Alex. “And we need to go over the essentials. Mademoiselle Corday is staying on the third floor, in a room with a beautiful view of the fort.” She smiled. “It is a room with very large windows, which is quite nice, since I’m going to attach a camera to one of the palm trees by the pool so we can get a peek inside.”

“There’s no easier way to look into her room?”

Patricia made a moue of discontentment. “Believe me, I looked into the easier ways first. They recently hired a new manager here, and the woman is quite ferocious when it comes to guarding the privacy of her guests. Not even the cleaning staff can access the rooms without being constantly monitored, and there are cameras in every hallway. People are too nervous to take a bribe, and the balconies are monitored as well. Thus, the tree.”

“Fine.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Is that fine meaning ‘I concur that you can handle things for now’ or fine meaning ‘I have no faith in you and I’m going to try to take care of everything on my own as soon as your back is turned’?”

Alex rolled his eyes. “Don’t read into things so much.”

“It’s the second one. I knew it! For heaven’s sake, can’t you relax a bit? You act as though this job has proven a challenge thus far.”

“Our floor at the hotel in London had a fire last night,” he pointed out. “You think that was coincidence?”

“Probably not, but it does speak to the fact that you’re dealing with an amateur. A professional would have made certain you were going to be there first.”

The first plates arrived, and I fell on the food like a starving man. The breakfast sandwich seemed days ago, not hours, and frankly I wanted something to do with my mouth other than bite my lip. I didn’t quite know what to make of Alex with Patricia. They were an odd pair who seemed to have very different ways of getting things done.

“Alex,” Patricia said after a minute of us gorging ourselves on seafood. Just that, just his name, but it was enough to make me look a little closer. He hadn’t touched the food yet—his plate was still china-white. “Won’t you join us?”

He sighed and reached for a piece of bread, dipped it into a shallow dish of olive oil, and took a bite. “Better?” he asked once he swallowed.

“Barely. Keep up. So, Professor!” She turned to me as she speared a piece of calamari on her fork. “Have you been to Marseille before? Which is your favorite museum?”

“Please, call me Mal. And it’s been many years since I visited Marseille, but I actually remember enjoying Notre Dame de la Garde very much.” Churches generally had less in them that made me want to fume, and this one was particularly spectacular.

“Oh, I love that one as well. It’s so beautiful now that the restoration is done. The Madonna is superb.” She looked between us, her eyes tracking something I couldn’t guess at. “The new museum attached to Fort Saint-Jean is quite nice too, and closer than the cathedral, in case I need you back quickly. You two should go this afternoon, after you’ve checked into your hotel. It will give you some time to rest up for the next phase, which is the only time that I will need any assistance. When Corday makes a move, I promise I will tell you. Until then….” She shook her head. “You need a chance to appreciate the beauty that surrounds you, Alex.”

“I’ve never been there before,” I mused. “I’d love to go, actually.”

Alex looked across the water at the fort, then shrugged and stirred his bread through the olive oil again. “Sure, looks nice.”

Oh dear. I had a philistine on my hands.

“Just think,” Patricia added in a teasing tone. “You can also check out all the sightlines between the fort and the hotel! Form and function, Alex—beauty and practicality.”

“You’re reaching.”

“You’re a boor. Now eat that before it falls apart, or I’ll tell Robert on you.”

He sighed and picked up the bread. “Yes ma’am.”

Needless to say, by the time we headed over to the museum I wasn’t actually expecting much from Alex. In fact, I had nearly called the outing off, but… when would I next get the chance at this experience? I’d keep it short, I decided. Short and sweet, just enough time to take in the major exhibits.

Surprisingly, Alex was the one to break the silence. “Sorry I’m not being very good company.”

“It’s perfectly all right,” I said immediately, then took a moment to actually think about it. “I mean… it is all right—you have to be true to yourself—but would you mind telling me why you’re not being good company? Not that you aren’t!” Good lord, can I make this any more awkward?

“I’m bad at delays,” Alex said. The tall, rubicund edifice of Fort Saint-Jean rose above the tops of the trees and buildings, a guiding sentinel as we walked. I let myself focus on it, take in the delightful view—Alex’s eyes, I noticed, never stopped moving. “When I take a job, I tend to get tunnel vision,” he went on. “It makes relaxing hard. Everything feels like a distraction.”

“Even eating?” I ventured, because I hadn’t needed Patricia’s chiding to notice that Alex hadn’t eaten much at lunch.

“Even that.”

“We’d better hope that we finish up this job quickly, then. I won’t have you keeling over.”

Alex turned his full attention on me, accompanied by a smile, and it was like being struck in the center of the chest with a cricket bat. I barely knew the man—why did the evidence of his pleasure impact me so? “You don’t have to worry about me, Mal. I can handle myself, and Robert knows my habits. He’ll check in. Now.” He squinted up at the pale stone façade of the fort. “Talk to me about this place. Who built it?”

“You assume I know.”

Alex raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you?”

“Well….” Actually, I did, but… “Don’t expect anything more than a very abbreviated history,” I warned him as we stepped inside the fort.

“That’s probably about all I can handle.” Alex gestured toward the nearest staircase, one that would take us up to the parapet. “Lead on.”

I did, and ended up rambling on about Louis XIV, the Jacobins, and the French Foreign Legion far longer than I should have. We spent over two hours outside in the sunshine, wandering past decorative potted trees and staring out at the deep blue Mediterranean Sea. Alex did indeed check sightlines, but more for show than out of any necessity, I think. It was hot—there weren’t many other people out and about, mostly families with young children and a few older tourists. I almost ran into a blond, freckled man coming out of the bathroom as I was entering it, but apart from a muttered, “’Scuse me, pal,” our encounter didn’t amount to much. We didn’t even end up going across the footbridge to the museum itself.

I didn’t mind. I already felt in my element, and Alex did a better job following along than I’d expected. It was… flattering, to be the center of his attention, however briefly.

By the time we got back to our hotel, Patricia had her camera in place and was off to her own room after a single round of drinks in the hotel bar. “I trust you can entertain yourselves tonight, yes?” she’d said with a wink before sauntering off.

I was blushing intensely and hating myself for it once I finally got around to looking at Alex. Why did my skin tone have to give me up every time, why? Why was I even allowing the concept of a lascivious thought about Alex into my mind? It was hard to help, though—he was so unlike Gerard in every way, but so utterly alluring at the same time.

Alex shook his head as he finished his drink—a ginger ale, I noted, nothing alcoholic. “She’s just teasing because she knows my type,” he said. “How do you feel about room service tonight?”

His type? “I feel—fine, that’s fine, but—type?” We left the bar and walked together to the stairs, and despite my sudden eruption of butterflies on the inside I felt like I was playing things off fairly cool.

“Yeah.” Alex held the door to the stairwell for me, and my blush got hotter. “Smart, attractive, in a completely different line of work from what I do… it’s a thing with me.” He grimaced a little. “It’s probably one of the reasons I can’t keep a guy, to be honest. Hard to explain to a boyfriend that you’ve got to leave the country for the next three weeks without telling them where you’re going or why.”

This confirmation of something I’d been wondering about since meeting the man was almost enough to bowl me over. It was enough to make me stumble on the stairs, which embarrassed me into shutting up until we reached our floor.

Surprisingly, Alex was the one to bring it up, right before unlocking our door. “It’s not a problem, is it?” he asked.

“You being gay?” I practically gaped at him. “Given that I’m gay myself, that would be supremely hypocritical of me. Why are you even asking?”

“You got quiet. It just got me wondering.” He stepped inside and looked around, one hand on the gun under his jacket. He was being vigilant, but also, perhaps, taking pains not to make eye contact with me.

Well, that couldn’t be allowed to stand.

“I nearly slid down two flights of stairs on my arse just now,” I pointed out as I followed him into the room. He checked the bathroom, the door to the balcony—locked, with curtains drawn to cover it—and the windows before finally relaxing enough to take his hand off his gun. “I clearly needed to focus on my feet, but I’m completely confident in your ability to do your work while being exactly who you are, Alex. As must be everyone who sees you in action.”

He gave me that half-smile that made my pulse race again. “You’d be surprised. Don’t underestimate anyone else’s ability to be an asshole, Mal. But thanks.” He took a seat on the edge of the bed, pulled out both of his guns, and began to take them apart. I watched, interested, as he disassembled the Glock, then moved on to the smaller pistol.

“You do that quite quickly,” I commented.

He paused, then held out the Kahr to me. “You want to learn? It’s always good to know how to clean a gun.”

I stared at him with wide eyes. “Wait. Is it loaded?”

“Currently, yes.”

“Then no, I’d rather not risk it.”

His expression was a sort of kind bafflement. “I’m not going to let you shoot yourself, Mal. Or me,” he added when I opened my mouth, ready to object. “I’ll show you how to take everything apart safely, okay?”

“And do you promise me no mockery?”

“Cross my heart and hope not to die.”

I would have thrown a pillow at him if I wasn’t worried about it hitting the gun. “Fine. But if you end up perforated, you’ll have only yourself to blame.” Our fingers brushed as I took the pistol, and it was all I could do to hold on to it for a moment.

Alex winked at me. “I think I’ll risk it.”

By the time we called it a night, I could disassemble and reassemble a Kahr CW9, knew the difference between a clip and a magazine, and had rather hopelessly solidified my crush on a man who was too professional to even dream of hitting on me while we were embroiled in a hunt for the scepter of Mansa Musa.

It was still the best evening I’d had in months.

Patricia met us at the café just across from Hotel Sofitel the next morning, a delicate cup of espresso in one elegant hand and a large leather Louis Vuitton bag at her feet. “Gentlemen,” she said, smiling at us. She wore a long, vibrant orange and yellow cotton dress today, with intricate geometric shapes repeating beneath the colors in metallic threads.

Alex sat down, a far warier look on his face than meeting Patricia for breakfast seemed to warrant, to my mind. “We’re five minutes late,” he pointed out.

“Mm-hmm.”

He gestured at the table. “And yet you haven’t ordered for us already.”

She affected an air of mild concern. “Did you want me to?”

“You always, always order for me if I’m more than thirty seconds late to meet you. It’s your passive-aggressive way of letting me know that you disapprove.” Alex sounded baffled. “We’re five minutes late. Five minutes! Where’s the coffee and the orange juice? Where are the chausson aux pommes?”

“Oh, I’m not so bad,” she said, pouting a bit as she set her cup down.

“You are.” He looked at me. “She really is.”

“I don’t think I’ve got a dog in this fight, so I’m going to just stay out of it,” I said. The waiter came over to our table, and I ordered a pot of Earl Grey and a croissant with butter and jam. It wasn’t much, but I hadn’t found my stomach feeling terribly cooperative since waking up this morning. After last night’s dismal attempt at sleep, despite the comfortable room, I was more than ready to mainline some caffeine, make a plan for how to retrieve the scepter, and get it done.

“Perhaps I just assumed you would only be late if you had a good reason,” Patricia offered with a glint in her eye just as Alex lifted his cappuccino to his lips. He spluttered, spraying foam across the table.

“Can you at least try to be professional?” he demanded in a low, very unamused voice.

“I am the soul of professionalism,” she said pertly. “Aren’t I, Mal?”

Oh wait. She… she thought we were running behind because we had been… really? Really? I about inhaled my own cup’s contents. “Really,” I insisted, “don’t involve me in this. I mean, apart from what you need from me when it comes to the plan, please do involve me in that. Which, ah… can we get to talking about that part, please?”

“Thank God,” Alex muttered, and absurdly, I was momentarily a bit hurt that he was so ready and willing to move on from any thought of lying in bed fucking me senseless enough that time became a secondary concern. Then I remembered the way he’d been yesterday, so unexpectedly kind as we’d explored the museum, listening to me speak and truly appreciating what I had to say, and perhaps… perhaps he was as eager to get this job over with as I was, for more than one reason. It was an intriguing possibility.

“Very well.” Patricia took a tiny bite of her pain au chocolat before continuing, “All video evidence indicates that Corday’s keeping the scepter in her room. Given the speed that she’s capable of moving with, it’s imperative that we get to it today, and early, before she has a chance to shift it via the port. That means we need to get into her room. The simplest way to do that will be to steal or clone her keycard.”

Oh, easy. Absolutely. Sounds like a child could do it. Actually, it sounded ridiculously difficult, but judging from the look on Alex’s face, it wasn’t as hard as all that.

“You have a magstripe encoder?”

“I do,” she affirmed. “That’s the easy part. The hard part will be getting the keycard off of her long enough to clone it.”

Alex shook his head. “I won’t be able to get that close. She knows me by sight.”

“Very well, what about Mal?” She looked at me. “It wouldn’t be impossible. All you’d have to do is make a bit of a scene, stumble about a bit perhaps, then make the grab.”

“Mal isn’t trained for that sort of thing,” Alex said before I could fumble my way into speech. “And I don’t want to throw him into her line of sight anyway. The more removed from the action he is, the better.”

Patricia sighed. “Well, I can’t do it, because she’s already seen my face as well. That brings us to our second option—programming a new keycard. I know how to work the software they’re running, but I need a chance to get behind the front desk without being noticed.”

“A diversion.”

“Exactly. What we need to do is cause a bit of a fuss at the hotel, something sordid enough to draw attention but not so big that it’ll make our lady spooked. No fire alarms, certainly.” She folded her hands around her cup. “Thoughts?”

Actually… “I think I can manage that,” I said.

Alex and Patricia both looked at me with expressions of mild astonishment. I was a bit astonished myself, actually, but this part wasn’t really dangerous and I was tired of feeling like a third wheel. “Really, I’m sure I can.”

“Well.” Patricia grinned. “I’m all ears. What’s your plan?”

I looked over at the hotel, tall and elegant and utterly pretentious, fitting into its surroundings perfectly. Anything built on such a scale had to be full service. “It has a bar, doesn’t it?”

“It does. It opens at eleven.”

“And she hasn’t moved from inside yet, has she?”

“According to my tracker, she hasn’t,” Patricia agreed. “Where are you going with this?”

“I think,” I mused, “that it’s time I get in touch with my inner lush.”




Chapter Seven

 

 

I SAT in the corner of the lobby of the hotel, partially concealed by an immense ficus tree and partially by the newspaper I angled to keep my face hidden. “For the record,” I said softly, knowing my earpiece would transmit it to Patricia, “I’m not crazy about this plan.”

“You should be,” she said, smoothing one hand along the plain fabric of her skirt. The bag she’d carried to breakfast had contained a very close facsimile of the Hotel Sofitel’s uniform, close enough that as soon as she put on her crisp black jacket, she would blend in almost perfectly. She was in the bar now, seated a few tables away from where Mal appeared, to all intents, to be getting rip-roaring drunk. “It’s perfect. It is simple, and the simplest plans are always the most effective ones.”

“Just because it’s simple doesn’t mean things can’t get fucked-up.”

“Would you stop worrying?” she scoffed. “Your man will be just fine.”

Unless Corday decides not to go out at all, or ends up meeting her contact right here in the hotel. Unless she does have a partner keeping an eye on things for her. Unless Mal really does get drunk and takes it too far and winds up getting arrested. It had been years since I’d had to break anyone out of a police station, and I didn’t want to do it again.

All I ended up saying was “He’s not my man.”

“I love to listen to you lie, you’re almost as good at it as you think you are. Ah.” She glanced at her phone. “Corday is on the move. Out of her room, to the elevator—the elevator, my goodness, that’s trusting—and here… she… comes….”

Right on cue, the elevator door farthest to my right opened, and out walked the woman I now knew as Corday. She looked sharp today; her royal blue pantsuit less whimsical than what I’d seen her in last. It looked weirdly familiar… oh, yeah. It was what she’d worn to rob Ashad in.

She didn’t even look my way, just strode out the door like she owned the place and headed down the street.

“Aaand she’s gone. I’ll cue Mal.” We’d decided it was easier not to stick a headset on him, in case he really did end up getting arrested. Patricia got up out of her chair and headed for the bathroom in the lobby, brushing her fingers against Mal’s shoulders as she passed him.

Mal wobbled on his barstool, reaching for his highball glass of gin and tonic and hoisting it into the air as he dismounted. He looked… well, he looked drunk as a skunk. He’d entered the place pretending to be drunk, then piled on another three drinks once there, this one included. I felt my shoulders tense and breathed slowly. I hope you know what you’re doing.

“This…,” he said loudly, staring from the glass to the bartender, “I’ll have you know, sir, is the worst gin and tonic I have ever drunk, and I’ve been drunk in bloody Cannes, d’you understand me? It’s so bad, it’s—it’s like you made it with French gin, which—look, you lot are all right with wine and have a bloody fucking monopole… monop… got the champagne racket, whatever, but you can’t do gin right to save your sad, shriveled souls!”

“Sir,” the bartender began, but Mal cut him off, thrusting the drink right under his nose. He was starting to attract attention.

“Sniff it! Sniff it, right, is that Beefeater? Is that even a bloody Bombay Sapphire or Tanquer… Tanq… look, it’s not British, got it? It smells like sad, musty, defeated French gin, an’ I won’t give it another moment of my time!” He proceeded to tip his head back and drain the glass down to the ice.

“Sir, please—”

“Not another word from you, sir,” Mal chided the poor bartender, shaking his mostly-empty glass at him before wandering toward the lobby. “I’ve had ’nough out of you, eh? Bunch of….” He looked around blearily, blinking at the people in the lobby, who were staring right back in slightly horrified fascination. “Bunch of… cheese-eating kowtowers. Bootlickers all, until you got your damn capital back after the war, and then!” He reeled over to the front desk and banged his hand on the bell angrily, startling the woman behind the marble countertop. “Then! Nose in the air, right? Can’t be bothered to acknowl… ackle… remember that we saved your sorry arses, right?”

He set his glass down on the sleek marble countertop, then swung around in a circle to face the onlookers. As he did so, the edge of his hand caught the glass and sent it spinning toward the center of the lobby, where it broke with a splintering crash.

A woman who looked like the manager, with a prim updo and a stern look on her face, was already coming out of an office behind the desk, murmuring to the woman there to fetch a broom while she headed for Mal. “Sir, I’m afraid I must ask you to leave,” she said in heavily accented English. Her helper behind the desk was already heading for the middle of the floor.

As smooth as silk and as quiet as a mouse’s footfall, Patricia, in her full costume, slipped from the ladies’ room to behind the desk and began programming a keycard for Corday’s room. All I had to do was watch as she got the job done in under thirty seconds, while Mal played a masterful jackass.

“Madame”—he jerked his arm out of her grip—“I am not some naughty toddler to be escorted off the bloody playground by his mum. I’m a grown man, and I will walk myself out, no thank you very, very much.” He looked at his hand, then around the room with a questioning expression. “Where’s my bloody drink gone?”

“You dropped it on our floor, sir,” the manager snapped. “And if you don’t want to join it there, I suggest you leave at once!”

Mal suddenly smiled at her. “Regular old battleax, aren’t you? All right, I’ll go. I just need to go to my room and get my…. Did I bring a suitcase with me?”

That was my cue to step in. I folded up the paper, left my hiding spot, and rushed over to him, embarrassment written in every line of my body. “I am so sorry,” I apologized. “I should never have left him alone at the bar, but I had a business call to take and… honey.” I gripped Mal’s shoulders and turned him to face me. “Honey, gin before noon is never a good idea, remember?”

He whined disconsolately. “But we lost to bloody Ireland in rugby last night. Ireland! How’re we going to beat France if we can’t beat Ireland, that’s what I’d like to know, and I had a hundred quid riding on it, and now we’re—”

“I know, I know.” I drew him into a hug, trying to ignore how nice it felt. I looked at the manager. “We’ll be out of your hair momentarily, madame, I’m so sorry for all of this. Please charge any costs for the damage to room 305.” That was Corday’s room, and it was the least she deserved.

The manager sniffed. “I’ll do that.”

I turned Mal, now looking thoroughly dejected, toward the elevators. We got into the first one to open, and I pushed the button for three. The door closed….

“Perfect!” Patricia said brightly from where she was standing back in the corner. “Well done, Mal, that was more than enough time to get a card for you two. I also shut down this camera and the cameras on the third floor, so you shouldn’t have to worry about being observed.” As the elevator began to move, she quickly stripped out of her hotel uniform and was back into her colorful dress before we stopped again.

“For you,” she said, patting her hair as she handed me the keycard. “Try to be fast, all right? I’ll keep watch outside.”

“Why bother, if you’ve got the tracker on her?” Mal asked as we stepped into the hallway. I handed him a pair of latex gloves, then pulled my own on.

Patricia shook her head. “Relying too much on technology is a weakness. I’d rather be able to see her arrive in person than find out too late that she’s found a way to evade my bug.” She reached over and pushed the button for the bottom floor. “Good luck, gentlemen! I’ll be listening.” She tapped her ear just as the doors closed.

I looked at Mal, who despite the smell of gin on his clothes seemed sober. “How’d you get rid of the drinks?” I asked.

“Sloshing,” he said with a little smile. “Inveterate sloshing. I’m absolutely fine, I promise.”

“Good.” I held up the keycard. “Because it’s about to get interesting. Stay behind me, and don’t touch anything that I don’t handle first, okay? We don’t know whether or not this woman left behind any booby traps, but I wouldn’t put anything past her yet.”

Mal nodded, his smile vanishing under seriousness. “I understand.”

“Good.” I led the way to room 305, inserted the keycard, and waited. A second later, we had a green light and a gentle click.

I opened the door slowly, feeling along the crack for any wires or strings. Mildly reassured when I didn’t find any, I stepped inside, making room for Mal behind me. “Nice place,” I commented. And it was—the short entryway let out into a large sitting room, with a white leather couch and recliner, a glass-topped coffee table with matching end tables, and a huge flat screen. Lace-covered, french-style doors led out to a small balcony.

“You have to hand it to the French. They know how to decorate,” Mal commented.

“Sure, if you like cleaning with bleach.” I moved warily into the room, feeling for soft spots under my feet or tripwires on the floor. “Well, if it’s here it’s probably not going to be in plain sight. Let’s start with the couch.”

We worked methodically, me starting on each new piece of furniture before surrendering its components to Mal for another check as I moved on. Ten minutes was enough to assure me that the only thing hiding in this room was a used condom in the seat cushions of the couch.

Mal watched me put it back with distaste. “Oh, must you? Can’t we just throw it away?”

I shook my head. “She might check the trash. And there’s no way I’m carrying it out of here, so unless you want to flush it, it stays.”

“That is disgusting.”

“It really is,” Patricia said over our connection.

“People are disgusting,” I said. “Especially when they’re trying to hide things.” I stood up and resisted the urge to brush my gloved hands off on my jeans. “Let’s move on to the bedroom.”

“Oh good,” Mal murmured, putting one hand on the arm of the couch and using it to push up. “Because I can’t imagine we’ll find any more used condoms in the place where they’re actually more likely to be u—”

A second after his hand left the couch, a hole appeared in the leather, the edges of it crisped brown. I reacted before my brain even registered the crash of broken glass—like Mal’s glass on the marble floor, times a hundred—threw my arms around Mal and hurled myself backward, until we were out of sight of whoever was shooting at us through the balcony doors.

We landed hard on the carpet, halfway between the sitting room and the bedroom. I pushed up onto one elbow, ignoring the sudden pain in my shoulder, and pulled my gun. “Patricia, we’re being shot at,” I snarled into my mic. “Where the fuck is this coming from?”

“It has to be from the fort, if it’s getting in on the north side like that,” she said, sounding out of breath. “I’m heading in that direction now, but it’s going to take me some time to get over there unless I jump in and swim to it. Listen, I’ll handle it, you two just concentrate on holding steady until—oh, shit!”

“What ‘oh shit’?” I demanded. “What’s wrong?”

“Corday is heading your way.”

Oh. Shit.

Beneath me, Mal coughed as he regained his wind. I’d knocked the hell out of him. I put my free hand on his shoulder, irritated to see how it shook. “They won’t let her up, though. The hotel must be in the process of evacuating, right?”

“Wrong,” Patricia said tensely. “I barely heard that glass breaking down here on the street, and the gunshot was muffled. Worst-case scenario, management just thinks that Mal is being clumsy again.”

And now the glass was broken, so the sniper would be able to fire into the room with even less noise. We couldn’t call the police, either—the last thing we needed was to bring a bunch of outsiders in with questions we couldn’t answer. “You need to stop Corday.”

“I need to stop her damn partner,” she replied. “You can handle Corday, but you won’t be able to leave that room if bullets are still flying.”

She had a point, but I hated the thought of her going after the sniper on her own, especially one that could fire with this kind of accuracy at a distance of… it had to be close to a thousand feet. “Be careful.”

“You too. I’ll let you know what I find. Going silent for now, but I’ll know if you sound the alarm.” She tapped her earpiece twice for good measure, a muted thump-thump, and then we were alone.

I took a deep breath, then looked down at Mal, who had rolled over onto his back. He stared at me, his whole face a bit stunned, as if he couldn’t really believe what was happening. “Is it just me,” he said slowly, “or are we being shot at?”

“It’s not just you.”

“Oh. So I did nearly just lose my hand. Lovely. So, um… are they gone?”

“I doubt it, but we can check.” Staying out of the bedroom window’s line of sight, just in case, I snagged a throw pillow off the chair by the door and threw it into the sitting room.

Pow! A shower of feathers went flying as the sniper’s round disintegrated the pillow in midair. The bullet went on to lodge in the wall by the door.

“Oh, fuck,” Mal said succinctly.

“Yeah.”

“So, what do we do now, wait them out?”

“Nope. You”—I pointed at the open bathroom door on the other side of the bedroom—“are going to crawl in there and get into the tub while I deal with Corday.”

Mal’s jaw dropped. “She’s coming?”

“According to Patricia.”

“But then—the timing of this all, it must mean—”

“We were set up.” My professional esteem for Corday’s operation was rising by the minute, while my personal esteem for her careened down the toilet. “I know, it’s bad, but we’ll deal with it. Take this—” I handed him my Kahr pistol, then pushed him toward the bathroom. “—get in there, and stay out of sight. Don’t fire unless absolutely necessary.” We were in a hotel with thin fucking walls—it would be too easy to cause civilian casualties with a misfire.

Mal held the gun like he’d never seen one before. “I—I don’t, I don’t think I can—”

“Mal.” I cupped his face between my hands, making sure his eyes were firmly on me. His pupils were tiny, his breath short—he was panicking. I couldn’t have him panicking. He’d get himself killed. “It’s okay. Deep breaths. There you go.” I felt his jaw tremble under my fingers before he forced another inhale. “I’ve got this, all right? I’m not going to let a girl beat me up in front of you. I’d lose all my street cred.”

“I promise you wouldn’t,” he said weakly. At least he was speaking again. “Just—you have to be careful. Please.”

I would be. As careful as I needed to be to get the job done, at least. “I will, now crawl.” He finally began to move, and I sighed with relief as I pulled my Glock. The moment after his feet vanished, I heard the hotel room door open.

“Alors,” came a drawling exclamation. I darted a glance into the living room and saw the woman enter, shutting the door softly behind her. She was every bit as elegant now as she had been in London, but her grace had a whole new meaning for me. This woman was no more a dancer than I was—she moved like a killer.

“I believe this room has rats,” she said, in English now. “It’s a good thing I have an exterminator on call, no? Only, you’re not dead… are you, Mr. Tucker?”

Engaging her in conversation was a start. Get her close enough to take down without having to fire, subdue her, and use her as a human shield. “Sorry to disappoint.”

“On the contrary, I’d only be disappointed if you went down so easily. If scaring you were a simple thing, you would have quit after the little accident I arranged at the Strand. And if this were another time, another place, I would be happy to explore all the ways you could try to impress me.” She chuckled. “But I understand I’m not your type. And I know you’re not going to shoot me, Mr. Tucker.”

“Don’t be so sure.”

“You’re not. You hate collateral damage, you would never risk your friend’s life.”

“Just how do you know so much about me?”

I could practically hear her shrug, silk moving across the smooth skin of her shoulders. “It pays to keep up with these things. A KIS agent in London is always news, especially when he is getting too close to me.”

What the hell was she, some sort of spy? “You’re pretty well-informed for a thief.”

She laughed again, louder. “I’m no mere thief, Mr. Tucker! I am to theft what Van Gogh was to Impressionism.”

“Oh yeah? You gonna cut your own ear off too?”

“No, I don’t think so. But I might cut your ear off.” I had only a second to register that she was about to fire her gun and threw myself to the right, away from the edge of the entrance to the sitting room. The bullet punched through two layers of drywall, then burst into a spray of birdshot that peppered the far wall. Glaser safety slugs, the same kind of thing air marshals used to keep from penetrating airplane hulls if they had to fire inside.

“All clear?” she asked lightly. “That’s how you say it, no? Do you understand my advantage now, Mr. Tucker? I can shoot at you without fear, but if you shoot at me—” She tutted. “So dangerous. Not to mention, I have my friend on the line. I can simply tell him where you are, and he can shoot through walls to get to you. He has no compunctions about hitting anything or anyone.”

Fuck. She had me in a corner, and I knew it. “You’ve made your point. What do you want?”

“I want my treasure, obviously. Things have gone rather to hell here in Marseille thanks to you gentlemen, so it’s time to pack up and move on. C’est la vie.”

Okay, this provided me with an opportunity. “You want the scepter. Tell me where it is, and I’ll bring it to you.”

“Oh no,” Corday chided me. “I don’t think so. I want your friend to bring it to me, your professor. I know he’s in there with you. I want him to walk over to my bag—the one by the window, naturally—and very slowly, take the scepter out. Then I want him to bring it to me, and you, Mr. Tucker, will not move so much as an inch from where you are or I will have my friend fire on you. Do you understand? And Mr. Armstrong?” she called out, a little louder. “Do you understand as well?”

“I—I understand,” came his shaky voice. A moment later he poked his head around the corner.

“Mal—”

“Alex, she has us dead to rights, I’m afraid.” He looked pale, spooked, but he was handling it. “I’m not going to let her shoot you just because you’re stubborn. I’ll play porter if I have to, in order to keep us alive.” He stepped out into the bedroom, and I felt my heart clench like a fist in my chest. But he didn’t start to bleed, so at least the sniper was standing by his partner’s word. I watched Mal walk—carefully, like he was afraid he might stumble—over to the window and reach into the bag there. His breath caught, and a moment later he withdrew a long, blue felt-wrapped object. He hefted it gently. “I—is this it?”

“Do you see anything else in there shaped like a scepter?” she asked. “Bring it here.”

He moved, toward me and then past me, his eyes darting from my face to the bullet hole like he couldn’t believe I hadn’t been perforated. Honestly, I couldn’t quite believe it either. He entered the sitting room, and I moved so I could keep an eye on him.

“Ah-ah.” Corday’s gun was trained on me. “No sudden movements, Mr. Tucker. I have you in my sights, after all. Mr. Armstrong.” She smiled coyly. It was an expression that suited her. “You’ve been such a gentleman, I feel like doing something nice for you. Would you like to see what you’re about to lose forever?”

“Please don’t do this,” Mal murmured, barely audible. “Please, don’t—let me take it back to London, let me return it so it can be loved by the world again.”

She shook her head. “When art and history combine with beauty, these are things people pay a great deal of money for. Men and women would die to be where you are right now, holding what you hold in your hands. This is your last chance to see it for yourself.”

The temptation was too great for Mal. He stared at the felt packaging as if mesmerized and began to pull back the layers.

“Just the top,” Corday cautioned him. “I do still have to walk that out of here, and all that gold is quite eye-catching.”

He switched to the top, unsticking the felt and peeling back the blue until gold—bright, brilliant gold that reflected almost red in the light of the setting sun—could be seen. He finished clearing the top off, and—even I had to admit it was something to see in person. The pictures didn’t do it justice—the central dome was bigger, brighter, the petals more delicate, the engraving more precise. Mal looked like he was having a religious experience.

Corday suddenly thrust her free hand out, breaking the scepter’s golden spell. The five feet of distance between us felt like five hundred feet. “You’ve had your gift. Give it to me now.” Mal looked at her with glassy eyes. “Slowly.”

“Of… of course.” He began to extend the scepter, struggling a bit as the weight of it pulled him forward. I watched the way his arms moved, the way he shifted on the balls of his feet—the way he was pulling my gun out from his pocket—

I jumped to my feet just as Mal threw my gun right at Corday’s face. She hadn’t been expecting that—it hit her forehead, and she reeled backward. I lunged for her, knocking Mal to the side. A moment later, a new bullet hole appeared in the wall behind us.

“Get out!” I shouted at him, wrenching Corday’s gun away even as I positioned both of us in front of the hallway to the door. Her friend would have to shoot right through both of us to get to Mal. “Get out now!”

Cradling the scepter like a baby, Mal nevertheless moved quickly, down the entryway and out the door before three seconds had passed. Unfortunately, three seconds were all my opponent needed to get back in the game.

She wrapped her free hand around the back of my neck, then smashed her forehead against my face. I felt my nose break, hot, salty blood gushing over my lips and into my mouth, and my eyes teared up so badly for a moment that I couldn’t see.

Corday followed her elbow up with a vicious knee to the balls, a strike that would have completely incapacitated me if I hadn’t already been reeling back out of her range thanks to the head butt. The impact was still enough to double me over, almost retching with the throbbing pain but not so far out of it that I wasn’t able to grab her leg before she could knee me again.

You wanna play rough, bitch? We’ll play rough. Gritting my teeth, I grabbed her behind both knees, lifted her up, and did a high double-leg takedown that put her straight through the glass-topped coffee table.

The noise was intense, way worse than the breaking glass of the door. I was on top now, exposed, not an impossible shot for her sniper to take, and yet no shot came. That meant whoever it was had changed targets and was probably hunting for Mal. I needed to give him as much time as possible to get away from the hotel, away from both of them. As much as I wanted to turn around and run after him, I had to stay and fight it out.

Corday was stunned, spluttering, but holding on to my hips with her legs. I reared back and began to throw punches, simple, brutal hammer fists, down onto her head. Fuck being a gentleman; this woman was a better, and definitely a dirtier, fighter than me. I needed to end it, fast.

She protected her head well, though, keeping her hands down by her face and leaving her elbows up to deflect my blows. Five strikes in she wrapped up my right arm with her left, looping around it like an eel and drawing me in close, then—crack! She brought her right elbow around for a vicious strike to my face. It hit my cheekbone and not my disaster of a nose, thank fuck, but it was still enough to knock me onto my side.

Glass crunched beneath me, shards glittering like diamonds against the cream-colored carpet, dotted with red splotches from my still-bleeding nose. Corday spun to put her feet between us, seemingly oblivious to the sharp glass beneath her, and lashed out with her foot, kicking me just below the sternum.

I exhaled heavily and grabbed ahold of her ankle before she could reel it back in, clutched it to my stomach and twisted, hard, to the left. I wasn’t much of a grappler, never had been, but I was versed enough to know that if you could isolate a limb, it would be that much easier to break. I didn’t want to kill this woman, but I wouldn’t mind wrenching her tendons out of place so she couldn’t fucking kick me again.

She rolled with the movement of my twist and ended up flat on her stomach, trying to stand. She was hurt, the plethora of cuts on her back welling with blood, but it wasn’t slowing her down at all. I kept my grip on her foot, got up onto my knees, and jerked her flat just as she was raising her other foot to strike at me.

She hit the floor with a smack, and I took the opportunity to get back onto my feet. I needed a weapon—where had my gun ended up? Hell, her gun would do too.

There. Three feet over, beneath the wall-mounted television. I dropped her foot so I could go after it, saw her hand move out of the corner of my eye—

Instinct made me cover my face with my arm, and a second later a handful of broken glass scattered off it that would otherwise have gotten me in the face. “Fuck,” I snarled. Dirty, dirty fighter. Two could play at that game.

By the time she got to her feet, I had my hands on her gun. I held it on her with one hand as I wiped blood off my face with the other. She stared at me, wary, her palms cupped against her pants.

“Drop the glass,” I said hoarsely. She scowled but obeyed, shards falling from her own blood-drenched hands and tinkling merrily against their brethren on the floor. “Keep your hands where I can see them.”

“I still don’t think you’re going to shoot me, Mr. Tucker.” Even now, with her long dark braid an unkempt mess, with scores of cuts and seeping blood and panting for breath, Corday was incredibly composed.

“Who do you work for?”

She shook her head. “I work for myself, of course. That’s what thieves do.”

Bullshit. “Most thieves aren’t trained in Krav Maga and jiujitsu.”

She smiled. “You recognized it! I’m surprised, since you seem to know so little of the arts yourself. Look at you, you big, strong man. You have five inches and fifty pounds on me. You should have been able to stop me in the first five seconds of the fight.”

She wasn’t wrong, but then, I’d never been much of a hand-to-hand fighter. Lots of Green Berets weren’t—we were weapons experts, not ninjas. “You chose a hell of an opening move.”

“And you must have balls of steel. I salute you.” She looked from me to the gun. “So. What do we do, now that you have me at your mercy?”

“Who were you going to sell the scepter to?”

“Were?” She raised her neatly-manicured eyebrows. “I dislike your use of the past tense, Mr. Tucker. I’m still going to sell the scepter, and for an enormous amount, I might add.”

I shook my head. “You don’t even have it anymore.”

She smiled. “By now? I’d wager that neither does your dear friend, Professor Armstrong.”

The jab hit home. What did she know that I didn’t? It was amateurish, I knew that before it happened, but I couldn’t help it—I glanced toward the door. That was all the time she needed to make her move.

Corday jerked the round, gold-colored pendant on her necklace off and twisted it somehow. Too late I realized that it was a tiny pepper spray gun. It didn’t have much of a charge, but it didn’t need one—the burst of aerosolized irritants was already so close to my face that all she needed to do was jettison it and run, while I bent over coughing. Fresh agony roared through my face, and my groin ached sharply. As much as it hurt not to run after her, I couldn’t.

I staggered into the bathroom, turned the shower on to cold, and got in, heedless of the mess I was leaving behind. Water hit my face, and I winced before relief finally began to come. It was short-lived, because I had to reset my nose and that was never fun, but at least that pain was familiar.

I got out as soon as I felt like I’d be able to stand upright and see where I was going. I checked my reflection in the mirror and—holy shit. I never had been much of a looker, but I definitely wasn’t gonna win any beauty prizes for the next few days. My nose was a purple, swelling mess, my cheek had a bright red bump where her elbow had connected, and my shirt was covered with blood.

Oh, well. At least my nuts had stopped bitching at me.

I found my gun—both of them, actually, the one I’d given to Mal had ended up against the far wall—and took hers for good measure, then wrapped the spent pepper spray pendant in a pillowcase and took that too.

Just as I was about to leave the room, the manager appeared in the door. Her mask of disapproval melted into horror as she took my appearance and the wreck of the room into account. “Mon Dieu, qu’est-ce que c’est que ça?”

I headed straight for the doorway, not about to let her stop me. Luckily, she shrank out of the way, her hands pressed to her mouth like she couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing. “Mais… mais… qu’est-ce….”

“Lady trouble,” I said succinctly before running—well, jogging—okay, hobbling as fast as I could—toward the stairs.

I needed to find Mal, fast, before Corday and her partner did. I tapped my earpiece as I made my way down the stairs, waiting for Patricia to respond. Nothing. I tried again. Still nothing.

Shit, had Corday’s partner gotten to Patricia too? Was she—had she—

“Putain de merde!” She went on before I could express either my relief or my need for her to help find Mal. “I was negotiating for a goddamn boat while he had a goddamn Jet Ski, he was right there in front of me, and I couldn’t get to him in time to—”

“Patricia!” I shouted as I got to the ground floor. “Focus. Which way did he go?”

“I don’t know! Perhaps into the hotel, perhaps behind it, why?”

“Because Mal has the scepter, Corday got away, and now her partner is looking for him too.”

There was a moment of silence, then a heartfelt, “Fuck. I’ll head for the paths along the water, and you go toward Charles Livon. We’ll find him. He’ll be all right,” she added gently.

He’d better be. A memory of Mal’s face in the hotel room flashed before my eyes, pale and scared, but so ready to face death if it meant rescuing what amounted to a hunk of precious metal. He didn’t see it that way, I knew—it was so much more to him. Worth fighting for. Worthy dying for.

If he wasn’t okay, I didn’t know how I would react, but I was pretty sure it would involve vengeance, fire, and brimstone.

He’d better be.




Chapter Eight

 

 

I HONESTLY don’t know what possessed me to throw the gun. It was, in one way, the most idiotic thing I could have done with the weapon. It shot projectiles; what business did I have throwing it around like it a boomerang?

On the other hand, what business did I have trying to fire a weapon I had no experience handling? Such things had never been any more than relics to me—the closest I ever got to a gun in my day-to-day life was back when I’d been in charge of the museum’s arquebus collection. No, firing it was out, absolutely out. Throwing it was better than letting Corday take the scepter from that room without a fight.

But you’re not the one who has to do the fighting, I reminded myself guiltily as I sprinted down the stairs, all my limbs trembling with delayed shock. You left Alex to do it for you. The fact that fighting was, in fact, his job wasn’t much of a consolation. What if he had been shot? What if she had another weapon? What if she’d stabbed him and he was bleeding out on the floor up there and I could have saved him if I’d just done the right thing instead of running off like a bloody coward?

I stumbled into the lobby, just barely remembering to cover up the scepter’s head before anyone else saw it. The manager saw me and scowled disapprovingly. “Monsieur, what is the meaning of all that noise?” she snapped.

“It is… it’s….” I couldn’t send her up there. She might get killed. “I have to go,” I said in a rush, and ran out onto the street before she could chase me down. She probably wouldn’t be the only one trying, right now. But where to go? I had to believe that our hotel room was compromised. I had no secure place to head to indoors, and the last thing I wanted to do was hop on the Metro—God only knew how many people that might endanger if I was followed.

My feet made my mind up for me, heading toward the Pharo Palace to my left. I merged with the rest of the walkers, a fair-weather Sunday crowd, and made my way to the gardens outside the palace. There were plenty of little trails, trees, and bushes—I could get lost here, take a breather and figure out what to do next.

You get your damn partners back, that’s what you do next. Just thinking about Alex again made my blood pressure rise with anxiety. I forced the thoughts back and focused on putting one step in front of the other, time and again, not even seeing the beautiful nineteenth-century mansion on my left as I walked a circle around the edifice.

Find a place to hunker down—anywhere, any place, just—

I turned off the path before rounding the next gentle curve, ignoring the “hmph!” from one of the tourists behind me as I made my way down the rocks and grass to a small, tree-covered knoll halfway down the short but steep hill. I set my back against one of the trees, let it take my weight, and finally realized that my hands were absolutely killing me. I looked down at them, cramped from gripping the scepter, and forced my fingers to relax a bit.

I had that, at least. I had it in my hands, a piece of unsung history. Tentatively, barely breathing, I pulled the wrapping back again and took another look at the flower at the top of the scepter. The workmanship was simply exquisite, the engravings still sharply delineated despite the passage of time and centuries of obscurity. If this was the real thing, it would rank among the most glorious royal scepters ever to grace a human hand. The ruler of the Malian Empire, the wealthiest man in history, had held this in his hand.

If it was real.

I closed my eyes and drew a deep breath. Everything depended on whether or not it was real. I was supposed to authenticate it, but the best I could do right now was say that it seemed to match the specs proffered by Mr. Ashad. It wasn’t an obvious fake, which was better than someone with no experience at all could say, but to know more I needed to dig deeper. I’d have to find an expert in African art to inspect it, and then do—

A sharp prick against my right side made me gasp. My eyes flew open, my breath rising to shout, but a strong hand clamped down over my mouth before I could make a sound. My assailant was too close for me to see his face, but… “Hey there, pal,” a familiar voice murmured in my ear. “I was expecting you to make for the harbor. You almost lost me.”

’Scuse me, pal….

The American tourist from the fort yesterday, the one I’d run into on the way out of the loo. He was—he had to be Corday’s partner. Her second, her sniper. The person who had nearly put a bullet through my hand not fifteen minutes ago.

I began to thrash, then stopped struggling abruptly as the prick against my skin became an actual stab. Not a deep one, a tiny fraction of an inch, but—

“It doesn’t take much to reach the kidney from here,” he husked in my ear. “I don’t want to hurt you, Professor, but I will if you make me. Just stay calm, and you’ll get through this all right. Now, I’m going to take my hand off your mouth, but I’m leaving the knife where it is. You scream, shout, you do anything to draw attention to us, and I’ll carve your initials into your kidney and leave you here to bleed to death. You understand?”

I nodded, breathing hard. His hand smelled like peppermint gum, strong enough to make me want to retch, but I managed to maintain my control. As soon as his hand was off my mouth, I gulped air like a fish out of water, nearly hyperventilating.

“Settle down, friend,” my attacker advised, smiling in a friendly way as he pulled back enough for me to see his face. Yep, it was the same man—golden blond hair, freckled skin, oddly awkward features that somehow managed to make him look well put-together. “You’re gonna make yourself real sick if you don’t.”

“I won’t be sick,” I managed to say, barely audible but hell, I was just proud to be able to get the words out.

“You will if you keep breathing loud enough to wake the dead. I would know.” The implicit threat didn’t just pass me by this time, and I made an effort to calm my breathing. The knife in my side withdrew, and that helped a lot.

“There you go. Good.” He glanced around. “This is a nice place you picked for us to meet. Quiet. I like it.”

“I’m so pleased for you,” I muttered.

“You should be pleased for yourself. Quiet means everybody gets to live. Now.” His free hand slid down my shoulder to my arm and grabbed the shaft of the scepter. “Let go, and we can both walk away from this with what we want.”

“I want the scepter.”

“You want your life more,” he said, and—well, he wasn’t wrong, but… I stared at the blue velvet, felt the weight of the scepter in my hands, the heft lent by so much precious metal, so much history, so much time. I should have hit Corday in the head with this, not Alex’s gun. Maybe I could—

“Ah-ah.” The knife was back before I could do more than tense my muscles. “Professor.” The man shook his head. “Let me give you a piece of advice, okay? Never go in against a Sicilian when death is on the line.”

I frowned. “You’re not Sicilian.”

“No, I’m—it’s a Princess Bride quote, it—look. It means don’t try to beat a man at his own game. Just ’cause we’re talking and playing nice for now doesn’t mean I won’t kill you as easy as I would a cockroach, all right? I don’t want to—my boss isn’t paying me to do that. But I will if you don’t hand over the prize.”

My lungs began to hitch again—he was serious, and I was bleeding, and there was nothing I could do to save myself and the scepter, not right now. I tightened my grip, shut my eyes even tighter, then—let go.

The man stepped back, taking the find of a lifetime with him. “Good choice,” he said. “Now just—”

Bang! My eyes flew open as soon as I heard the gunshot, and I watched with horror as my attacker suddenly jerked back. The bullet impacted his chest, but… he didn’t fall. And he wasn’t bleeding.

He was infuriated, though. He dropped his knife as he went down to one knee, pulling a gun from behind his back as he held on to the scepter with his other hand. He fired twice up the hill, then turned and ran toward the waterline. I watched him go, one palm pressed to my trickling side, feeling almost like I was watching a movie. Things like this didn’t happen in real life, did they?

Yes, they certainly do, my throbbing side begged to differ.

A few seconds later Patricia crashed down next to me, a small pistol in one hand. She looked disheveled, but unhurt. “Mal!” She put the gun away and looked me over anxiously. “Are you all right?”

“I’m….” So furious at myself I can barely move. So ashamed that I can hardly breathe. “I’m not badly injured,” I settled on. “But he got the scepter.”

She scowled. “Because he got away from me. I can’t believe I lost him, I haven’t lost track of anyone like that in years.” She sighed with pure, weighty unhappiness. “I’m so sorry.”

“It isn’t your fault.” And it wasn’t truly mine either, I knew that, but I wasn’t looking forward to explaining to Alex that I let the scepter get away. Speaking of… “Where is Alex?”

“He went the other way to look for you.”

I breathed a great sigh of relief. “So, he’s okay, then.”

Patricia shrugged. “I think that’s going to be in the eye of the beholder. He said he could manage, but he sounded rough. We should go and find him.”

Yes, we should. She must have seen something of my despairing apprehension in my face, because she touched my shoulder. “Alex won’t blame you,” she said, calm but insistent. “And this isn’t over yet. We’ve seen these people now, we know their faces, and we’ll get more people to help us going forward. We’ll get the scepter back. For now, though, let’s get Alex.”

 

 

PATRICIA TEXTED Alex as we walked up the hill, then informed me a minute later that he was going to meet us in the parking lot of our hotel. That was a relief—he’d gotten through his half of the ordeal intact, at least.

I should have known better. As soon as I saw Alex leaning against the side of Patricia’s car, I started to run toward him. My sense of guilt, which had died down a bit thanks to Patricia’s efforts, surged up stronger than ever as I took him in. Good lord, he looked like he’d been put through a paper shredder. The small, thin cuts, too many for me to count, weren’t even the worst of it, though. His poor face….

I stopped in front of him, panting, not quite knowing where to put my hands or even if it would be okay to touch him like this. His face was positively purple in places, his nose swelling up, and the way he was hunched over a little made me instinctively want to cross my legs. “What the bloody hell did she do to you?” I demanded.

Alex shrugged, then winced. “She beat me up,” he said, then his eyes went to my side. “Shit, you got stuck?”

“Not really, you—”

“Patricia,” Alex said, glancing her way. She was standing with her hands on her hips, a picture of exasperation. “We need to get him to a hospital.”

“I don’t need a hospital, you do,” I exclaimed. “He barely pricked my side with his knife, whereas you look like you went ten rounds with Wolverine.”

Alex half-smiled. “I didn’t figure you for a comics fan.”

“There have been several movies as well, and Hugh Jackman is exquisite in everything,” I said mock-primly, finally lowering my anxious hands once I felt sure that he was going to keep his feet. “Really, though, a hospital is—”

“Not necessary.” He looked back at Patricia. “What about—”

“Oh, for God’s sake, of course you’re coming home with me,” she interjected. “As though I would put you into another hotel after what happened today, much less this one! But neither of you are getting into my car looking like that,” she added. “Not before I lay down a towel. And why haven’t you gotten some ice? Never mind.” She held out her hand. “Give me your room key and sit down. I’ll get your things.”

He got out his wallet with a grunt and pulled out the keycard. “Don’t forget to check for—”

“Yes, I know. Despite evidence to the contrary today, I’m not an idiot.” She stalked off, and Alex tilted his face slightly up, letting his eyes shut. He looked bloody exhausted, and the glow of the warm afternoon sun did nothing to soften the injuries marked all over his skin. When he slumped a little, I took it as my cue to finally touch him.

I stood next to him against the car and leaned into him a bit so I could take his weight if he wanted to pass some to me. “I’m so sorry,” I said quietly. “You went to all that trouble to help me get the scepter away, and I couldn’t keep it. A priceless—an invaluable—artifact, and I didn’t even manage to hold on to it for more than fifteen minutes.” The memory of its weight and the gleam of the gold hummed just behind my eyelids. I knew I would dream of it tonight and that it would be excruciating.

Alex cracked one eye open and looked at me. For all that he looked like something the cat had dragged in, there was an earnestness in his expression that came through. “You know I don’t care about that, right?”

I blinked. “What?”

“The scepter. I mean, sure, it’s not good that it’s gone, but we have time to get it back. And even if we didn’t, the most important thing is that you’re not hurt.” He glanced at my side. “Not badly hurt, at any rate. The world turned just fine before we knew this thing existed, and it’ll keep on turning whether or not we get it back. It’s not worth a life. It’s definitely not worth your life.”

I… well, I couldn’t do much more than gape, quite honestly. What he had just said was the kindest, sweetest, and perhaps most horrifying thing anyone had ever told me. It was the sort of thing only a nonhistorian could get away with. My colleagues knew the importance of the physical representation of history, knew how incredibly valuable it was. People came and went, but the great works of art that made statements about entire cultures… those were worth dying for.

But Alex didn’t think so. Or at least, he valued me more than the scepter. I turned that over in my head for a moment, thought about it long and hard, and came to a startling conclusion.

I valued him more than the scepter as well. Even if I had come out of our altercation with the scepter still in my possession, if Alex had died, I would be devastated. It wasn’t a fair trade. Not even close. “It’s not worth your life either,” I managed to get out. Alex sighed and let himself lean into me, and I leaned right back.

“All right, then.” Patricia seemed to appear out of nowhere. She had my suitcase in one hand and a pair of hotel-branded towels in the other. Alex’s duffel was slung over her shoulder. “Get in. We’re going to Toulon.”

Toulon, apparently, was where KIS’s local office was, which was to say that it was where Patricia lived and worked. She was the heart of their operation in southern France, and from the sound of things, she mostly worked out of her home, but kept an office on standby in case she needed to meet clients in person. I gathered all this by shamelessly eavesdropping on both Alex and Patricia as they spoke with their boss, Robert, on speaker over the phone during the car ride.

“You’re going to have to lock her location down, fast,” Patricia cautioned, both hands on the wheel and a stormy look on her face. “Corday is better than I thought at manipulating detection. You might want to look into keeping an eye on her companion instead.”

“Yeah, who was he?” Alex asked, switching his grip on the bag of ice Patricia had brought him from the hotel. The ice was starting to melt, but he held it up gamely. “Guy was a hell of a sniper.”

After a moment of keyboard clacking, their boss spoke. “I don’t have much on him yet. He doesn’t have as blatant a trail as his collaborator, but I think his name in the business is Fawkes.”

“Fawkes. Jesus, of course.” Alex shook his head.

And him not even British. Unless he’d been faking that American accent, but it had sounded very genuine to me.

“An alert has gone out to all the airports within a hundred miles of Marseille, as well as the ports.”

“That didn’t do much good last time,” Patricia said, and I was glad she had, because I was certainly thinking it.

“We didn’t know who she really was last time,” Robert countered. “I’ve got a dossier on this woman an inch thick, and it’s got a lot of very interesting information in it. She might get out again, but we’ll know where she’s going before she’s fifteen minutes into the air.”

“You’re sure she wants to fly?” Alex asked.

“She has a bad history with boats,” Robert said cryptically. “Plus, her item is getting hotter and hotter. She needs to unload it fast, sell to the highest bidder, and return to obscurity for a while. She’s dealt in African art before, so I have some ideas about where she might go. We’ll find her.”

The quiet confidence in his voice was enough to straighten my own spine. These people, KIS, they were professionals. Corday was too, quite clearly, but this was no game of cat and mouse. This was a full-on dog fight.

“Be ready to move, but I don’t think we’ll get much traction for at least twelve hours,” Robert went on. “If she looks anything like those pictures you sent of yourself, Alex, then she’s going to need to heal up a bit before she can even hope to go anywhere without drawing attention.”

“She’s not quite that bad,” Alex said with a grunt. “Less damage to the face, that’s for fucking sure.”

“Next time don’t be such a gentleman,” Patricia advised.

“I tried to break her ankle!”

“But you didn’t succeed! There is no try, only do or do not!”

The entire car was silent for a moment. “And on that note,” Robert finally said, “I’m going to leave you to it and get back to work. Alex, do you or Professor Armstrong need a doctor?”

“No,” he said, not without a sidelong glance at me, but I’d already made it clear that if he wasn’t getting a doctor for himself, he certainly wasn’t summoning one for me. “We’ll handle it.”

“Good. One last thing. If either of you get a communication from our client on this job, do me a favor and ignore it.”

Oh, that was interesting. “Has Mr. Ashad been reaching out?” I asked.

“Not him. Lord Thorburn has, on his behalf, or so he says, but….” There was a long pause. “Let’s just say he’s being persistent, and I don’t want him to distract you from the job. If he calls you, if he texts, just don’t say anything. If you must, redirect him to me.”

Gerard had been bothering KIS? Was he that desperate for news? Did he have so little faith?

Glancing down at my filth-stained self, I sighed. He might have a point.

Patricia lived in a two-level converted farmhouse with tile floors, white furnishings, and a fence around it that was probably electrified, given the lightning bolt warning signs at regular intervals. There were security cameras, sensors along the doors and windows, and as we walked up to the door she said, “Watch out for Napoleon, he hasn’t had a walk since my neighbor came over this morning, and he might be a bit mad about it.”

Oh lord, did she have a guard dog? Some giant mastiff or bulldog, something that could bite a man’s leg practically in two as it caught them trying to break in? I tensed, ready to put my bag between Alex and whatever was behind that door.

“Yip! Yip yip!”

Wait….

“There you are, Napoleon!” Patricia bent down and picked up a Yoda-eared, white-furred ball of fluff. Its face had brown markings like a raccoon, and its silky belly fur nearly reached the ground. “How is my darling?” she cooed. “How is my sweet baby chiot? Maman t’adore, oh oui, je t’aime, oui….”

“Mind moving your reunion out of the entrance?” Alex asked, and the fatigue in his voice must have registered, because Patricia moved without the smart remark I’d expected.

“The guest bedroom is up the stairs to the right,” she told us. “There’s a bathroom up there for you to share as well. I’ll get some dinner going while you two clean up.”

“Much obliged.” I felt oddly coated from the activities of the day, not just from sweat but with the fear and anxiety that had accompanied it. A shower would do much to set me to rights again, and it had to be ten times as appealing for Alex. He didn’t say anything, though, just regripped his duffel bag and headed for the stairs.

The bedroom was bright and vaguely nautical, with white furniture edged in cobalt blue with a sea-green duvet across the bed that looked sinfully comfortable. Speaking of beds… there was only the one.

It was a step up from mildew-scented cots two nights ago, but not quite as appropriate as our individual double beds last night had been. “Oh. Um.” I glanced at Alex. “Perhaps there’s another bedroom? I’m more than happy to let you have this one, I just….”

He shook his head, then winced. “This is it. If it’s gonna be a problem, I can take the couch.” He shrugged. “I probably won’t sleep all that much tonight anyway.”

Oh, there was no way this side of hell I was exiling this man to a couch. “It’s absolutely fine, and of course you’re going to sleep, look at you. You need the rest!”

Alex dropped his bag and sank onto the edge of the bed, gingerly rubbing his forehead like he was staving off a headache—or trying to prevent the one he already had from worsening. “I’d rather not look, thanks, I’ve seen the mess already.”

“Are you referring to your nose? Because it’s not that bad, really….” I leaned in to get a closer look. “Actually, it’s marvelously straight, all things considered. Just black and blue and rather swollen.”

“Yeah, I went ahead and set it back at the hotel.”

“You set… your own broken nose.” I felt mildly ill just thinking about it.

Alex’s grin was real this time. “I once broke my own nose knocking into a doorframe. It’s fragile as hell, so setting it is very familiar at this point. It’s not a big deal, Mal.”

It seemed like it should be. To have broken a bone so many times that it hardly mattered anymore… the thought transfixed me—or perhaps it was more like being paralyzed. I couldn’t get the thought out of my head, this tired man sitting before me casually jerking a part of his own face back into position.

“Mal. You okay?”

And now I’d drifted off crouched in front of him like some sort of strange, hovering gargoyle. I was absolutely smashing it in the useless category today. “I’m fine, yes. Just….” I couldn’t bear the thought of him not sleeping. “Will you please try at least to take a nap? I’d be more than happy to watch over you, although I’m afraid my presence will be rather redundant after all of Patricia’s efforts at security.”

Alex didn’t say anything for a long moment, just studied me before finally nodding. “If it makes you feel better. You go shower, and I’ll grab something to eat.”

This was the sort of compromise I could live with. “I’ll be right back.”

“Right back” might have been overstating it. There were hardly words to describe how luxurious the hot water felt against my knotted, stressed-out body. My tiny little cut began to bleed again, but I ignored it in favor of reveling in the sensation of being cleansed. Water was the greatest solvent for life’s little ills I’d ever found—in my youth I’d dreamed of leading underwater archeological expeditions. That was before I discovered just how claustrophobic wearing a full suit of scuba gear made me feel, but a spray like this, a hard, hot rain? Perfect.

I eventually emerged, rummaged about in the cabinet for a Band-Aid—there was a wide assortment of them—and applied it to my side, then dressed and reentered the bedroom, refreshed. I slowed my stride, though, as I took in Alex. He was already lying on his back in the bed, still on top of the duvet but at least without shoes or socks on. He’d taken painkillers, if the bottle next to the empty plate on the bedside table was any indication, and Napoleon the guard Papillon was lying beside him, sprawled on his back with all four tiny paws in the air.

“I see you’ve already found a guardian,” I said lightly, but inside I was a bit miffed that any sense of calm I might have conveyed could be easily replicated by a dog.

“Nah, Napoleon’s good at a lot of things, but guarding isn’t one of them.” Alex waved his hand toward the table. “He came up when Patricia brought those, decided to stay for a bit.”

“I see.” Well, then. Now was not the time to overthink things. “Just a mo.” I grabbed a book out of my suitcase, then returned to the bed and settled in on my half of it. “Don’t mind me at all.”

“I haven’t yet.” There was no way he could know how those three simple words made my heart flood with warmth, and I didn’t want a blush to give me away again so I opened the book and tried to get into where I’d left off. “What are you reading?”

“It’s a history of Britain after the collapse of the Roman Empire. It’s rather dry, but….” What the hell. “I could read it aloud, if you’d like.”

“Sure,” Alex said, so softly I barely heard it. “G’head.”

He was so tired, at least he wouldn’t have to put up with listening to me for long. I cleared my throat and began. “The rise of elite identities in sixth-century Britain stimulated the formation of regional ones… ah, joy, here comes yet another explanation for the aristocracy.” Alex chuckled, and I smiled before continuing.

He was asleep before I finished the page.




Chapter Nine

 

 

I WOKE up at three in the morning to the sound of Mal’s gentle snoring. He was slumped beside me on the bed, his book propped up on his chest, his glasses a little crooked on his face thanks to the swell of the pillow beneath his head. I stared at him for a long moment, the long pale eyelashes and the smooth swell of his lips, and let the wave of realization wash over me: I wanted to kiss him.

Fuck.

I wasn’t going to do that, obviously—we were on a dangerous job, and I needed my head clear, not roiling with thoughts of getting Mal into bed and having my way with him. I’d lusted after colleagues before, in the military and out—I could handle it. I’d never wanted to kiss any of them like I wanted to with him, but he was startlingly unique when it came to guys I was attracted to. For one thing, I could tell he wanted me back. Why else would he volunteer to sit up and read to me until I fell asleep?

Oh yeah, because you’re so sexy right now, my brain mocked me. Who could resist a guy who looks like he got the shit so thoroughly beat out of him?

I quietly tested my body, flexing individual limbs and making faces at the ceiling to figure out how much trouble my nose was. I’d gotten lucky with the reset this time—no breathing problems, just plenty of swelling and soreness. The rest of me felt—not great, but not nearly as bad as when we’d first arrived here, either. I’d been crashing hard and had basically accepted that I was going to be a jittery, unhappy son of a bitch until my body literally forced me to sleep. Taking a nap with a guardian reading to me from a dry-as-dust history book hadn’t been part of the plan, but… damn. I’d slept for nearly nine hours.

I wasn’t going to get back to sleep, though, not with a dry mouth and a rumbling stomach. I reached over and eased Mal’s glasses off his face, struck by the urge to rub the indentation they left on his nose with my finger until it looked less red. You fucking sap. I put his glasses on the bed next to him and got up, grabbed some fresh clothes, and headed for the bathroom.

Napoleon greeted me as I hit the main floor ten minutes later, clean and hungry. I glanced over toward the living room and wasn’t surprised to see Patricia up, reclined on her couch with her tablet propped against her legs, a half-full glass of wine on the table next to her.

She looked at me and murmured, “Why are you awake? Go back to bed.”

I shook my head. “Too hungry to sleep.”

She nodded toward the kitchen. “Help yourself.”

There was a pan filled with leftover asparagus risotto in the fridge. I heaped a plate full of it, then paused. “Did Mal get some of this?”

“I took him some,” she confirmed. “You slept right through the sound of his scraping fork. It was quite impressive. You must really like him.”

“Patricia….”

She raised her eyebrows. “I’m not judging! I think it’s nice that you’ve found someone you feel safe enough to snuggle into bed with.”

“I wasn’t snuggling him.”

“Only because you couldn’t roll onto your side thanks to that nose.” She peered at me in the dim lamplight. “It looks better than I thought it might.”

“I’m pretty good at doctoring myself by now.”

“Certainly experienced,” she agreed. “Come and sit with me.” She pulled her legs back, and I eased myself onto her couch, plate in one hand, water in the other. I was unarmed, but it was all right—Patricia wasn’t. Which was a little odd, actually.

“Since when do you carry in your own home?”

She scowled. “Since Fawkes proved to be even better with a gun than you. There are no perches for sniping around here, no good opportunities, but if he were to attempt to get into my home… well, in case he manages it, I want to be ready. I shot him, you know.” Patricia set her tablet aside and rubbed her hands over her shoulders. “I found him terrorizing Mal and I fired at him, straight into his chest. Of course he was wearing a vest, though. He got away.” She looked down at the floor. “I let him get away with the scepter.”

And that explained why Patricia was awake at three in the morning. She tended to dwell when someone got the better of her, mainly because it almost never happened. Still…. “That wasn’t your fault.”

“It certainly wasn’t Mal’s.” She sounded a bit sharp, almost like she wanted to chide me.

I didn’t need the reminder that Mal wasn’t responsible for the shitshow he’d been thrown into, though. “No, of course not. It wasn’t mine either, it wasn’t yours, it wasn’t Robert’s. We were underprepared, and we didn’t realize it until we were already in the middle of a clusterfuck.” If I’d managed to immobilize Corday, captured her, held her back to trade for the scepter…. But there was no use in wishing for something that hadn’t happened. “Corday had the advantage yesterday, but we’ll get a handle on her. I’m sure Robert’s burning the midnight oil on this, so there’s no need for you to as well.”

She sighed. “It’s not that I don’t trust Robert, I just… I should have seen more of this. This is my job, to give you the tools you need to do yours. This time, I failed at it. I’m lucky that both of you survived.”

“Not as lucky as we are,” I joked. Patricia didn’t even crack a smile. Shit… were those tears? “Nobody gets it perfectly right every single time. Don’t let this rattle you. You are lucky, all of us are, because this gets to be a learning experience instead of a tragedy. I underestimated Corday at least as badly as you did. This?” I pointed to my face. “This was my learning experience. Don’t tell me you’d trade, because I know better.”

That did get a little smile. “Was she truly so challenging, or did you just not feel comfortable fighting a woman?”

That was a good question, one I’d spent plenty of time thinking about in the car. “In the beginning, I thought about going easy on her. Then she broke my nose, and I knew I needed to take her more seriously. Any woman goes toe to toe with a guy without blinking, and you know she’s got some serious skills. She has to, since size and strength aren’t usually on her side. I was an idiot not to see that.”

“She was probably pleased.”

I stopped midsip and stared at her. “Why would she be pleased? About what?”

“That you underestimated her. In everyday life for a woman, it’s very obnoxious, but in her line of work it’s an advantage.”

“I guess I can see that.” I could certainly feel it, the way I still ached. “What are you working on?”

“Logistics.” She frowned at her screen. “At this point, we can’t take anything for granted. She knew you on sight—how? How many other operatives does she know? I was thinking of asking Robert to send in backup for this one, but the more I think about it the more I think it might be a bad idea. It does no good to bring another member of KIS in if we’re just throwing them into peril. And freelancers are… unreliable.”

I thought of Jack. “Not all of them.”

“No, but the ones who aren’t are the ones who deal in favors, not in money, and we can’t be in the business of handing those out unless we’re desperate. And I don’t think we’re that desperate yet.” She tapped her screen a few times. “I’m betting she’ll go to Africa. Maybe to Abuja or Johannesburg, or if we’re lucky, to Dakar. I’ve got connections there that could help us. No matter where she goes, we have to assume that she’ll expect you and Mal to come after her and have someone watching the airport for your arrival.”

I nodded. “What’s your solution to that? Private plane?”

“There’s too much potential for bribery at private airfields. No, I’m thinking we fly you into the nearest adjacent airport and you make your way to where she is by car after that.”

I could see the advantages, but… “How are you going to track her once she’s left the airport? We don’t have a device on her anymore.”

“True, but we do know that she has a scepter she wants to sell. And we also know that if she had a specific buyer lined up for it, it would be gone already. No.” Patricia shook her head. “Corday wants to auction this off to the highest bidder. She has a history of doing deals in person, too—she’s not the type to put a notice up on the dark web and let things run their course remotely. She likes to meet people, make connections—possibly mete out punishments in person as well, judging from her reputation. I assembled a list of disreputable people who would be interested in buying the scepter of Mansa Musa, and Robert and I are watching them. If several of them start to move in the same direction, we’ll know where to go.”

“Smart.”

She shrugged. “Just doing my job,” she said before glancing at me. “How’s the risotto?”

Good enough that I’d already shoveled most of it down my throat. “Delicious.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” She set down her tablet and yawned. “I think I’m going to turn in for a while.”

“I’ll keep watch.”

“You don’t have to.”

Yeah, I did. “I’m up now. It’s fine.” She didn’t press me any further, just handed me her gun and went off to her room. I checked the weapon—a PAMAS-G1, older but well-maintained, with a full magazine—and tucked it into my belt, then went to put my plate away and make a cup of coffee. I didn’t really need it after nine hours of sleep, but I wanted it anyway.

I did a methodical check of the house—more out of habit than anything else, although it also served to soothe the psychological itch that had been bothering me almost since the beginning of this job—then settled back onto the couch. I listened to the quiet noises of the house, tiny creaks and groans, the sound of tap water flowing, probably Patricia brushing her teeth, and very, very faintly, the purr of Malcolm almost-but-not-quite snoring. I adjusted my position so the sharp stab in my shoulder dulled to a more distant ache, scratched a spot on my stomach, then absently trailed my fingers over the scars there.

I was lucky I could suck down a full plate of risotto and drink as much coffee as I wanted to, given how much of my intestines had been removed once the shrapnel had gotten in there. There were still a few pieces here and there, but my doctor assured me that they weren’t a danger. The scar tissue had them all wrapped up.

What would he think if he saw you? Would he touch you like this, or would he flinch?

It was one of the reasons I didn’t take a lot of lovers, especially civilian ones. The questions, the stares—the fact that I couldn’t give them a straight answer about what happened to me, since it was classified—didn’t add up to a satisfactory encounter, even if we still had sex once they’d seen. Then there were the people who were into the damage, which was worse. Does this hurt? What about if I do this? Can you even feel this? I wasn’t a pain slut, despite how much some people wanted me to be.

A few people had been cool with it, and those few were the ones I went back to when I needed a connection too much to ignore it. I only reached out between jobs, though, which meant I hadn’t been with another person in… God, since before the Laughton job. And that had been more out of a sense of desperation than fun.

I’d worked that job as a bodyguard, and the person I’d been hired to guard had survived, but the damage to the innocent bystanders around him had been….

I should have seen it coming. I hadn’t.

Don’t think about that now. I had enough to worry about on my current job without delving into the past. I grabbed Patricia’s tablet and looked through her tabs until I got to the one on Corday, then settled in to read.

There wasn’t much on her origin, not that I’d expected much. Thought to be Israeli, possibly ex-Mossad—if that was true, I had some contacts I could check in with, but I couldn’t imagine I had connections in my back pocket that Robert couldn’t double. No clue about her family, although given how expertly she wrangled her coworkers, I’d be willing to bet she had siblings, and her age was guessed to be around thirty.

Professionally, Corday was a serious piece of work, stealing from museums on nearly every continent, but her specialty seemed to be targeting private collectors. She was beautiful and as good at changing her appearance as a chameleon. She had a rotating roster of backup dancers: sometimes a sniper, sometimes a hacker, sometimes another person on the front end to be the distraction while she got the work done herself. She never worked alone, but it also looked like she never worked with any one person for more than one job in a row, or two or three jobs in a year—at most. And while some of her jobs might take a month’s worth of planning, none of them ever took more than a few days to pull off. She had a high tolerance for risk, it seemed, but a low tolerance for waiting around.

Good. Then maybe she and Fawkes would be at each other’s throats before another day had passed and they’d take each other out. Or… I looked a little more closely at the stats listed—they weren’t as complete as I’d have liked—and shut down that line of thinking. It looked like the only person she could tolerate for longer than a week at a time was Fawkes, if the stretch from Cologne to Rome last year was accurate.

Shit. I was going to give myself a headache staring at this any longer. I glanced at the clock—not quite four. Too early here for me to call and bother Robert. He slept almost as badly as I did most of the time, so if he was getting rest the last thing he needed was me interrupting it. He had people working on our problem. We would find Corday, we’d follow her, and we’d get what we needed.

And if she or Fawkes raised a weapon to Mal again, so help me fucking God, I would make them regret being born.

I couldn’t work, I couldn’t sleep, and I wasn’t in the mood to try to lose myself in a book—when my mind was on the job, it resisted the distraction of words on the page. I was too sore to do my exercises as well, but… I glanced toward the kitchen. Cooking was a decent distraction, one that kept me moving but didn’t require me to think too hard about what I was doing, and at the end of it—voilà, something for people to eat. I got up, ambled over to the kitchen, and looked in the cupboards.

Walnuts. Nice.

Five hours later, every countertop had at least one dish on it and there was hardly a clean bowl left in the place. I had maybe gone a little crazy with the baking. On the other hand….

The look on Mal’s face when he walked downstairs and took in the spread was somewhere between wonder and confusion. He still looked a little rumpled, wearing nothing but a plain white undershirt and a pair of boxers. I wanted to grab one of his restless hands and reel him in tight, but I restrained myself.

“Goodness, did you order in?”

“Nope. All homemade.”

“By you?”

I had to laugh. “It sure as hell wasn’t Patricia. Why do you think she eats out for breakfast all the time?”

“Because she’s a workaholic like all the rest of you KIS people?” he countered, but Patricia arrived just in time to back me up.

“Au contraire,” she said, swanning into the kitchen in a sky-blue romper and wide gold bangles around her wrists and in her ears. “I usually insist on at least a week off between jobs. Of course, there’s no time limit attached to the ones I work, and those can drag on and on if we’re not lucky, but we usually are. Ooh!” She accepted an espresso from me and looked avidly at the dish just to my right. “Is that your coffee cake?”

“It is.”

“You do love me.”

“I do.” I cut her a piece, took another for myself, then looked at Mal. “There’s a bacon and egg quiche too, if you’re not into sweets.”

He leaned in get a better look, which meant he leaned in closer to me. “Normally I’m not, but that smells… exceptionally good.”

He ended up with some of each, which was good because otherwise no one was going to eat the quiche—my stomach didn’t feel up to something so heavy, even though my brain had insisted on making it. We sat down together at the table, him with his tea and me with my coffee, and the juxtaposition of a feeling of intense domesticity and actually enjoying myself threatened to knock me out of my chair for a moment. This wasn’t… I wasn’t….

This wasn’t what I did. I didn’t live a life that lent itself to quiet nights in or lazy mornings. I especially didn’t do these things with someone I was attracted to. There was no sense in sugarcoating the kind of person I was. My work was my life—hell, I’d put everything I cared enough about to keep into storage a year ago and had been living out of hotels and Airbnbs ever since. And it had been fine. I liked it that way.

Mal took a bite of the quiche and smiled appreciatively at me, and I swallowed hard. Fuck. Seemed like I liked it this way too, at least with him.

Robert’s sudden call was like a holy intercession, designed to keep me from looking to closely into a part of myself I didn’t want to see. I practically bolted up from the table when Patricia said who it was.

“Relax,” she added, raising that one, irritatingly knowing eyebrow at me. “I’ll put him on speaker.” She laid the phone down in the middle of the table. “Robert, we’re all listening, what have you got for us?”

“Corday and Fawkes are on the move.”

“Both of them? Together?”

“Both of them, not quite together. She’s on a plane bound for Accra, he’s flying straight into Lomé.”

“That means the trouble will be in Lomé,” I said. It made sense—she couldn’t look joined at the hip to her support, it would diminish her position of dominance, but she wasn’t going to set up a deal for the scepter without backup. And Togo, a small country sandwiched between Ghana and Benin in West Africa, was as good a place as any to do a deal, and better than many. Its capital, Lomé, was right on the coast. It was also the only deep-water port in the area, and a fantastic place to smuggle things in and out of.

“Agreed. Our techs are noticing movement among several of the bigger international cartels in the area, as well as some shady politicians and businessmen. Apparently, there’s going to be a last-minute, invitation-only conference on corporate security hosted by our target in two days, location to be announced.”

“That’s a good find.” It was more than I thought they’d get so fast, honestly.

“It is, which probably means she’s expecting us to find out about it.”

“You think it’s a red herring?”

I could practically hear his shrug. “She can’t jerk a lot of dirty politicians and crime bosses around without consequences, so not exactly. I do think it means she’s going to have a few extra foot soldiers on alert for anyone out of the ordinary. So no—”

“No flying into Accra or Lomé when we head after her,” I finished.

“I’d stay out of Porto-Novo too.”

“That makes sense.”

Mal was looking at me apprehensively. Before I could overthink it, I reached out and took his hand. “It’s going to be fine,” I said. “We’ll have backup too. Robert, do you still have any connections in the American Embassy in Lomé?”

“I know the head of the marines stationed on guard there, but you know I can’t ask them to intervene for us.”

“I know, but maybe he’s got some local contacts we could trust?”

Robert was silent for a moment. “It’s better than flying our people in,” he said finally. “I’ll see what he can do. How do you want to get there?”

I knew how I’d prefer to get there—as part of an armed convoy with enough munitions to take out anyone who got in our way. But there was no way we wouldn’t catch hell for that kind of aggressive presence, and I got that. Better to rely on infrastructure we had in place already. “Let me call a friend, and I’ll get back to you.”

Robert hummed thoughtfully. “Is Carter still stationed in Niger?”

“Yeah.”

“I see. All right, call me back in twenty.” He ended the call, and I was left with both Patricia and Mal staring at me.

“What?” I asked, a little defensive.

“You aren’t really going to call Carter, are you?” Patricia asked, just as Mal said, “Who is Carter?”

“Carter is an active-duty Green Beret stationed in Ouallam who might be able to facilitate our trip to Togo.”

“Carter is also his ex,” Patricia informed Mal archly.

“He’s not my ex. We didn’t have that formal a relationship.” Which didn’t mean I hadn’t wanted to make a go of it with him—he was the only guy outside my usual type I’d ever gone for, and I’d gone hard—but after I was medically retired, it just wasn’t a feasible relationship. Carter wasn’t about to commit to anything as crazy as being an actual, acknowledged couple, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to stick around in Niger pretending to be a military spouse and nursing my wounds while he got used to the idea.

Okay, so maybe it had been serious for a while there, but that still didn’t make him my ex.

Mal slipped his hand out from under mine, and I only just realized I’d still been holding on to him. “What is it that we need from him, exactly?” he asked.

“We need a fast way to get from wherever we land to Lomé, and Carter could give Robert a run for his money when it comes to making and keeping connections. He’s a brilliant military trainer and has a lot of pull with the local government because of the work he’s done with their troops. He also keeps his hand in with local Americans, so….” I exhaled loudly. “He’s a good person to work with, is what I’m getting at.”

“With an overinflated ego and all the inherent compassion of a fruit fly,” Patricia added.

“He sounds like someone Gerard would appreciate,” Mal said.

I laughed before I could help myself. “They would kill each other. Too many peacocks in the same room.” I still liked Carter, a lot—I had loved him once, although I’d never admitted it to him. Hell, I’d hardly admitted it to myself. “Let’s call him up and see if he can actually help before we waste too much time on him, okay?” I reached for Patricia’s phone and put in Carter’s personal number. I had a fifty-fifty chance of him picking up—he tended not to remember to charge his crappy little flip phone. I could call the base, but the fewer people who knew about our mission, the better, and I’d never get to talk to Carter without giving information up if I went through the chain of command.

One ring… two… three… four… I was about to give it up as a lost cause before a fumbled crackle came over the line, followed by Carter’s bright, “Who dis!”

“Do you talk to your mother that way?” I asked, deadpan. Carter laughed.

“No, that’s just for weird callers with French country codes. What the hell are you doing in France, Alex?”

“Work.”

“Duh.” He laughed again. “It’s always about work with you, baby, but what kind of work?”

I rolled my eyes at the nickname. “The kind that’s bringing me to your neck of the woods, actually. I need to get to Lomé without flying there directly, and the more checkpoints and border security I can avoid, the better.”

“And he won’t be alone,” Mal interjected without looking at me, sounding utterly calm and professional, but I thought I could detect a bit of snip to his voice. “So whatever you come up with, it will have to suffice for two.”

There was silence over the phone for a long moment. “And you are?” Carter finally asked, sounding more than a little frosty himself.

“Dr. Malcolm Armstrong, Professor of Ancient History and Museum Studies, with the British Museum.” He caught my eye and blushed a bit, but didn’t back down.

“Oookay… why?”

“Why did I devote my adult life to the pursuit of knowledge and the dissemination of crucial history, or why am I a part of Alex’s mission?” Mal asked.

“I’m going with door number two.”

“Ah.” Mal nodded even though Carter couldn’t see it. “That’s need to know, I’m afraid.” Patricia was laughing silently in her chair, one hand clapped over her mouth to keep the snorts quiet.

“Alex, what the hell—”

“Don’t worry about the details, it’s just a retrieval job,” I said, after sending both my companions warning looks. The last thing I needed right now was for Carter to get pissy. “We need to get to Lomé in the next couple of days but can’t fly into the airport, and you know how the private airfields are.”

“Yeah, not private at all.” He paused. “Is this a serious retrieval job?”

“We’re not going after hostages, if that’s what you mean.”

“But you still think someone might stalk you at the airport.”

“It’s about money, not people.” I held up a hand to forestall Mal’s inevitable explosion about how the scepter was worth far more than the sum of its parts. “Listen, do you know someone headed that way or not?”

“I might, actually. The regional director for security for the Peace Corps is doing a loop of his countries right now. I bet I can get you a lift with him.”

I raised my eyebrows. “How the hell did you meet this guy?”

“He drinks at a hotel I like in Niamey. That’s how he spends most of his time, honestly. He’s former embassy security, but he’s been doing the Peace Corps circuit here for the past couple of years. Everybody knows him, and you won’t get stopped if you’re with him. He’s on his way to… Ouaga right now, I think. How soon can you get there?”

Ouagadougou was the capital of Burkina Faso, the country directly north of Togo. “We can be there by tonight. Are you sure he’ll take us?”

“You pay for his drinks and let him tell some war stories, then yeah, he’ll let you tag along in his air-conditioned SUV. Nicest car on the road by a lot in some places. You bringing cash in case you need to bribe someone?”

“Always.”

“Look at you, such a Boy Scout.” It didn’t take much to restore Carter’s good mood. “I wish I could get the time off, man. I’d drive you down there myself just to learn more about this mysterious retrieval job.”

I was suddenly very grateful that circumstances were keeping Mal and Carter far away from each other. “I’ll tell you more once the job’s done.”

“You better. Call me when you get in tonight. I’ll have more info for you then.”

“Be safe, Carter.”

His voice softened a little. “Be safe, Alex.”

The call ended. The three of us stared at each other for a silent second before Patricia picked up her phone and said brightly, “Well, I’ll just talk to Robert about getting you gents a flight to Ouagadougou, then. You two take your time and… yes.” She walked off toward her room, leaving Mal and me alone.

The quiet felt uncomfortable, and I didn’t like that. I opened my mouth, but Mal beat me to the punch. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude to your friend.”

“You weren’t. And even if you were, Carter’s a big boy. He can take it. I hope you don’t think I was considering leaving you behind, though.” Because we’d had that discussion, and I knew it wasn’t worth the fight. I could take care of Mal best when he was with me.

“No, not at all.” He looked me square in the eyes, azure blue holding me captive. “And I hope you don’t think I was considering letting you go without me. I fully plan on seeing this through to the end, and I mean to be there every step of the way.”

My throat felt tight. “Could be dangerous,” I managed. Because for all my good intentions, I hadn’t been worth shit when it came to protecting Mal in Marseille. Why I thought I’d do any better in the underbelly of Lomé, I didn’t really know. Arrogant. It’s gonna get you killed.

“The cause is worth the risk, I think. And I couldn’t ask for a better companion.”

I almost felt like he should ask for one, but I was in too deep to back out now. “Likewise.” I cleared my throat and stood up, stifling my groan at the pull in my bruised muscles as I carried our dishes over to the sink. “Let’s clean things up and see what Robert’s wrangled for us.”




Chapter Ten

 

 

WHAT ROBERT had managed to wrangle for us was, unfortunately, a red-eye flight leaving Marseille at two in the morning. It was direct, at least, but I was still out on my feet by the time we got to the airport, never mind actually waiting around to get on the plane. Alex, meanwhile, looked as fresh as a daisy with his one night’s sleep under his belt. It was fortunate he could manage on so little, honestly—he kept me moving, at least.

Patricia ensured we had everything we needed for the trip down—including visas and vaccines, which I couldn’t fathom how she’d managed so quickly, and she wasn’t about to tell me. “The less you know, the better,” she’d said after jabbing me against yellow fever. “And I know this will be a short trip, but be sure to use those antimalarials, all right? It’s the rainy season along the coast, and the mosquitos don’t discriminate.”

“You know, you’d make an excellent mum,” I told her. She smiled.

“I make an excellent handler, which is practically the same thing.”

Alex had gotten a similar treatment, although his preparations included going over the contents of a bag full of illegal weapons—well, illegal in France at least. I wasn’t sure what their status was in Burkina Faso and I hoped I wouldn’t have to find out. If we were stopped by the wrong fonctionnaire, if the police or border guards decided to look more closely….

Well, we’d deal with it when we had to. Don’t borrow trouble, I reminded myself, taking a deep breath as we settled into our seats on the plane. Enough of it is going to find you without your imagination helping things along. I had no illusions that this next phase was going to go perfectly smoothly—we were trying to steal the scepter out from under Corday’s hands while she met with a passel of gangsters, after all—but I hoped we’d manage it without bloodshed.

I fell asleep ten minutes after takeoff—didn’t even last long enough to collect my complimentary beverage or bag of pretzels. When I woke up, hours later, we were already descending into Thomas Sankara International Airport, in Ouagadougou. I lifted my head off Alex’s shoulder, then blushed when I realized I’d probably been sleeping on him for the past eight hours.

“Oh, I’m—I’m sorry about that. It can’t have been comfortable for you.”

He smiled at me. His face looked better today—still colorful, but the swelling was almost gone, and the little cuts were all scabbed over. “If I didn’t like it, I would have tilted you the other way, Mal.”

He wasn’t just tolerating it, he’d liked it. My ridiculous heart wanted to make more of that than it should, pounding in my chest so loudly I was sure Alex would be able to hear it. I cleared my throat. “That’s good to know.” I glanced out the window, hoping it would distract me, and it absolutely did.

The landscape below was a vast cityscape, broken here and there by rich, reddish-brown roads and bright green vegetation. The buildings themselves were almost uniformly rectangular, at least from above, except for one, which looked to be shaped vaguely like a pyramid.

“That’s the parliament building,” Alex told me when I pointed it out. “It’s pretty new.”

“It’s gorgeous.” The whole city was fascinating, warm and inviting-looking in a way not even Marseille had managed.

“Hold on to that mindset,” Alex advised me. I didn’t question what he meant until we stepped out of the plane, and—

The heat hit me like an anvil, hot enough to take my breath away. “My God,” I gasped. “How hot is it?”

“A little over a hundred degrees, I think.”

“How hot in Celsius?”

“Forty degrees.”

“But it’s only May,” I protested. “I thought it was supposed to be rainy here right now!”

Alex chuckled. “The rain doesn’t lower the temperature all that much. We’re not that far from the Sahara Desert, you know.”

I’d known that intellectually, of course, but it was another thing entirely to be thrust into it face-first. Americans might rave about the desirability of a “dry heat,” but it felt like my eyeballs were evaporating.

“This is actually a great time to visit,” Alex said as we made our way with the rest of the passengers to the baggage claim. “It’s cooler during the harmattan, but the dust is a killer.”

“I’ll have to take your word for it.”

By the time we retrieved our bags and managed to remove ourselves from the airport, it was nearly noon. We were supposed to meet our ride at his hotel in… five minutes. “He won’t leave without us, will he?” I asked, trying to keep my anxiety in check.

Alex shook his head. “Based on what Carter said, we’re more likely to be prying this guy out of bed or away from the bar than making him wait for us. Trust me, we’re fine.” He looked at the line of taxis in front of the airport and moved toward the yellow ones. “The green are shared rides,” he explained. “We want something private.” He waved down a taxi driver in a brightly patterned pagne shirt, who trotted over to us and took my bag with a pleasant smile.

“Bonjour, messieurs. Où allez-vous?”

“À l’Hôtel Avenir, s’il vous plaît,” Alex replied. “Ҫa fait combien?”

“Eh.” The man looked us and our baggage over. “Deux milles.”

Alex shook his head. “Mille francs.”

“Mais monsieur, c’est hors de mon chemin. Mille cinq cents.”

Alex shook his head. “Ya nassara damba raaba ligidi.”

The man started laughing. “Bon, d’accord. Pour vous deux, mille deux cent cinquante.”

“Bon, ça va. Merci.”

The driver nodded. “Pas de problème,” he said as he led the way over to his cab. The taxi’s seats were brutally hot from the sun, but at least they were fabric and not fake leather. We took all our bags into the back seat with us, and a moment later the driver pulled into the airport traffic and headed away from the city center.

I wanted to get a better look—it was my first time in Burkina Faso, I’d never been farther south than Morocco before—but I was exhausted and felt like I was still trying to catch my breath. We got onto a highway and I rolled my window down a bit. It was like being stuck in front of a hair dryer but slightly better than smoldering in stillness.

“Here.” Alex pressed a cool bottle of water into my hands. I took it gratefully, snapping off the cap and downing half of it in one long swallow.

“Where did that come from?” I asked once I’d gotten my breath back.

“The plane, a few minutes before you woke up. I thought you might be feeling dry.” He nodded toward the bottle. “Feel free to finish it. If you don’t stay hydrated here, you’ll pay for it. Sickest I ever got was a bout of heat stroke after being in the sun all day. I was out of action for a week. Carter never let me hear the end of it.”

I snorted. “Not to be impolite, but your friend is an arsehole.”

“Yeah, I know.” He sounded fond, somehow. His phone buzzed, and he took it out of his pocket and glanced at it, frowned, then shoved it back again without answering.

“Who was that?”

“Nobody important.”

That was clearly not the whole truth, but I chose not to press. Instead I looked outside with a bit more vigor now that I wasn’t on the verge of boiling out of my skin.

The buildings on my side of the street were mostly large, commercial things, painted in light colors to combat the penetrating heat of the sun. We passed a shopping mall, then turned left. A few blocks down, a beautiful big hotel rose up on the left-hand side of the street.

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Alex said as he followed my gaze. “There’s no way the US is paying for a Peace Corps employee to stay there.” Sure enough, not a block later we turned right, stopping in front of a three-story, peach-colored building trimmed in white. HOTEL AVENIR, the sign above the entrance read. The parking lot held mostly motorcycles—motos, they were called here—and one black SUV with the symbol of the Peace Corps on a sticker on the back window.

“Right place,” Alex murmured. He got out of the cab first, taking two bags and leaving just one for me before walking around to the driver. “Merci encore, monsieur,” he said, handing over one note and a handful of change.

“De rien, de rien.” They chatted a bit more in French while I worked my way off the seat and into the open air, closing the door tentatively—it looked like it was held on by rust and hope as much as anything else. Once I was out, Alex led the way into the hotel.

“Carter said this place didn’t have a restaurant, but it does have a—ah.” He turned to the right and entered a small, and thankfully, air-conditioned bar. There were a few people sitting at tables, drinking and eating from Styrofoam containers as they watched a football match on the television, but only one of them was a white guy, and he was at the bar, knocking back a glass of whiskey. He was about my height but heavyset and mostly bald, wearing a suit but no tie, and sporting a few days’ worth of whiskers on his face. He looked… rough, was the best way I could think of putting it.

Alex didn’t hesitate, just sat down beside the man. “Mr. Klein?”

The drinker glanced his way. “You Alex Tucker?”

“That’s me. This is my companion, Professor Armstrong.”

He glanced back at me, and now I could see the redness in his nose and eyes, and the odd paleness in his cheeks. He looked… well, he looked like he was about to keel over. “Great,” he grunted. “Hope you don’t mind makin’ a lot of pit stops on the way south, because I’ve got a case of the runs that won’t fuckin’ quit.”

“You need some Imodium?” Alex offered.

“Nah, then I won’t go for a week, and with my luck the little fucker living in my guts will lay eggs and make my life even more of a living hell.”

“You have a parasite?” I blurted. “Shouldn’t you see a doctor, then?”

The man—Mr. Klein, apparently—eyed me blearily. “You’re new, aren’t you? He’s new,” he said accusingly to Alex. “Carter told me you guys had experience down here.”

“I’ve got more than enough for both of us,” Alex said. “Now, if we could—”

Mr. Klein rounded on me again. “What’s a doctor gonna tell me to do, huh? Just put me on drugs that won’t let me drink, and I’m not ready for that level of bullshit yet. Alcohol is all that makes these roads bearable.” He stared morosely down into his empty glass.

“They seemed quite nice to me,” I said.

“Yeah, ’cause we’re still in Burkina. Wait till we get to Togo.” Without bothering to explain further, he heaved himself up off his stool and laid some money on the counter. “Might as well get going,” he said with a sigh. “I’m gonna stop by the crapper one last time, though.” He lumbered out of the bar, and I stared at Alex.

“This is the expert who’s going to get us past the border with no one the wiser?” I exclaimed as quietly as it was possible to exclaim.

“Yeah. He’s perfect for it.”

“For God’s sake, how is he perfect for anything?”

“He’s a wealthy, tired, sick American in a private car who’s too ill to be bothered with formalities, which means he’s willing to pay a little extra to get special attention. That’s going to fly, trust me. If he looked more official, the border guards would feel more like they had to do their due diligence. As it is, they’re just going to take his money and wave him, and us, through.”

“Oh.” It made a certain, horrifying kind of sense. “But what if we were terrorists?”

Alex shrugged. “As soon as we’re over the border, we’d be Togo’s problem. And these folks are used to seeing Peace Corps volunteers around, Mal. They won’t blink, trust me.”

“But we’re not volunteers!” Admittedly, I didn’t know much about the program but I’d seen pictures, and it seemed like everyone was a fresh-faced, optimistic-looking young person just out of university, ready to change the world.

“They don’t know that. There’s no age limit, Mal, and besides, we’re not pretending to be something we’re not, we’re just… catching a ride with a friend and being quiet about who we actually are. It’s fine.”

It seemed like a very dubious proposition, but if Alex thought it would work, then I would trust him. He glanced at the bar, a speculative look on his face. “I’m going to go talk to Klein’s driver and see if he’s got a cooler on board. When Klein reappears, just… get him moving in the right direction, okay?”

“Sounds delightful.”

Alex grinned at my dry-as-dust tone and headed outside. I watched a little of the match—two Tunisian teams who were going at each other hard—before I noticed Mr. Klein weaving toward the bar again. I got up and redirected him.

“Let’s head to your car, shall we?” I said, turning him toward the exit with both hands on his massive shoulders.

“I don’t know, I—” He belched against the back of one hand. “Maybe I should stay another day here, just to rest up.”

Oh no, that wouldn’t do at all. “Nonsense, it’ll be cooler and more comfortable in the back of your lovely vehicle,” I said firmly, pushing him ahead of me. The kind-faced woman from the front desk opened the door for us, and I gratefully merci’d her as I oriented Mr. Klein toward his car.

Alex was already there, chatting in French with a dark-skinned man wearing a blue and pink set of pagne shirt and trousers. “This is Koffi, Mr. Klein’s driver,” Alex introduced us as we got close. We shook hands, and then he took over the care and maintenance of Mr. Klein, opening the rear door for him and ensuring he made it into the very back, where three large seats were barely enough to support the big guy’s head and torso. Mr. Klein grumbled about it, but he simmered down as soon as the air conditioning was going. By the time we were back on the road and Ouagadougou was behind us, he was asleep and snoring to wake the dead. I didn’t even care—it was too cool and lovely in here to mind it.

Ours was definitely the nicest car on the road. I hadn’t expected that. I mean, it was good, but it wouldn’t pass for a luxury vehicle back home, not by a long shot. But everything else we saw was either small sedans, usually loaded down with anywhere from five to ten people, vans that looked like moving mushrooms with the enormous piles of goods packed on top of them, or huge trucks with foldable cots tied to the back of the cab.

The landscape was red with dirt, brown with rock, and green with trees and fields, broken here and there by concrete-block buildings or traditional huts topped with tin sheets or grasses. I saw herds of hump-backed cows with long horns, the shade of their hides matching the dun-colored sand, and every village or town we passed through seemed to have at least one goat or chicken that flirted with danger by straying too close to the road. Women laid grains out to dry at the edges of the pavement, and vendors hawked their wares at every stop along the way.

It was beautiful, and I didn’t even realize that three hours had gone by until suddenly we were at the border between Burkina Faso and Togo, in a town called Cinkasse. We stopped at an enormous, round building, where every door led to a different government branch. Our driver greeted the customs and immigration officer who came out to meet us, and after a brisk conversation and a disbursement of some cash, we had new visas in our passports and were waved over the border. They didn’t even bother to look at Mr. Klein’s papers.

“I told you,” Alex said, sounding a little smug. “They know him, and Koffi seems to know everyone.”

“Yes, yes, your network is a thing of wonder, lo and behold,” I replied, but in truth I was rather impressed. “The capital is, what, six hundred kilometers away now? That’s not so bad.”

“It all depends on the road. We’ll probably stop for the night in—Kara?” He addressed the last word to Koffi, who nodded his agreement and added something, probably the name of a hotel. “Kara, which means we might get to Lomé by noon if we leave by, oh, six in the morning, maybe.”

I lowered my voice. “Will that be enough time?” I asked. Tomorrow was the day Corday was holding her auction for the scepter, after all.

“Robert’s been keeping me updated,” Alex said quietly. “He’s got people on site keeping track of where she is and what she’s doing. The local cops are on standby, just in case we can’t get there in time—and that’s a worst-case scenario, trust me,” he added, looking grim around the mouth for a moment, “but I think it’ll work out.”

“Why is involving the police a worst-case scenario?” It seemed rather sensible to me, given that we were looking at more people than just Corday and her partner, who were bad enough all on their own.

Alex sighed. “Police means bureaucracy, and bureaucracy means everyone trying to take credit for something before it even gets done. Plus, if they get their hands on the scepter, it’s just as likely to be claimed by them as it is to be returned to us. Remember, we have no legal documents proving that it belongs to Mr. Ashad. Getting it back would be a nightmare, and we’d almost certainly miss our deadline.”

“But we wouldn’t get shot,” I pointed out.

“We’re not going to get shot anyway. Guns aren’t as easy to come by down here, and Corday is an idiot if she lets her potential buyers in to see her without confiscating their weapons. It’ll work out.”

I thought that was rather optimistic of him, considering how very not well things had worked out already, but it wasn’t as if I had a better idea at the ready. “If you say so.”

We headed south along the highway, the sole road that ran the length of Togo, as far as I could tell. It was just two lanes for the most part, and there were significant stretches of it that weren’t paved, or were so covered in potholes that they might as well have not been paved. Koffi knew how to get around, though, and the drive was as smooth as could be expected.

Klein woke up as we entered the city of Dapaong, and he immediately groaned about the rumbling in his guts and insisted we pull over so he could relieve himself. It was crowded on the roads and the street—“jour de marché” according to Koffi—but he pulled the car over at the end of a long, rather lovely street next to what looked like the local post office and helped Mr. Klein out of the back.

“Stretch your legs?” Alex offered, and I nodded. We stepped outside and were almost immediately surrounded by women from the nearby market, some of them carrying platters or baskets on their head, some of them holding veritable bouquets of skewers in their arms. “Mouton! Soja! Vrai viande, monsieur, c’est vrai viande.” A few of them held up toys or sported clear sachets full of bright red liquid.

“It’s a drink made with hibiscus syrup,” Alex said when he caught me staring. “Do you want some?”

“Is it safe to drink?” I asked, tempted but not willing to end up like our fellow traveler.

“Probably, they boil it to make it.” He bought two of them for fifty francs, handed one to me, then bit into the end of his own and sucked it down in a few seconds. I made to follow suit, but didn’t get quite as good a seal with my lips and ended up dumping half of the sachet down my front.

The woman who’d sold it to us clapped her hands and shook her head, then held out another two sachets toward Alex. “Encore, monsieur.”

“She thinks you need to try it again,” Alex said, not quite smiling, but I knew that particular tilt to his mouth meant he was barely holding one back.

“I gathered that much, thank you,” I replied, without the acid I thought I might muster. The drink was cool, the shirt it had stained was disposable, and I was standing in the sunshine with a ridiculously handsome man in a place I’d never been before and likely would never be again. It was a bit like being in a waking dream. “I think I agree,” I said at last. Alex handed over another fifty-franc coin, and I managed to get the second sachet down without making a further mess of myself.

He also bought two small loaves of pure white bread—one sucré, one salé—and several of the skewers of soja, which I learned were tofu. They were bloody delicious.

“Tofu never tastes this good,” I said around a mouthful. “This food is magical.”

“You also haven’t eaten in over twelve hours,” he pointed out. “But yeah, they do it well here.”

Koffi and Mr. Klein came back, and Alex pushed one of the loaves of bread and some water at the security officer before he climbed into the back again. “Fuck off,” Klein grumbled, but he ate the bread and downed the water in less than a minute. He sat up front next to Koffi this time—“I’m gonna get sick with all the bumping back there”—and before I knew it, it was time to move on.

I glanced around at this tiny rotunda in the road, with a simple, elegant statue of two stylized people holding hands in the center of the roundabout, and all the color and noise and life going on beyond it. Then I looked at the lady who’d sold us the drinks. “Merci, madame.”

“Bonne journée, monsieur,” she replied, then closed her cooler and put it back on top of her head on one smooth lift. I got back into the car, and a moment later we headed down the road again.

“You’re kind of a mess,” Alex said quietly. That look was back in his eye—or, not quite the same look. This one was a little warmer, a little more… intimate. “Do you want to stop on the side up here, rinse off and change shirts?”

I shook my head. “I can wait until we reach Kara, I think. The sooner the better, right?”

“Yeah.” He relaxed a little in his seat, then tore the remaining loaf of bread in half and handed a section to me. I took it and ate, and we passed the time in pleasant silence for a while, only broken by Klein’s constant muttering from the front seat and the occasional buzz of Alex’s phone. He glanced at it each time but never answered it.

By the fifth buzz, I asked, “Who is that?” as he put the phone away, a look of irritation on his face.

“It’s Gerard.”

Wait, what? “Really?” But I thought… “I thought Robert was going to handle him.”

“Clearly he’s found a workaround, or else Robert is too busy to field all his calls.”

“And… you don’t want to give him an update?”

Alex snorted. “From what I’ve seen of him, and from everything you’ve told me, the moment we break the silence, he’s going to be asking even more. I don’t have time to check in with him every five minutes, and neither do you.”

“We rather do, actually. At least, at the moment.”

Alex looked at me, something like curiosity and something deeper, more guarded, in his face. “Do you want to talk to him?”

“Lord, no,” I said immediately. Alex smiled. “But he might not stop bothering us until we do.”

“I’ll block his number before that happens.”

I grinned. “He would hate that. Nothing bothers him more than being ignored. He likes to feel as though he’s at the center of the world.”

Alex shook his head. “And somehow he managed to convince you to date him.”

“Well, he is quite good in bed,” I said jokingly.

Alex’s eyes focused in on me like laser beams. “Oh yeah?”

“I mean, not… I was fairly young when we met, and fairly inexperienced. Gerard was far more worldly, and he can be quite charming when he wants to be. Things between us were quite good, for a time, but honestly, they were falling apart long before the scandal at the museum. I realized after a while that… let’s just say, one of the reasons he was so good in bed was because he got so much practice, and not all of it with me.”

“He cheated on you?”

“He wouldn’t call it that.”

“I don’t give a fuck what he would call it, since he’s obviously a moron.” The way Alex looked at me was enough to make my heart erupt with longing. It was ridiculous. This just wasn’t something we could do, not now. He’d intimated as much himself. He didn’t fool around on a job. But his look was not the look of a friend, something kind and platonic. It was a look of heat and desire, and it was all I could do not to lunge across the center seat at him.

No. I had more dignity and self-control than that. And I wasn’t about to open myself up for potential heartache in front of Klein, who seemed to be on the verge of throwing up.

We reached Kara by seven that evening and stopped at the Hôtel Étoile just north of town. The hotel itself was nice, on par with what we’d seen in Ouagadougou, but this one had a restaurant as well as a bar. Alex offered to treat Mr. Klein and Koffi to dinner, but Mr. Klein appeared to be going straight to bed, and Koffi said he was eating with friends that evening.

“In that case, we’ll see you at six in the morning tomorrow,” Alex said.

“Are you kidding me?” Klein scoffed. “I’m not dragging my ass up until noon if I can help it.”

Alex got noticeably chillier. “You told Carter that you could get us to Lomé by noon tomorrow.”

“Plans change,” he snapped. “I didn’t feel like I was on the verge of dying when I talked to Carter. You don’t like my schedule, you can take a bush taxi instead.”

“Yeah, I don’t think so.” Alex had his hands in his pockets, but the way he leaned in toward Klein made me want to recoil, never mind the man himself. “We have our own schedule to keep, and we made a deal with you to keep it. We’re paying more than enough for this ‘favor’ too, so either you stick to the schedule you agreed to, or you and I are going to have a personal problem.” He raised one eyebrow. “You want a personal problem with me, Klein?”

Mr. Klein swallowed hard. “No, but look… look, it’s just not—I don’t want trouble, you understand? I’ve got a steady job, I don’t want anything you do to fuck it up—”

“You’re fucking it up yourself just fine without my help,” Alex said. “And trust me, your job will be absolutely sunk if you don’t get us to the capital on time. Once we’re there, we’ll get out of your hair, and you’ll probably never see us again. Sound good?” Klein nodded. “Great! Then we’ll see you at six in the morning, like I said. Sleep well, buddy.” He turned and walked toward our room, and I followed with one last look at Mr. Klein. He was quaking like a blancmange, looking after us like he was wondering what he’d gotten into.

“Do you think he might try to leave without us?” I asked as we entered our room. It was a good size, with white tile floors and two double beds. The chairs in the corner were upholstered in red velvet, and there was an old television with a lace doily on top of it set against the wall.

“Nah, probably not. He knows I know where he lives. Besides, Koffi likes us, he’s not gonna try to stiff us on this trip.” Alex removed the gun from the small of his back and set it on the bedside table, then did the same with the one at his ankle. He was moving easier today—you almost wouldn’t know he’d had the snot beaten out of him not forty-eight hours ago. My hands itched vaguely at the sight of the bared skin at his collar. “So.” He looked at me, then looked away. “I should—are you hungry? I’ll get us something from the restaurant, and we can eat in, make it an early night….”

Screw it. I stepped forward and grabbed one of his hands, then reached up and lightly wrapped the other around the back of his neck. “Please tell me if I’ve got this wrong,” I murmured, then leaned in and gently pressed my lips to his.




Chapter Eleven

 

 

EVERY VOICE in my head that was telling me no, nope, bad idea went silent as Mal kissed me. A kiss was such a simple touch—mouths joining for just a moment, nothing else holding us together but the strength of his hands. I could break away with ease. I didn’t have to let him touch me, hold me—but fuck, I wanted it. I wanted him desperately, and I’d done such a shit job of hiding it that it was no wonder he felt free to try.

His lips trembled against mine, and he began to pull back, already drawing in a stuttering breath to—what, apologize? No. I wrapped my arms around his waist and pulled him in closer before he could escape, initiated another kiss, then another. God, he felt good—warm and firm against my palms and chest, even better when I drew him in closer and felt him getting hard. Good.

Mal finally pulled away to suck in a breath. “I’m—I should shower, I’m still sticky.”

“You’re going to be even stickier soon,” I promised.

He laughed. “That’s—what, meant to be alluring?”

“Yeah.” I started to unbutton his shirt with one hand, pulling it off his shoulders as soon as I could. His skin was a little bit red from the juice, but mostly pale and smooth, with a little smattering of coarse blond chest hair. I scraped my thumbnail over a nipple, enjoying his tiny gasp. “Is it working?”

“Shockingly, yes.” He moved his hands to my back and tucked his fingertips beneath the edge of my pants. “Is this?”

“Everything about you works for me, Mal.” It was the truth too. From the way he spoke—I was as much of a sucker as any American for a hot accent—to his intrinsic toughness, to the way he looked at me; it all turned me on. I kissed him again, swallowing every tiny noise he made and giving up my own, because fuck it, he should know. I wanted him to hear and see and feel how much I wanted him, because he deserved that honesty, and also because screw his goddamn ex, that asshole didn’t know what he’d had.

He sure as fuck didn’t have Mal now.

I guided us back toward one of the beds—the coverlet was a cheap, scratchy polyester, so I pulled it off and laid Mal down on soft cotton sheets instead. He looked up at me, kiss-swollen and dark-eyed and happy, and that was it. My self-control fractured as I pulled back just long enough to whip my own shirt over my head and unbutton the top of my pants, then kick them off as I settled back on top of him.

“You’re fucking gorgeous,” Mal murmured against my mouth. His hands skated over my body, eager but light.

“Harder,” I told him.

“You’re injured, I don’t want to hurt you.”

If he’d been someone like Carter, I would have assumed he was mocking me. But Mal meant it, was actually worried about making my superficial cuts and bruises worse. It was sweet, but unnecessary. “Just don’t hit me in the nose and I think we’ll be okay,” I said, then bit down on his lower lip—not too hard, just to see what he did with it. He hissed, but instead of pulling away arched up into me, grinding his groin against mine.

Okay, then.

I kissed him harder, then scraped down his chin and the side of his neck with my teeth as I pressed down against him, rolling my rigid cock from side to side over his. He shuddered, his hands tightening on my shoulders. The pressure against my scar made me groan, but it was good, a release—the kind of release I’d gone for so long without. “Let me get you naked,” I said before tugging at his earlobe. “Let me get my hands on you.”

“Fuck.” He blinked up at me, then nodded quickly. “Yes, do that.”

“Yessir.” I pulled back far enough to work a hand between us, undo the top button and zipper on his pants, then pull the whole mess down until he was bare. I still had briefs on, but Mal’s hands wandered down to my ass, where he grabbed the fabric and tugged it away before palming each cheek.

I groaned again, burying my face in his shoulder and baring my teeth against his skin. Our cocks brushed against each other, and I saw stars swirl across the black of my eyelids. “Jesus Christ,” I gritted out before reaching down and taking him in my hand.

His skin was dry, a little tacky here and there from sweat, but warm and hard and velvety soft all at once. I stroked him, ran my palm over the head of his penis and stroked again, a little smoother this time. Mal shut his eyes and bit his lower lip. I leaned in close to his ear.

“How do you like it? How do you want to come, huh? You want me to stroke you like this until you make a mess?” A bead of precome oozed from the tip of his cock, and I captured it on my thumb and rubbed it down his length. “You want me to find some lube and finger you while I blow you? Do you want my dick inside of you?”

“What—what do you—like—”

“I like everything,” I said. “I want to try everything with you.” Fuck, I did—all the stuff I loved and then the things I’d never really tried, too unsure to ask for them with a new partner. “I could come just from this.” I rubbed myself against Mal’s abdomen, over his cock again—he whined, and I knew I had a winner. “Just fuck against you until we both come, like this.” I moved my hand away and pressed down harder, so there was nothing between us, then used one hand to grab his ass. “Push back, c’mon.” He eagerly complied, planting his feet and thrusting up against me, one hand buried in my hair, the other clenching against my lower back as he found a rhythm he liked.

“Fuck, that’s it.” This was simple sex, high-school sex, but it felt goddamn amazing. Mal’s eyes were closed, a furrow of pleasure and concentration between his eyebrows as he rutted up against me, chasing his orgasm. I moved with him, pushing us toward the edge, reveling in the feel of his dick pressed to mine, slipping and sliding over my groin and stomach. “Come on, c’mon,” I whispered, then leaned down and captured his lips again before biting the arch of his neck.

“Fuck, Alex, fuck—” He thrust up one last time and came, holding me so tight that I could barely move against him. It felt amazing, and as soon as he relaxed a bit, I reached down and jerked myself off, slicking my hand with his come to ease the way. I clenched my jaw shut to stifle my groan, the pleasure so intense I folded in the middle like a cheap paper napkin. I fell onto the mattress beside Mal, panting, and stared dazedly at the ceiling. Mal’s hand found its way into mine, and despite the fact that I was sticky and gross, I held on tight.

“That,” Mal said after a few minutes of mutual afterglow, “was astonishingly good, but I really feel the need for a shower now.”

I chuckled. “Yeah. Same.” I turned my head to look at him. His golden hair was just long enough to look tousled, and his eyes and mouth seemed soft and content. I rubbed my thumb over the back of his hand. “You can go first.”

“I think, actually—” My phone buzzed from somewhere over the edge of the bed, and Mal huffed.

“You say that’s Gerard?”

“It was the last twelve times.”

“Let’s put a stop to it then, shall we?” He let go of me and leaned over the bottom of the bed, fishing around in my pants until he came back with my phone, swiping to answer. “Hello?” he said languidly.

“Malcolm?” God, the man had a loud voice—I could hear him clear as a bell even though we weren’t on speaker. “What are you doing with—never mind, it doesn’t matter. What’s the status of the scepter? How soon will you have it back? I don’t need to remind you that the opening of the exhibit is drawing close. If you want even a shred of a chance of regaining your professional credibility, you’ll see to it that—”

“Yes, yes, let’s skip the part where you pretend to have any concern at all for my professional credibility and aren’t solely concerned for your own skin,” Mal interjected. “We’re making progress, but you calling Alex every five minutes isn’t helping matters any. Turn your phone off for a while, go have some drinks, and bang some wide-eyed intern who pretends not to care that you’re a self-absorbed berk. We’ll contact you when we’ve got our hands on the scepter and not before.” I had to laugh, loud enough to hear, apparently.

“I—you—wait, what the hell are you doing with that man?” Gerard demanded. “Are you together right now? Did you—did you have sex with him? With that ape in a suit? Are you off your head?”

“Harsh words for the man saving your arse,” Mal said calmly. “I think we’re done here. If you have any questions about the status of the retrieval, contact Mr. Kensington. Good night, Gerard.”

“I’m not done with you, Malcolm—”

Mal ended the call and tossed the phone onto the bed. It started ringing immediately. “He’s really quite insufferable, isn’t he?”

“Yeah, he is.” I grabbed the phone and blocked his number, then sent a quick text to Robert letting him know he might want to do some damage control with Lord Thorburn. “But he’s not our problem now.”

Mal looked a bit sheepish. “I probably didn’t help things all that much, did I?”

“You didn’t hurt them,” I assured him. “We really don’t owe him anything. He’s not the client, after all. It’s not his name on the contract. He should have to go through Mr. Ashad for any information. I’m sure Robert will remind him of all that.” I grabbed Mal’s hands and pulled him over into a kiss. He came eagerly but closed the final distance with care to avoid touching my tender nose. Jesus. I worked my fingers into his hair and deepened the kiss. I had never been so comfortable so fast with another man, happy just to touch him, to kiss him—kissing hadn’t featured large in a lot of my lightning-fast relationships.

“How about we share the shower?” I asked once we separated a few inches, both of us breathing hard.

“Sounds perfect.”

 

 

I DECIDED not to worry about what was happening between me and Mal. I didn’t have the bandwidth for more worry right now, not when I was already losing sleep over the job. What happened had happened, and if it happened again, I’d count myself fucking lucky, because Mal was… something else. He was something special. I hadn’t even known him a week and I could see that, clear as day. I never thought I’d find someone who could distract me from the work in front of me, but Mal managed it as easy as breathing.

Leaving at the end of all of this was going to suck.

Don’t get ahead of yourself. We still had the scepter to retrieve, and that was going to be no small feat, given what we were walking into.

We made it to Lomé in fantastically good time, only slowing down once we hit Tsévié, just north of the capitol. By noon, we were saying goodbye to Koffi—Mr. Klein didn’t bother to speak to us at all, just harrumphed and scratched his parasite-ridden belly—and entering the Hôtel Palme D’Or along a swanky section of the beach road. That was where we met Jean-Paul Salou, a retired Togolese commando whom I’d worked with on several training operations four years ago. He was making a name now as the head of Togo’s only locally-based private security company, and doing a damn good job of it. Robert had gotten me the best backup available, but sometimes even the best ran up against an obstacle they couldn’t overcome.

“What do you mean, there’s no way?” I demanded once Jean-Paul laid things out for us. Mal stood tense at my side, listening to us argue with an increasingly concerned expression. “You and your crew are fully licensed to carry arms—not even the police get that kind of leeway here. There are nine of you, plus the two of us. I don’t care how many people she’s meeting with, if we handle this right, we should be able to get in and out of there without casualties.”

“The people this woman is meeting with are not going to abide by the laws of this country,” Jean-Paul argued. He was a little shorter than me, but at least as broad across the shoulders, and he stabbed his index finger forcefully at the table to make his point. “I watched them enter the estate, I know some of these men. The two from Nigeria—they’re wanted for everything from human trafficking to illegal arms dealing, and it’s amazing they’re not going for each other’s throats right now.”

“Because she’s in control.” Corday was always in control, it seemed. “Which means she’ll be restricting access to weapons while the meet is going on. We’ve got less than an hour to get this done”—and that had been a kick in the pants, realizing that even with all my planning ahead we’d nearly missed our window anyway—“but that should be plenty of time. You said it yourself, the mansion she’s using is just down the street.” We’d seen it driving in, actually—an old, enormous two-story house, probably a colonial, with a long-overgrown expanse of lawn around it. It was literally just two houses away from the hotel.

“The men aren’t the only issue. The estate where the meet is being held is technically a presidential mansion,” Jean-Paul continued. “A derelict one, yes, but trespassing is strictly forbidden. If Corday is holding her meet there, it is because she has connections high up in the government who have allowed her to do so. If I take my men there and we are caught, I will lose my company. Lose my licenses. Possibly be thrown into prison.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, but it is not worth it. I’m willing to be your backup, but only once you’re off the grounds. Otherwise, I cannot help you.”

Fucking goddamn labyrinthine politics. It wasn’t Jean-Paul’s fault—he was just another player in the game. Right now, though, I wanted to smash the board and knock over all the pieces. I ran a hand over my face and thought about what we’d have to do in order to get what we needed.

We’d need to march into a den of vipers like we owned the place, which—

Actually….

I spoke slowly, out loud, gradually pulling my thoughts together. “Corday brought Fawkes with her from France. She used him in London, too. That means she’s running light on this job, working with the absolute minimum of personal backup. She won’t trust locals with the really important parts of this meeting—guarding the scepter and guarding her. That’s going to be Fawkes. If she does have other people on the payroll, they’ve probably just come on.”

“What does that mean for us?” Mal asked.

I glanced at him. “It means that I think we can bluff her crew into letting us into the mansion.”

Jean-Paul was already shaking his head. “This is too dangerous even for you, Alex.”

“Not as dangerous as you think,” I argued. “Seriously, who would expect a couple of random white guys to walk into something like this unless they were expected? We’ll get the benefit of the doubt because of Corday.” She would stand out in the crowd like a sore thumb—of course she’d have more foreigners working for her. “If I can get to Fawkes and take him out of the equation, we can get the scepter out of there. I’m sure of it.” In fact….

I turned to Mal. “I can probably do this part on my own, actually.” I didn’t like going in alone, but I didn’t want to risk him. “If things go south, I’ll fire my gun into the air. The Togolese police force have to pay attention to gunfire, even if it’s coming from a presidential property. They can act as backup. That way”—I looked back at Jean-Paul—“we keep you and your men out of the loop entirely, unless I’m followed off-grounds by men with guns. In which case, I’d hope for some help.”

“Absolutely not,” Mal said before Jean-Paul even opened his mouth.

“You see? He is reasonable,” Jean-Paul told me.

“There’s absolutely no way you’re leaving me behind for this.”

Jean-Paul threw his hands up. “Never mind, he is as much of a fool as you are.”

“I know I’m not going to be any help at all when it comes to Fawkes or Corday,” Mal barreled on. “I mean, it certainly isn’t as if I’ve done much to help with them so far, but at the very least you might need someone to be your lookout, and I can do that for you, I can, and—and I’m sure I’ll go mad if you leave me here for this, and at the very least you need me on hand to make sure you’re grabbing the right thing, because what if she’s had replicas made, and—” He ran out of breath, and I took advantage of the moment to intervene.

“Okay.”

Mal looked mildly stunned. “Really? Just like that?”

“Just like that, with two conditions. One—you do absolutely everything I say at all times, including running away and leaving me behind. No arguments,” I said sternly. “And two, the minute you hear sirens, you get out of there even if we’re not together. I’ve got KIS on my side, they can negotiate a quick release if I get thrown into jail, but you’re not an employee of theirs. You’re just a contractor, and I have a feeling that the British government’s not going to find bailing an AWOL museum curator out of an African jail a top priority. Got it?”

He nodded, his smile relieved. “Perfectly.”

Jean-Paul sighed. “You two are both mad. This is not the way you trained us to approach dangerous tactical situations, Alex. Is this scepter worth losing your life over?”

“Yes,” Mal said at the same time as I replied, “It’s worth trying for, at least.”

“C’est fou.” Jean-Paul crossed his arms and looked at us. “At least put on something that makes you look like you belong. Her second was wearing army fatigues. I’ll find some for both of you.”

“Thank you.”

“Thank me after you survive,” he said dryly. “Are you going to let Mr. Kensington know what you’re about to do?”

“Oh, would you look at the time?” I glanced at my watch theatrically. “We have really got to get going, so if you could just grab those uniforms….”

Mal laughed, and Jean-Paul left the hotel room where we were ensconced. I took advantage of the moment of privacy to move in close to him and take his hand. I set my lips against his ear.

“It’s not worth your life,” I whispered. “Tell me you remember that.”

“I do. I really do,” he said, holding me right back. “I got caught up earlier, but I do know that. I won’t throw myself into danger in order to get it, I promise.”

It was probably as good as I was going to get from Mal. “All right, then.” I rolled my neck and felt it crack. My face still looked a little nightmarish, but my shoulder was holding and my head was clear. Adrenaline was making all my minor aches and pains barely noticeable. I loved the feeling of ramping up for the job. The comedown would be brutal, but that was what Jacuzzies and whiskey were for. “Let’s get this done.”

It took fifteen minutes to change, to arm myself to the fucking teeth and then some, and to get down to the mansion in question. Jean-Paul set up a spot for himself and his crew across the road, where he could keep an eye on things with his binoculars. “My man reported that the person you’re looking for is on the second floor, far right room,” he told me. “You might have to climb the outside of the building to get there.”

“No, we’re trying to be inconspicuous, remember?”

“Of course.” He smiled mock-pleasantly. “Because what is more inconspicuous than two yovos walking into a house full of Africans?”

“Two yovos climbing the walls.” I shook his hand, and Mal followed suit. “Thanks for your help.”

“Thank me by getting out of there as fast as you can.”

“We will.” We crossed the road, and the skin on the back of my neck prickled as we walked down the leaf-strewn gravel path that led to the mansion. The lawn in front of it had nine cars parked on it. With one, maybe two of those for Corday and Fawkes, that still meant there were at least seven bigwigs in there ready to do business for the scepter. Each one would have a minimum of one bodyguard. More likely two or three. Twenty people, all of them nervous, all of them willing to overcome their nerves to bid on the scepter of the legendary Malian king.

And somewhere in the middle of it all, Corday.

If she saw us, we were sunk. If Fawkes saw us, same thing, only we’d probably get shot sooner.

Better hurry up, then.

Changing personas for me was as simple as switching up the cadence of my step. In a second, I went from “random person” to “military man.” The posture was hardwired into me after years of service. I walked toward the mansion like a man on a mission, like a guy who knew what he was doing and where he was supposed to be, and drew Mal along in my wake.

Two of the cars had drivers sitting outside in them, playing with their phones. Both men glanced at me, but I didn’t even bother making eye contact with them. They were the guests here—I was here because I belonged.

Spiral staircase straight ahead in the foyer, take the curve to the right, up to the second level and straight to the end of the hall. I marched through the entrance of the house, glanced around at the people milling there, several of them holding crystal champagne flutes, then continued on to the stairs. Gazes followed me, but they didn’t matter—there was no outcry, so Corday hadn’t seen us. So far, so good.

I jogged up the stairs, turned sharply to the right, and headed toward the end of the spacious hall. The floor was marble, stained by time and neglect. The wallpaper, once an elegant rose pattern, was mostly gone. Several of the windows were broken. There was no one else up here—no one visible, at least. But Jean-Paul had seen Fawkes enter the room at the end and hadn’t seen him leave. Either there were internal doors he wasn’t aware of, or Fawkes was still there.

The auction hadn’t started yet. He was still there, guarding the prize. Not for long.

I slowed my pace as we got close to the door, and motioned for Mal to stay put and stay quiet. He nodded and pulled back a few paces, letting me close the last few yards on my own. I drew my gun—not the one I’d originally intended to use, but a stern glance from Mal was enough to make me think twice—and hovered outside the door, listening for any hint of sound from within.

Feet, moving. Pacing. Fawkes was nervous. I could work with that. I took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and reached for the door. The handle turned easily under my hand.

I burst into the room and slammed the door shut behind me, my gun already bearing on Fawkes. I fired—he dodged, he fucking dodged somehow. The dart went into the cloth of his jacket instead of his body.

“Too slow, asshole,” he sneered, bringing his own weapon up. I grabbed the nearest thing at hand—a disintegrating piece of wall, the board half-rotted and mildew—ripped it free, and hurled it at him. It hit him in the chest, knocking him back. He was already firing, but the bullet went over my head.

I was on him before he could fire again, with a much more lethal weapon in my hand after ditching the tranq gun. I bent Fawkes back over a tabletop—there was an open cooler on it, with food and a few bottles of water inside, but nothing else. He scrambled against me, struggled, but he was weak on one side. Looks like Patricia’s bullet did a little better than hitting his vest. I put the muzzle of my gun beneath his chin and looked him in the eyes.

He looked… tired, behind the bravado. Resigned. And young—younger than me, maybe younger than Mal. Too young to give up this easily.

Fuck it. I carefully felt my way around his shirt and along the inside of his unseasonable coat.

“Fuck you, man, killing me is one thing but feeling me up is….” His voice trailed off as I jabbed him in the side with the dart I’d found, the compound making its way into his bloodstream. He was out a few seconds later. I pulled him off the table and laid him out of sight behind an old, tattered settee, then looked around the room. There wasn’t much here—cooler, a radio, a small duffel bag with what looked like a change of clothes in it, and—there. Rifle bag, under the window. It had to be in there.

There was an absolutely beautiful Finnish SAKO TRG 42 sniper rifle mounted with a sound suppressor in there, but no scepter. I looked around again, hoping against hope that I’d missed something, but I hadn’t. The scepter wasn’t in this room. Which meant that Corday had it already.

The door opened. I had my gun up and ready in a second, but as soon as I saw Mal, I took my finger off the trigger. I wasn’t going to shoot—especially not since he was in the very firm hands of a man who was probably big enough to bench press him. A much smaller, older man with jet-black skin, white hair, and a beard peeked around the two of them at me.

“Ah,” he said pleasantly. “There you are.”




Chapter Twelve

 

 

I SHOULD have known I was going to fuck it all up.

Eye contact. Why had I made bloody eye contact? I didn’t look like myself right now, not a version of myself I would recognize, in the fatigues and the cap with a gun at my hip. Alex had told me to keep my eyes straight ahead, not to stop for anything, and we would be all right. Only—only I saw someone I thought I knew, in the foyer, and I’d glanced his way.

It turned out, the Beninese Minister of Culture and History had an excellent memory for faces.

“I asked myself,” Minister Adjoukoua said as he led the way downstairs, “what could a curator for the famous British Museum be doing here, in Lomé? Working for Mademoiselle Corday it seemed, but surely not you. You might have been demoted, Professor Armstrong, but you are still a man of principle. Not the sort of person to whore himself out to a treasure hunter like our auctioneer. Then, when I heard the noise from inside the room, and your companion nowhere to be seen? Well.” He smiled broadly. “I thought you might be here to render the rest of this day meaningless. I couldn’t have that. Mademoiselle!” Minister Adjoukoua called out to Corday, who came in from the next room wearing a smile that got broader as soon as she saw us. She wore a feathery, fluttering red dress covering her from shoulder to shin—bloodred. “Mademoiselle, I have a surprise for you, eh? Two people who should not be here sneaking about.”

“You have a sharp eye, Minister,” she said graciously, but there was ice behind her beaming smile. “Where did you find them?”

“Upstairs, at the end of the hall.”

“Alone?” Anyone else might think it was an idle question, but I could hear the tension in her voice, as soft as a breath of air but as furious as a hurricane.

“There was no one else that I saw.”

“Ah.” She was likely wondering if we’d killed Fawkes, and if so, where we’d stashed the body. I glanced at Alex—he minutely shook his head. He hadn’t killed him, then. That was a relief. “Well, then. Allow me to dispose of these irritants and we’ll get down to business.”

Dispose of— Surely she wasn’t going to just murder us. The bleak look in her eye suggested she was ready to do just that, though, and neither of us had a gun any longer—they were all in the possession of the enormous bodyguard holding a gun on me. Oh God. Oh God, I was going to be killed—I was going to get Alex killed, no, this couldn’t be—

Minister Adjoukoua held up a hand. “I will not allow you to delay our business longer, Mademoiselle, just for the sake of dispatching these two men. And why should you get to kill them now anyhow? Who would get the blame, eh, if the law came to this house and found their corpses here? Not you, not a youthful white woman. It would be one of us.” He stared around at the rest of the killers and drug lords, and they nodded in assent. “There are people out there, on the streets, who have seen us, who will know us. They could implicate us in your crime. We will not be a shield against your own wrongdoing. When we are done here, and it must be soon, they will leave with me.”

I exhaled harshly, too loud but I couldn’t help it. Minister Adjoukoua patted me on the shoulder. “You will agree not to speak of what you see here,” he said companionably, and I could read between the lines on that. “You or your friend. Or we will find you and take you someplace where your body will never be discovered.” He turned back to Corday. “Lead on, Mademoiselle.”

Corday’s smile was gone, but she nodded and swept into the next room, her airy dress billowing around her like a hibiscus flower. Alex brushed my shoulder with his as we were marched into what looked like a ballroom, more marble and colonnades and papered walls that had likely been beautiful half a century ago. There was a hook that would have been for a chandelier in the ceiling. Attached to it was a chain, and at the end of the chain hung a long metal box, kept closed with three separate padlocks. It was weirdly ostentatious, for all that it was just a matte gray box. Honestly. Who hung a bloody treasure up like that?

Someone who wanted people to wonder about it, that’s who.

Corday headed for the box, and the rest of us gathered around her like a pack of flies hovering over a corpse. She held up the end of the gold necklace she was wearing, so long that it fell into her cleavage, and revealed a key. She opened each of the padlocks with slow, theatrical movements, the click of each device giving way, ratcheting up the tension in the room. These were dangerous men, men accustomed to brutality, but she was drawing them into her web. They were scarcely breathing.

Finally, the last lock released. She set it aside, then popped the clasps on the box. It wiggled in the air like a fish on a hook, awkward thanks to how she had it suspended, but she pulled the scepter from it with a flourish. The muscles on her arm stood out—it was heavy, I knew that from personal experience. The entire room was transfixed.

“Messieurs, je vous présente le sceptre de Mansa Musa, le grand roi du Mali, l’homme le plus riche du monde. Si le prix est correct, son histoire peut être la vôtre. Faites monter les enchères!”

“Gorgeous,” Minister Adjoukoua murmured. Men exchanged glances, stroked their chins, watched the avarice in their fellows’ eyes and compared it with what they felt inside. The scepter was indeed gorgeous, there was no doubt about that, no reason for them not to covet it. Owning it would be a coup, especially for someone like Adjoukoua. He wasn’t Malian, but he had a firm grasp of the importance of African art to the culture and prestige of the entire continent. Not to mention, a prize like the scepter would make a fantastic bargaining chip if he wanted to negotiate for, say, some or all of the Benin bronzes in the collections in Berlin or Hamburg, or even in the British Museum itself.

I could say nothing, do nothing. I could let them fight it out among themselves, watch them make Corday a very rich woman, and in all likelihood never see the scepter again. It would be lost to trading, to infighting, or perhaps to someone like the minister who would use it as more of a mace than a scepter.

Or I could do the only thing I had left, which was… well, be myself.

Our guard was distracted, gazing at the scepter with as much interest as everyone else in the room. I glanced over at Alex, who was already looking my way. Not yet, I willed him. Don’t go yet. Because I knew he was thinking it, but I had to try first.

“Est-ce que j’entends cinq millions d’euros?”

“Absolutely preposterous,” I said in full voice, the kind I used to use to get people’s attention across an auditorium. “After everything we went through to find it, to track you down, you have the gall to present that as the real thing? What, did you get cold feet back in France?” I felt the weight of almost twenty pairs of eyes on me—Corday’s alone would have turned me into ashes if they’d been able to. “Did you sell the real one in Marseille and then think you could fob this one off here? Is that how you show respect for your bidders, by disrespecting their heritage?”

“Have you gone blind since you chased after me from France?” Corday asked coldly. “This is the very same scepter you held in your hands, the very same one that you lost. It’s real.”

I looked at Minister Adjoukoua. “Sir, you have no reason to trust me but no reason to doubt me, either. You know my reputation.” God, I hoped it counted for something. “I cherish artifacts like this far too much to let a charlatan such as this woman cheapen them by trying to pass off a fake to you.”

“This is the real scepter of Mansa Musa,” Corday snapped. “Look at the gold, look at the engravings! It’s—”

“Still nothing but a clever fake,” I snapped right back. “I can see the machine marks in those engravings from here. What did you use to make it, a Dremel? There’s no way that’s hand-push technique, you should have gone more slowly. Now it’s just a waste of time and materials.”

One of the other men said something angry-sounding in French, to which Corday responded rapidly. I felt Alex tense beside me. Not yet. She hasn’t lost yet.

Corday rounded on me. “You think you’re clever?” she demanded. “Trying to play me like this? But neither African nor Islamic art are your specialties, Professor. You wouldn’t know a fake if I hit you across the face with it.”

“Chinese ceramics aren’t my specialty either, but I risked my career to point out a fake there,” I retorted. “And now I’m risking my life to do it again, because I will not have you sell these men a dummy.”

Minister Adjoukoua turned me to face him. He met my eyes and stared at me, hard. “Do you really think she’s lying about this scepter, or are you just trying to save your own life?” he asked.

“You already said you would do what you could to keep me alive,” I replied, utterly in earnest. “How could I possibly improve my situation by lying to you now?”

“He’s working for the man I stole it from!” Corday snapped. “Of course he’s lying now! He wants it for himself!”

“A thief is a thief, whether she steals oranges or diamonds,” the minister said slowly, turning back to face her. “You are already proven a thief, Mademoiselle. How can we trust that you are not out to thieve from us as well?”

Corday’s tawny skin was going pale. She knew she was in trouble—big trouble. I’d managed to cast enough doubt on her credibility that nothing she said now would be taken at face value. None of these men had even seen the scepter up close yet, but they were willing to be swayed into thinking it might be fake. There was no honor among thieves, clearly.

More shouts in French broke out, seemingly separating the crowd into people who wanted the auction to continue and people who wanted to leave. Corday took a step back, then another, and that’s when Alex made his move.

He spun toward Minister Adjoukoua’s bodyguard and pulled one of his own guns from the man’s belt—they hadn’t been taken or hidden after our capture, just worn openly like prizes—then turned and shot past Corday. Past—not at. If he’d been firing at her, he would have hit her. She didn’t have Fawkes for backup, and she knew she was vulnerable.

Well. Sort of vulnerable. She pulled a gun out from beneath her dress—good heavens, that was a thigh holster—and shot back at us.

Alex had already knocked me to the ground. One of Corday’s bullets took the minister’s bodyguard in the chest, and he fell back heavily to the floor. Minister Adjoukoua crouched down next to him, concern and fear on his face. The evaporating calm turned to wholesale chaos in seconds.

Two more men went after Corday, but she moved and fired as easy as breathing, the scepter slung over one shoulder while she shot with the opposite hand. The men went down. Someone else began firing—apparently, she hadn’t made it that hard to get a gun in here. Men struggled, shouting at one another. Over the fighting, the sound of sirens became audible. That was fast. Jean-Paul must have had someone in the police on standby.

“We have to go after Corday!” I shouted to Alex. “Before she gets away again!”

He grimaced. “I know, but we need to save ourselves first.” He paused, then cursed quietly. “And save that bastard Fawkes, God-fucking-damn him. Come on.” He got up first and helped pull me to my feet, then led the way out of the ballroom. About half the bidders were already streaming for their cars, more interested in evading the police than getting questionable revenge over what amounted to a waste of their time.

Alex pointed me down the hall to the right of the spiral staircase. “Find an open door and take cover. If I’m not back before the police arrive, just get yourself off the property and get back to Jean-Paul. I’ll find you later.” He pressed his hand tightly into mine for a moment, then ran toward the stairs. I reflexively closed my hand and headed down the hall, feeling a bit dazed. Open door, open door… two rooms down the door was indeed open. I stepped inside, and—

A long, strong arm wrapped around my neck, dragging me down into a chokehold. “Don’t. Move.” It was Corday, still dressed like an open wound and utterly furious, if the grip she had around my head was any indicator. The scepter lay on the floor at her feet, incongruously glorious against the filth. “I should have had Fawkes shoot you both in Marseille,” she hissed at me.

I tried to speak. “I—I’m so-sorry abo’ makin’ your work w’rthless, but—”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, I’m not upset about the job!” she exclaimed. “Those can go bad for all sorts of reasons, it happens. But you killed Fawkes, and I will not forgive you for that.” Her grip tightened. “You make far more enemies than friends in this line of work, and people you can trust are the rarest friends of all. And you cost me mine.”

“H’ss… nah… d-ded….” I was barely able to get the words out. Fortunately, it seemed to be enough.

“What do you mean, he isn’t dead?” Corday asked, giving me a bit more room to breathe. “Why would a man like Alex Tucker, a man with a reputation like his, leave a danger alive at his back?”

“Because I asked him to,” I whispered hoarsely.

She was silent for a moment. “And he listened to you?”

“Y’sss. Fwk’s ups-stairs. Th’ drug jus’ knocked him out.”

“Ah. I see.”

She might see, but she still wasn’t letting go. It was time to up the ante.

I pressed the muzzle of the tiny Kahr pistol Alex had passed to me in the foyer to her shin. “You won’t be able to run away if you don’t release me right now.”

For a long moment Corday didn’t move, and I thought she might just twist my head off and take a chance on my likely abysmal aim. My finger trembled on the trigger, but I didn’t pull.

“Fine.” She let me go, and I reached out and grabbed the scepter, dragging it toward me as I scrambled back toward the door. God, please don’t bend, please don’t dent, please please please. I was barely able to keep the gun trained on her as I examined the flower at the top of the artifact, which at first glance looked like I hadn’t managed to damage it. Whew.

Corday smiled at me. “You’re a very interesting man, Professor. I’m quite pleased I met you—before this, I didn’t think people like you existed outside of fiction.”

“People—like me?”

“Honorable fools,” she said gently. “And you might as well take that damn thing,” she added, nodding toward the scepter like I hadn’t just snatched it out from under her. “No one will buy from me right now, not after what you’ve done to my reputation. If Fawkes is alive, then you needn’t worry about me.”

“He, um.” The sirens were getting louder. “He might end up in a jail.”

Her smile widened. “That sounds like a lovely challenge. Now, you’d best leave before you end up in jail with him.”

“I—right.” I glanced behind me out the window in the hall. Those were definitely the police coming our way. I needed to go, now. Alex had said he would find me later, and I knew he meant it. I turned around again. “We could—” But she was gone, the only sign of her passage the tattered, fluttering drapes along the window at the back of the room.

Well, I knew a good idea when I saw one. I ripped one of the ancient drapes down and wrapped the scepter up, then left via the window myself. I headed for the back of the property, where there was a tall iron gate that led out to a small, private road. I climbed up and over the gate, silently bemoaning the state of my clothes—I had to look like the worst sort of foreigner right now, the kind that couldn’t take care of himself and made every other visitor around him look bad just by being there.

But I had the scepter. That was the most important thing. Well, almost the most important thing. I needed to get back to Jean-Paul—he was where Alex would probably be. I tucked the little gun in my pocket, then began the short but intimidating trek out to the main road, where I could loop around to the beach. Sirens still blared, and curious onlookers were walking out into the street, trying to get a handle on what was going on. More than a few of them stared at me, but I ignored their quizzical looks and just kept walking, like I had an appointment to be at and couldn’t afford to be detained. Fifty feet… ten feet… I got to the turn toward the beach, and almost stepped directly into another man’s chest.

I exhaled so hard I almost made myself light-headed. My whole body began to shiver, very faintly, and my eyes shut of their own accord. “Alex.”

“Thank fuck,” he muttered, pulling me into his arms for a brief but intense hug. “I thought I’d have to go back in there after you.” He made some space and looked at the bundle in my arms. “Where on earth did you find that? I was looking for Corday, but I didn’t see her anywhere.”

“I, ah, got it from her, actually.”

Alex’s eyebrow went up like a shot. “What, she just handed it over to you?”

“A bit, kind of. Not really.” I sighed. “She cornered me and was probably going to kill me, but when she found out Fawkes was alive, she let go of me, and I nabbed the scepter on the way out.”

“She let go of you just like that?”

“I might have threatened to shoot her in the leg if she didn’t?” I offered.

Alex stared at me in silence for a long moment, before finally throwing his head back and laughing. Really laughing—long, gut-busting laughs that were almost embarrassing to witness, particularly since I had apparently inspired them. “You—with the—oh my God, she must fucking love you,” he gasped. “To let you get away with—fuck, ha, wait—”

“I’ll have you know I was quite intimidating,” I said with a sniff, before cracking up myself a moment later. “No, but really, she was rather polite about it,” I finally got out after a minute. “Once she knew Fawkes was alive, she lost all interest in the scepter.”

“I kind of doubt that, but I’ll take it,” Alex said. “Let’s get back to Jean-Paul, okay? We can figure out our next move from there.”

“Authentication,” I said immediately. “I’ve got a contact at the University of Ghana in Accra who’s an expert at dating artifacts using the VIMP method—that’s the voltammetry of immobilized particles, it’s the least invasive way of measuring the age of something made from metal, and it doesn’t take all that long, so we should be able to—”

“So you’re saying we need to go to Ghana,” Alex asked as I stopped to breathe.

“Ideally, yes.”

“Okay, then.”

Armed with a concrete goal, Alex was ruthlessly efficient. An hour after escaping the mansion, we were both clean and fed. An hour after that we were through the border, without a single glance into our bags or any delay in getting a visa. Jean-Paul seemed to know a lot of the border guards, and a nod from him was as good as a free pass.

By evening I was armed with a copy of Professor Gavua’s VIMP results for the scepter—I had done the swab myself, to keep the number of people who knew what we were handling at an absolute minimum, but he had done all the processing, and the data was encouraging. The copper used in the collars was estimated to date from around the year 1400, plus or minus fifty years, and while that wasn’t absolutely concrete proof that the scepter was real—another artifact of similar age could have been deconstructed to make it, for example—it was solid enough that I was comfortable with my initial evaluation.

Now all that was left was… to go back home and hand it over. To Mr. Ashad, but also to Gerard. And then to the British Museum, and after that who knew whether it would ever get back to Mali, where it belonged?

You can’t help anyone from a position of powerlessness, I reminded myself as I lay on the queen-sized bed that Alex and I were sharing in our hotel that night, a short drive from the Accra airport. We would fly back to London tomorrow morning. Restore your name, and you restore your ability to fight. It was rather a cold comfort, but the only one I had right now. By tomorrow evening, the job would be over. No more scepter, and no more Alex, either.

I listened to him move about in the bathroom, probably shaving—he liked to present a neat front to the world, and he hadn’t been able to shave for several days. If I could classify myself as reluctant to hand over the scepter, then I was positively hamstrung at the thought of saying goodbye to Alex. I had never felt this way with anyone before, not in my entire life—this scintillating combination of challenged and appreciated, of falling for and falling with. He didn’t leave me wondering what he felt or force me to play dominance games just to defend my space. He was… and I was….

Well, it didn’t matter. He was going to be leaving soon. I knew it; he knew it. There was no point in bringing it up. I would be better off enjoying what we had for as long as we had it, which to my mind was for approximately another twenty-four hours. I spared a moment to wish I wasn’t so exhausted—one night of intimacy wasn’t enough—but I was about to pass out, a day of adrenaline-fueled activity and emotional upheaval leaving me wrung like a rag.

I didn’t even realize I’d shut my eyes until I felt Alex’s hand on my shoulder, not a touch meant to jostle, just to reassure. “Hmm… my turn?” I asked sleepily. I needed a shave as well, but the bed was so comfortable….

“You can take your turn in the morning,” he assured me. “Go to sleep, Mal. I’ll keep an eye on things.”

I knew he would too. The scepter, stowed safely in a new hard-sided suitcase, was as secure as it could be without the trappings of a museum or a safe. No one was after us; no one was hunting it. We could finally rest.

I drifted off, comforted by the warmth of his hand and the steady in-and-out of his breathing next to me.




Chapter Thirteen

 

 

IT WAS raining when we got back to London.

Of course it was raining. It could be sunny for a week and then the day I got there, the rain would move in. I didn’t get to see England when the sun was shining, that was just the way it was. I’d been there seven times, and I’d never had more than half a day of clear skies before the clouds rolled in.

It was only midday, so we couldn’t just give up and go to bed, either. We had a job to wrap up, and fast, because tomorrow was the opening of the exhibit—a soft opening, museum employees and trustees and board members only, but still, that was the deadline to hit. Mal had already called up Gerard to let him know when we’d be back, and we were set to meet with him and Mr. Ashad that evening.

Mal was quiet and distracted on the flight from Accra to London, compulsively looking up at the overhead compartment where the scepter was stowed, then down at his clenching hands. He hadn’t spoken much to me all day, which kind of hurt, but… on the other hand, it made sense. He was finally heading back to the world he knew, back to safety. This assignment had put him through hell for the past week, and it was only natural that he’d want some distance from it, and from me.

Hopefully not too much distance, though.

Instead of heading from Heathrow straight into London proper, we took a cab out to Royal Holloway, a research university a little ways west where, Mal explained, he could get a few more tests done on the scepter to add more layers of authenticity before handing it over. “I don’t want Gerard to say that I haven’t done my due diligence,” Mal said, and it made me want to punch Gerard in the face. “But you don’t have to come with me. You could head back into London and we could meet up there. Or—”

“I’d rather stay with you,” I said, and I didn’t imagine the way he seemed to relax upon hearing it. “I’ll just hang out in a café while you get some work done, no problem.” I had work of my own to review, after all.

Once Mal was safely ensconced in a lab, I sat down with my tablet and started going over the files Robert had sent me days ago on Lord Thorburn’s financials. It was some interesting reading. I called Robert halfway through. “If this guy isn’t running some kind of scam, I’ll cut off my trigger finger,” I said as soon as he picked up.

“You caught the timing issue, huh?”

“It’s hard to miss.” There was a clear pattern of behavior—spend liquid capital, spend on credit, and then receive an infusion of cash from unknown “investment” accounts. “He runs himself dry and then he does something to make a bundle of money quick. That one account in particular—”

“The one operating through the Caymans that we can’t touch,” Robert clarified dryly.

“Yeah, that one. It’s only used a few times a year, and only for these big transactions. Where’s he getting the money from, and why is it so important to hide the source?”

“More to the point, what is he getting the money for?” Robert mused. “And I think I might know the answer to that.”

“Which is?”

“Black market luxury goods.”

My blood went cold. “You mean he’s selling his artifacts. The things his family has collected.” That didn’t make sense, though. “But there’s no record of that. The Thorburns have one of the best-documented private collections in the country and have made a huge number of donations to museums over the years. There are no signs that pieces are being liquidated to fund his lifestyle.”

“Oh, there are plenty of signs,” Robert argued. “There’s just no proof. No one’s discovered him passing off a forgery yet. Given his connections, it’s possible he’s accessing artifacts that he doesn’t even own and peddling those, leaving his own collection intact.”

“That’s….” That would be very clever, actually. And something about the idea resonated…. “Mal lost his job with the British Museum because he called into question the validity of a piece of Chinese pottery. When it was tested, it was proven to be genuine, but there was time between the accusation and the resolution. That’s time for someone as connected as Gerard to switch out the forgery he’d had made with the real piece again, if he was smart enough not to sell it right away.”

“Exactly.”

“Damn.” That was a hell of a racket. “He must know a fucking good forger.”

“The Thorburns have been patrons of the art scene in London for the past hundred years. If they don’t know half a dozen world-class forgers by this point, then they’re just being lazy.”

Gerard had planted a fake bowl in the exhibit, with plans to sell the real one, before Mal had unwittingly found him out. He’d gotten rid of Mal, but someone must have suspected that he wasn’t as clean as he tried to appear—I knew that Gerard was on the outs with the current museum director. It was one of the reasons we had to do all this testing—the more verification, the better.

Gerard had ruined Mal’s reputation to cover up his own double-dealing, and the scepter was just the latest move in a scam that could cover decades, and potentially hundreds of artifacts. What was his plan with this one? Was it what Mal thought, a showy display of Gerard’s notability and influence designed to elevate his status with the current head administrator, or was it something darker? What was he going for?

“It’s worth noting that Mr. Ashad was over a million dollars underwater thanks to gambling debts until less than a month ago,” Robert added. “I don’t think it was his idea to bring the scepter into the public sphere.”

“Gerard paid off his debt in exchange for Mr. Ashad organizing the donation,” I said.

“Most likely.”

“Hmm.” He really was just a middleman, then, a patsy sitting on an epic piece of history that Gerard had the know-how to turn into notoriety. “Anything else on him?”

“Turns out, he bought a plane ticket to Morocco yesterday. He’s already left the country.”

“Short notice for a trip.” And to a country with no formal extradition process with the UK.

“Very short notice.”

God, it all made my head swim. “You run this by Patricia?” I asked.

“Nah, she’s sticking to administrative tasks now that you’re not in imminent danger of death.”

I grinned. “She’s obsessing over Corday, isn’t she?”

“Hard-core. She dubbed it an independent research project, and I’m letting her have it because I’d like to know more about Corday as well.”

Wouldn’t we all. “Get her to look into Fawkes too, and any other regulars in Corday’s sphere. If we’re going to do more work in the art world, it would be good to get a handle on one of its greatest thieves.”

Robert was quiet for a moment. “Do you want to do more work in the art world, Alex? Because there’s a huge art scene in New York, you know. Plenty of people would pay to have a guy with a gun who isn’t a member of a three-letter agency run down their stolen masterpieces, and we could get you another expert to work with over here.” He paused again. “Or is it more than you don’t want to leave London?”

Trust Robert to get right to the heart of the matter. “I’m conflicted,” I finally replied. “I’d like to stay for a while, yeah. I’m due some vacation time, and unless Mal is ready to kick me to the curb, I’d….” Like to stay in his bed for the next two weeks. Like to cook him breakfast and dinner and serve him tea. Like to show him that I’m not always this fucked-up, I’m really not. I can be better.

“Time we can do,” Robert said briskly. “You’ve got over a month of paid leave stored up. HR is making noises about cashing it out if you’re not going to use it, and I’d really prefer that you use it. If you need more time once that’s done, well… I might have a few options available to you.”

“What, work out of London?” I was surprised. “I thought you had given some sort of weird blood oath to Jack that forbids KIS setting up shop here.”

“Let me worry about Jack.” Robert’s voice brooked no argument. “And let me know about the vacation in the next day or so, all right? I’ve got some jobs on the hook that need to be filled by the right person, and if you’re out then I’ll have to do some digging.”

“Don’t dig yourself into a hole,” I warned him. Just because he wasn’t out in the field anymore didn’t mean Robert wasn’t as much of a workaholic as I was.

He ended the call without a response. Typical. He’d given me plenty to think about, though. A lot of stuff I honestly never thought I’d have to think about, because I had never given serious consideration to a long-term relationship before, not even with Carter. Carter and I had been too alike—Mal and I really couldn’t be more different, except for his utterly reckless bravery and inability to appropriately gauge a threat level.

And maybe that was giving me too much credit.

I heard him coming up from behind me, the sound of his hard-soled shoes distinctive against the ground, especially with the little hitch in his gait that came from carrying the scepter. He tended to cradle it on the left-hand side, like it was a fussy infant who could only be soothed in a particular way. I stood up, put my phone in my pocket, and turned to face him. The scepter, wrapped up in a special carrying case, was indeed braced against his left shoulder. “How’d it go?”

“There was weeping,” he said, his expression somewhere between smug and horrified. “Actual weeping, in addition to the denials that it was what I said it was even if it was that old, and could he hold it, and was it possible that he might take it to show his director before I left, and… quite a lot of that, actually.”

“He had no chill, in other words.”

“No chill at all, I was embarrassed for him. When confronted by a former colleague whom you heartily abused to all your peers who returns bearing a sacred piece of history, cutting witticisms are the only appropriate form of retaliation. Tears are for children, not professionals.” Mal seemed pleased, but there was something downcast in his demeanor, something that was clearly preying on his mind. I hoped he wasn’t trying to figure out a nice way to tell me that he’d reconsidered, and we really should have separate rooms once we got back to the hotel—not the Strand, I’d never be able to stay there again.

“Come on,” I said, pushing my worries aside. “Let’s go get checked in and cleaned up for tonight.”

“Yes, right. Dinner.”

Mal’s mild smile quickly gave way to a frown once we were in the cab. He stared down at the case that held the scepter, pensive and silent. He didn’t touch me, and I didn’t feel comfortable reaching out to touch him, not when he seemed to be broadcasting so clearly that he wished he was alone.

By the time we got up to our room, my own nerves had shot through the roof. I was obviously shit at this. I couldn’t be a… a boyfriend, because I wasn’t someone who knew how to respond to moods outside of “homicidal” and couldn’t sit in silence without listening for the sound of a gun cocking. I opened my mouth to say—something. I wasn’t even sure what, but it was going to be apologetic and pathetic and suck, but before I could speak, Mal’s quiet evaporated.

“It’s just—it’s not right!” he exclaimed once he set the scepter down on the bed. “It’s not fucking right! We went through all the trouble, all the pain of getting this back to London in time for the exhibit, and it just feels like we did it all for nothing! Because the promise of entering into negotiations with Mali for its return isn’t enough! We risked our fucking lives for this… this treasure, and now it’s going to be used as a means for Gerard to gild his lily a bit more? It’s intolerable!”

Oh. He’d been stewing over the job. Oh, good, I knew what to do with that. “This was the deal in the first place,” I reminded him.

“Yes, but it wasn’t real back then, was it?” he demanded. “We weren’t even sure if the scepter was genuine, but now I know it is, and it abso-fucking-lutely galls me that I have to give it to that prick.”

“The museum won’t take it from us directly?” I was sure he’d considered that, but it was worth checking all the same.

“It’s written into our bloody contract that we have to return it to Mr. Ashad or, failing his presence, to Gerard.”

“It’ll be Gerard.”

Mal frowned. “How do you know?”

I told him a little bit of my conversation with Robert earlier. I also went ahead and told him Robert and mine’s suspicions about how Gerard was subsidizing his lifestyle. I hadn’t lied to Mal yet, and I wasn’t about to start now, even if there was nothing we could do about it yet. He listened in silence, only speaking once I’d been quiet for a few seconds in a row.

“It would make sense,” he said, a bit disconnectedly. “Money has always flowed through his fingers like water. His father was just as bad—I honestly didn’t think there would be anything left for Gerard to inherit in the year before his father passed away.” He nodded tightly. “It makes sense. I was never—to him, I was always just a… a patsy, someone to make his fall guy, not someone to care for. I can’t believe—I feel so stupid—”

“You don’t need to feel stupid,” I told him, reaching out and catching his hand. “Really, you don’t. People all over the world get conned every day by the ones they love. It’s not your fault, and they don’t deserve to be absolved for what they did. Taking advantage of love is cruel. How could you ever see that coming?”

Mal managed a slightly fragile smile. “How did you become so wise? I can’t believe that you were taken in in a similar manner.”

“Not me. My mother.” By a smooth, handsome, fast-talking guy who had an account at the bank she worked at. She’d been a single mom, just promoted to manager at the bank where she worked. Her life had been frenetic, always based on what was best for me and my sister, and what she could do for us. “She met a guy when I was fifteen, and he was… well, he was charming. Handsome. A lot like Gerard, honestly. He dressed nice, had a good car, took her out a lot. A year after they met, she married him.” Over my little sister’s strong objections—I’d been spending more and more time with friends at that point, pushing the bounds of my curfew and missing family dinners. “A month after that, he emptied all her accounts, including her retirement, and disappeared in her car.”

“Oh no.” Mal squeezed my hand. “How did your mother take it?”

“Badly. Really badly. It was the start of a downward spiral that took a while to climb out of.” My sister and I had ended up in our aunt’s custody for a while, after our mom was sent to rehab, but Mal didn’t need all the gritty details. “But she did climb out. We all did. We moved on.”

Mal sighed. “And he moved on to continue grifting. Just like Gerard will.”

“He won’t. We can find something on him, I’m sure of it.”

“We?” For the first time in a while, something other than quiet dismay illuminated Mal’s eyes. “Can I take that to mean that you’re going to be sticking around for a while?”

“I’m taking some personal time,” I explained. “It’s been forever since I had a vacation, so I figured I’d hang out here for a bit. See the sights, maybe travel to the Cotswolds….” Hunt down dirt on your ex-boyfriend. Good times.

“The Cotswolds, really?” Mal was smiling now, standing up and moving toward me without more than a gentle tug on his hand to prompt him. “That’s a bit far from the beaten path. Won’t you be bored?”

I wrapped my arms around his waist and pulled him in tight. “I’m sure I can find something to entertain me.”

“I’m sure you ca—” The rest was lost as I kissed him, desperate to taste his lips again even though I knew now that it wouldn’t be the last time. The fear, the tension, was still jangling in the back of my mind, making me antsy, a little reckless. The job was almost over, but the adrenaline hangover hadn’t even begun yet.

Maybe it would be easier to bear this time around if I wasn’t alone.

Mal worked his hands into my hair, gripping it almost painfully. I loved it—it was evidence that I wasn’t the only one who had been wanting a promise of more to come. I glanced at the digital clock beside the bed—we had a little over an hour before we were meant to meet Gerard, and we still had to change and travel. Not enough time for something elaborate, but….

Mal let out a whoof as I dropped us back onto the bed, catching myself on my elbows so I didn’t crush him. “Do you… want to….” He managed a few words between kisses.

“Yes.”

Mal laughed. “You don’t even know what I was going to ask!”

“Yeah, but I’m pretty sure the answer is going to be yes anyway.”

“Well, do me the favor of letting me get it out. I—” He smirked and batted his lashes. “—want to give you a blowjob before dinner.”

“You have the best ideas,” I told him, then rolled over onto my back. My shoulder twinged, and I was reminded that it had been a while since I’d worked the kinks out, much less done the exercises to strengthen it the right way. I thought I did a pretty good job of hiding the pain, but Mal saw it in my face.

“Why don’t we move the blowjob to the shower?” he offered, getting to his feet and holding out a hand to help me up. His trousers were tented in the front, and his face was flushed—it was ridiculous how much I liked seeing him like this. “The very hot, very therapeutic shower.”

My first instinct was to say that here was good, that we didn’t have to change things up for me, but I quelled it. Mal wanted to do something nice for me—several very, very nice things, in fact. The best thing I could do for him in return was to let him. “Sounds good,” I said, and let him hoist me to my feet.

Ten minutes later I was bracing myself on the tiles with my good arm, a spray of steaming water hitting my upper back while Mal rested on his knees below me, rolling my balls in one hand while he held my cock in the other, working his mouth up and down my cock, lingering at the head. I brushed my thumb over his jaw as he took me in, resisting the urge to move my hips, and just breathed, slack-jawed and soft, as he cranked my body up toward orgasm. When the pads of his fingers reached back and brushed against my hole, I almost choked on nothing.

Mal pulled back. “Is that something you like?” he asked, husky-voiced.

I nodded. “Yeah, but—it’s been a long time.”

“We’ll work up to it, then.” He went back to blowing my mind, and not a minute later, I pressed his head away and let him finish me with his hand. Fuck, it felt good. Pleasure flowed like syrup through my veins, sweet and slow. I didn’t open my eyes until Mal pressed a kiss to my lips.

“Mmm, my turn,” I mumbled.

“Not yet, I’m afraid,” he said. “We’ve got to get ready to meet Gerard, or we’re going to be terribly late.”

I kissed the side of his neck, then his shoulder. “Let’s be terrible, then.”

“Not that I don’t want to—oh, you bastard—” Because I’d just started stroking him, easy, so it didn’t chafe in the water. “I just want to—have something to look forward to after—this—”

“You can still have that,” I said, pressing my lips against his ear. “It’s called round two.”

“Fuck, Alex, yes—”

 

 

WE WERE thirty minutes late to dinner at a Michelin-starred French restaurant in Covent Garden. A perfectly frosty hostess delivered us to a table in the back of the main dining area, where Lord Thorburn sat waiting for us in a turquoise-blue pinstriped suit, with an amethyst-colored tie and a matching pocket square. Beneath his peacock coloring, Gerard was visibly annoyed. The line between his eyes only slightly relaxed at the sight of the case in Mal’s arms.

“I thought perhaps you’d been gone from London for so long that you’d forgotten your way around,” he said to Mal, his voice overflowing with false joviality. “Please, do sit, do sit down. I took the liberty of ordering a bottle of wine, since I had time to spare.”

“Sorry about that,” Mal said lightly.

Gerard frowned. That clearly wasn’t the response he was anticipating. He looked between us for a moment, and his lips thinned. “Ah, I see. Something else was keeping the pair of you occupied, then.” He shook his head at Mal. “That’s not exactly the level of professionalism I was expecting from you, Malcolm.”

“If I’ve learned anything over this past week, it’s that sometimes professionalism can go hang,” Mal replied.

Gerard’s frown deepened. “You really shouldn’t speak to your employer like that.”

“About our employer,” I interjected. “Why did he flee to Morocco?”

Gerard blinked at me. He looked like he’d only just remembered I was there. “I beg your pardon, flee? Dante didn’t flee anywhere. This is a business trip; he’s looking into opening another boutique in Casablanca.”

“That couldn’t wait for us to finish this job?”

“Time is money. I believe it was your Benjamin Franklin who coined that phrase.”

“Actually, it was a Croatian merchant in the fourteen hundreds,” Mal offered. “Benedikt Kotruljević, I think.”

Gerard picked up his wineglass and took a long swallow. “I’d forgotten what an absolute joy you are to banter with,” he said. Mal seemed to shrink a little, so I stepped in.

“Our contract states that with Mr. Ashad out of the country, you’re acting as our contact in his stead. Do you want to see this thing or not?”

“I suppose we might as well get to the point, since so much of the evening has already been wasted.” Gerard flicked his fingers at Mal. “Hand it over.”

Mal passed over a flash drive first. “That’s got copies of all the authentication reports I could gather on it.”

“You could have just emailed it to me.”

“I did, but I wanted you to have more than one copy, just in case something was to go amiss in your inbox,” Mal said innocently. “I sent it to the new director as well, so he’ll be well-informed in advance and you’ll have less work to do getting it in place before the opening tomorrow.”

I could hear Gerard’s teeth grit. “How forward-thinking of you.” He grimace-grinned. “Especially considering that I didn’t ask you to do anything of the sort. This is a private contract. It has nothing to do with the museum or its staff.”

“It does given the stipulations Mr. Ashad put in about the eventual return of the scepter to the Malian government,” I said. “Like it or not, as of this minute the scepter is public property, not private property. You have to treat it accordingly.”

“Delightful.” He looked back at the case. “Well, give it here.”

Mal frowned but handed over the scepter. “I really don’t recommend revealing it in such a public place. Who knows who might be watching?”

“Are you as paranoid as your American friend now?” Gerard asked, unzipping the case. To his very small credit, he didn’t take it out, just opened the top flap enough to see the edge of the flower. He sighed happily, a brief moment of contentment that Mal seemed to share. “Beautiful. Just as I remember it. You’re quite sure it’s the real thing?”

“As sure as I can be without further testing and analysis by true experts in the region and time,” Mal said. “And given how bloody difficult it was to get, I’m feeling quite confident that it’s authentic. No one would go to that much trouble over a fake.”

Gerard waved a hand. “Yes, you had a little adventure out there, didn’t you? Lovely. Well.” He drained his glass dry, then pushed back from the table and closed the case up again. “I believe that’s almost all our business taken care of. That envelope”—he pointed at a white square beneath his plate—“contains a pair of tickets for both of you to attend the opening tomorrow afternoon. Your people specifically requested that,” he added for my sake. “Dante should have your final payment taken care of within the next week, I daresay. I really ought to get going, I’ve got a lot to do before the show and not a lot of time to laze about, like you two, but please—” He smiled his gleaming smile again. “—do stay for dinner. It’s on me.” He walked out without a second glance, the case bobbing against his leg from where he held the straps.

Mal watched him go with a conflicted expression, then turned vengefully to the menu. “I’m ordering the most expensive thing on here twice,” he muttered.




Chapter Fourteen

 

 

I HATE to say that I was poor company the next morning, but it was true. I woke up content, lying in bed with my head turned to touch Alex’s hip as he worked quietly on his tablet, but then I remembered what we had to look forward to and careened into a combination of anger and helplessness so quickly I felt like my brain suffered whiplash. Alex, being the understanding person that he was, didn’t call me out on my abrupt descent into angst, just said, “I called down for breakfast. It should be here in about ten minutes.” Long enough for me to get ready for the day.

“Thank you,” I said, forcing myself out of bed and into the bathroom so I could prepare myself for the absolute hell that awaited us in… I checked my phone… about two hours. Goodness. I’d slept in.

I heard the knock on our door, listened to Alex take the food and tip the server—a very American habit he didn’t seem able to break—and finally emerged to hot black tea, toast that wasn’t quite cold yet, and eggs that had fared better than the toast. I wasn’t really hungry after our dinner last night, not after ordering an enormous platter of fresh seafood and a side of beef Wellington, so I just took the tea. “What are you working on?” I asked, nodding toward Alex’s little computer.

“I’m digging through some info Robert dug up for me, trying to see if any of it’s actionable enough to bring to the police,” he said, pausing to sip his coffee.

“Information on Gerard?” I set my cup down eagerly. “Is there anything good?”

“There’s plenty of circumstantial evidence that he’s a thieving son of a bitch, but no smoking gun.” Alex sounded regretful. “It’ll take more time to find something concrete enough for the cops.”

I sank back against my chair, feeling like a deflated balloon. “He’s quite clever,” I said dully. “Gerard. You would think after so much time, it wouldn’t just be me who’d come close to catching him out, but he has too many friends in high places who wouldn’t even dream of thinking ill of him.”

“More like they wouldn’t dream of turning on someone who knows their own dirty laundry,” Alex said. “I bet there are plenty of people who have some idea of what’s going on but would never bring their suspicions to the police for fear of their own sordid stories coming to light. That’s one of the biggest problems with being born into privilege—those who have it usually end up working to protect it at all costs, even if it means letting people get away with shit that someone with less privilege would be locked up or killed for.”

“So it seems.” I knew he was right too. I hadn’t quite been one of the privileged few at the top, but adjacent to them, complicit in many ways in supporting a sense of moral superiority over others that had no grounding in fact. Gerard had shoved my own culpability for that support in my face when I denounced the fake Chinese bowl, and now I got to watch him rise above the fray like fresh cream once again, everyone’s darling for bringing in such a treasure.

“Hey.” Alex got my attention and gave me a little half-smile. “It’s not over yet, all right? I’m going to keep working on this the whole time I’m here. I’m no Sherlock Holmes, but I’m a decent investigator. I’ll find the evidence we need to take him down.”

My throat tightened, emotions rising at the implicit promise in his words. “It might take a while,” I managed.

“Then it takes a while. I’ve got time.”

Hearing Alex’s gentle vow helped, but by the time we got to the museum, I was a wreck of nerves, anxious about the reception I was going to receive, angry about feeling anxious, and generally underwhelmed about the prospect of watching Gerard receive accolades he hadn’t remotely earned. I wasn’t going to back out now, though. I would see the scepter installed, and if my effort at redemption had earned me any time with the director at all, I’d urge him to begin discussions with the Malian government immediately.

For a soft opening, this one was remarkably well attended. The point of an event like this was to build buzz, check the flow, and get a general sense of whether anything in an exhibit needed to be changed before opening it to the general public. I could already tell, however, that the curators had done this one right. Only one side of the Reading Room was open for entry, and groups of ten were allowed in at five-minute intervals. There was ostensibly no time limit for how long you could stay, but the flow of traffic tended to get people through the exhibit in under half an hour. It might clog in places, but adjustments in timing would handle that.

It was beautiful. The entire exhibit was exquisite, and the royal scepter of Mansa Musa was one of the most radiant pieces of all, carefully lit to highlight the warm luster of the gold and the delicate engravings on the copper. Dremel marks… I’d been lucky Corday hadn’t thought to bring Minister Adjoukoua up to look at the scepter close. He would have known immediately that it was period-perfect.

I felt a pang of guilt thinking about him. Sure, he’d threatened my life several times, but he’d also moved to save it. I’d left him with a wounded-and-possibly-dying bodyguard, surrounded by people who had no reason to help him and probably several reasons to hurt him.

Jesus, I was a piece of crap.

“How do you deal with it?” I asked Alex quietly, stretching a hand out toward the glass case in front of me. I didn’t touch it—of course I didn’t, that would be terribly bad manners—but my body remembered the heft of it in my hands, the smooth glide of it in sweaty fingers, how awful I had felt after it was ripped from my grasp. The convulsion my heart had undergone handing it over to Gerard last night was nothing compared to how much I’d loathed giving it up to Fawkes.

“Deal with what?” he asked, just as quiet.

“The guilt. It’s so…. In my mind, I know it’s irrational, but I still hate how it felt to leave Minister Adjoukoua behind. He wasn’t our friend, I know that; he had his own goals but….”

“You might never get over it.” His words and tone were frank, not unemotional but not feeding my own emotions either. “Sometimes a mission—a job—has collateral damage. You can take as many steps as possible to mitigate it, and you still might end up being party to someone else’s pain, or worse, getting them killed. And it’s….” He shook his head. “It changes you. It sticks with you, for a while at least. You don’t forget it, and hopefully you learn from it, but you can’t hold on to it too tightly either. Otherwise, you feel so bad about the lives you couldn’t save that you forget to live your own. It’s one reason I took so many jobs back-to-back out of the US. The last one I took back home went badly, and I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I made the amends that I could, but”—he shrugged—“in the end, it was better for me to leave.”

I wanted to beg him for more information, urge him to tell me everything. I wanted to help make it right, whatever this thing was that he had failed at, whatever he had done or not done. I wanted to share his burden, in whatever way I could, but now wasn’t the time for such a conversation. Later. We have later, now. We have as much of it as we like.

“Ahem,” an elderly woman with a jeweled brooch the size of a goose egg on her collar tutted. “If you wouldn’t mind making a little room, gentlemen?”

“Of course, my apologies.” I led the way through the rest of the exhibit, then out into the Great Court where the folks who had already gone through were mingling. It was like a replay of the Director’s Dinner the week before, only without the acrobats or fancy lighting.

And there was Gerard, this time very close to the new director, laughing while holding a glass of champagne. He must have been in a very good mood—or else he hadn’t gotten the bill for our dinner last night—because as soon as he saw us, he waved us over. “There they are! Director, here are the people my dear friend hired to find his scepter. You might remember Professor Armstrong; he worked here for a time.” He didn’t even bother to introduce Alex properly.

“I do seem to recall him.” The director addressed us with all the polite near-indifference I’d expected. “I hope you both enjoyed the exhibit.”

“Greatly. It’s a masterpiece. I’m sure your patrons will enjoy it.”

That got me a small smile. “I believe they shall. That scepter is quite the coup. We’re fortunate that Lord Thorburn was able to persuade his friend to part with it.”

Lord, it was as though our near-disastrous hunt had never even happened. “Less persuaded and more paid off, I believe, but yes indeed, he did gamble on a winner there.”

Gerard narrowed his eyes at me. “If I gambled on anyone, it was the two of you. You barely managed to return the scepter on time.”

“Yes, well, dealing with a posse of international art thieves would give anyone a run for their money. I daresay you know how difficult such criminals can be to deal with,” I continued recklessly. “Seeing as how you’ve done so much business with them.”

Alex was looking at me like I’d just hauled off and slapped Gerard across the face, half admiring and half astonished. The director looked perturbed, like an owl whose feathers were being ruffled by a cross-breeze. Gerard’s nostrils flared dangerously.

“You’d better mind the slander that comes out of your mouth,” he all but hissed, “or no museum in this country will hire you once I’m done with you.”

“You know what? I don’t care.” And I didn’t; I really didn’t. I’d almost been killed by someone twice as smart and ten times more ruthless than Gerard not two days ago. He could threaten me all he wanted, try to destroy my reputation, do what he liked, and it still wouldn’t evoke the kind of terror I’d felt at Corday’s hands. There was more to my life than work now. I could afford to be bold—and if not now, when? After he’d struck again, defrauded the museum yet again? I turned to the director. “I highly recommend that you continue with your assessment of everything this man and his poisonous family have ever donated here. I have no doubt that some of the pieces will be fake.”

“Trying to cover up your crimes after the fact?” Gerard asked with a sneer. “You could have made any number of switches over the regrettable course of our relationship. Don’t start something you can’t afford to see through, Malcolm. You won’t like where it takes you.”

Of course he would try to shift any blame onto me. It had worked last time, after all. The director was staring between us like we were playing full-contact tennis, back and forth, bloodying each other more with each and every blow. I bit back my next reply, trying to maintain some degree of professionalism.

“That’s what I thought,” Gerard sneered. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’d rather not have to make security throw you out.”

“And I’d rather not have to break a guy’s arm just for doing his job,” Alex said. “So sure, we’ll go. But we’re not going far, and we’ll be back soon. Real soon.”

“Spare me your melodramatic, Hollywoodesque threats and—”

A sudden furor by the main doors caught our attention. Three men were entering: one in a dark suit that had seen better days, the other two in their Metropolitan Police uniforms. One of the staff tasked with keeping uninvited people out tried to turn them away, but the man in front bowled right past her with a “police business, ma’am, step aside.” He glanced around, honed in on the four of us, and walked up with a brisk pace. “Lord Thorburn?” he inquired with an air of impatience.

“Yes… th-that’s me,” Gerard stuttered.

“Excellent. I’m Detective Chief Inspector Walker, and I’m here to place you under arrest, sir.” He motioned his men forward. “Do us all a favor and don’t try to run, right? I’d hate to knock you into something breakable.”

One of the constables took Gerard’s arm, but he furiously shook the man off. “This is outrageous! I demand to know on what grounds you’re arresting me! If it’s anything these two buffoons attested to”—he waved a hand at Alex and me—“then you’re as big an idiot as they are!”

The DCI’s eyes narrowed. “As it happens, I’ve been chatting with a friend of yours all morning, sir. A Mr. Alastair Weir. That name ring a bell?” It must have, the way Gerard’s face suddenly went pale, but he tried to stand his ground.

“It sounds like you’ve been talking to a criminal. How can you trust anything he tells you?”

“Oh, I don’t trust a single word that comes out of his mouth, sir. I do trust the evidence I found in his workshop, though. Lots of pretty things there, including a ledger filled with names and numbers. You feature quite heavily in it, in fact. Mr. Weir really should have gotten with the times, stopped keeping his records longhand. But”—he shrugged—“what’s bad for you is good for us.”

Gerard had an officer holding on to each arm now, and he looked a breath away from collapse. “It’s… that’s… circumstantial, you can’t….”

“Aye, we’ll get around to matching figures with your bank account soon enough, sir. That’s what warrants are good for, you know.” He turned to Alex, the director, and myself and tipped his hat. “Sorry to interrupt your party, gentlemen. Looks like a heavy session going in here, so keep it civil.” He turned and headed out again, his men basically carrying Gerard between them like a rag doll.

I felt a little bit weak in the knees myself. “I’m not drunk, am I?” I murmured to Alex. “Or high? Feverish, hallucinating? Because that was the closest I’ve ever come to living out an actual dream, I think.”

Alex shook his head, but he was grinning wide. “You need a better class of dreams, Mal.”

“Good heavens.” The director was watching Gerard vanish into a Met car with a painfully blank face. He looked at me. “You… looked at the scepter we have in our possession right now. Is it the real thing?”

“As far as I can tell, yes,” I confirmed. “But word is going to get out about this, and no matter what kind of statement the museum puts out, I’m afraid anything associated with Lord Thorburn is going to be considered tainted. It would probably be best for the museum if you don’t include it in the exhibit.”

The director considered this for a moment. “You spotted one of his fakes before, didn’t you?”

“I believe I did, sir.”

“Would you be able to do it again?” He plowed ahead before I could answer, motioning several distressed board members away with a hand. “I’m going to need to look through the entire catalog of artifacts donated by the Thorburns for fakes. I would appreciate having an expert on hand to assist with that work.”

“I… could certainly do that for you.”

Ten minutes later I had a contract waiting in my inbox for a temporary “specialist” position at the British Museum, the ear of the director, and my villainous ex headed for interrogation while I got to walk out into the beautiful late spring day, scot-free.

Alex looked up at the sky. “Hey, there it is.”

“There’s what?”

“The sun. I was starting to think it didn’t exist here.”

I huffed a laugh. “Oh, I’m sorry, did you not get enough of it while we were abroad?”

“I’m originally from Arizona. There’s no such thing as too much sun.”

Arizona, Arizona… where was that state? One of the middle ones? Who could even keep track of them all? I brushed his arm with my fingertips. “Seriously… what happened in there? Was it Robert?”

Alex lifted his phone and glanced at the screen. “I’ve got nothing new from him, so I doubt it. He’d give me a warning before he dropped a bomb like that. And Patricia’s working on Corday, not Gerard, so it wasn’t her.”

Actually…. “Do you think it might have been Corday herself?”

Alex thought about it for a moment. “She’d be in a better position than most to know local forgers and fences, but why would she bother? Our business with her is over.”

“Perhaps she didn’t consider it business.”

Alex looked a bit confused. “Then what, a… favor?”

I smiled and took my lover’s hand. “More like a good deed, I think.”

Alex gripped me back firmly. “I didn’t take you for such an optimist, Mal.”

I inhaled deeply. The scents of London filled me: the smells of exhaust and humanity and food from over a hundred different nations. It was the smell of the place I loved more than anywhere in the world. The sun was shining, the sky was blue, and my future was bright.

“Today of all days, I believe I am.”




Chapter Fifteen

 

 

One month later

 

IT HAD become habit over the past week for me to leave Mal’s little two-story cottage as the sun rose and walk down the path to the coffee shop on the main street of North Cerney, less than three miles from where Mal worked at the Corinium Museum. Well, where he used to work—he’d just accepted a position back at the British Museum that would return us to London, but that was for the best.

It was where my own office was going to be, after all.

Things had changed for both of us drastically in a month. Mal had spent a frenetic several weeks investigating the Thorburn donations and come to the conclusion that nearly half of the items in the collection were fakes. Those conclusions were being verified right now. It was depressing work, he told me, but important. “People have a right to know if they’re looking at the genuine article or a fake,” he said, insistent even though I completely agreed with him. “There’s nothing wrong with imitations in some contexts, but not for the sake of supporting a lie.”

Mal wasn’t being brought back to the museum as a curator. He was going to be taking on the role of quality control, after a fashion—investigating artifacts and artwork, determining provenance, and hunting down the real items if a fake was being presented that way. It was a lot of responsibility, but he seemed excited for the opportunity. “It puts me in an excellent position to advocate for change,” he’d told me just last night. “You know we’ve got a meeting scheduled with the Malian ambassador to the UK next month? We’re going to talk about the scepter.”

“You might have mentioned it,” I commented. “Once or twice or five times.”

“I’m just excited! All right? I get a bit obnoxious when I’m excited.”

“You’re not obnoxious.” I kissed him lightly. “And I like it when you’re excited.” Things had proceeded nicely after that, and needless to say Mal was tired enough that he wasn’t going to be getting up anytime soon. I’d bring him a fresh cup of tea from the shop.

The cool air was crisp against my bare forearms, making the hairs stand on end. I stuck my hands in my pockets—should have brought my jacket. I picked up the pace a little bit and turned onto the main street.

There wasn’t much there, just a local pub and the new, tiny coffee shop and a few other stores. There was a primary school a few blocks away and a garden center, and that was about it for the village of North Cerney. I liked the smallness of it—it made it easy to tell when something was off. Like today.

There was another customer already in the coffee shop when I got there. She was sitting in the corner table, a newspaper held up so I couldn’t quite make out her face from this angle. I absently read the headline as I assessed what I could see of her: More Forged Artifacts Uncovered in the British Museum. That wasn’t the sort of publicity Mal would enjoy, but I’d bring him a copy of the paper anyway. I walked up to the counter, hyperaware of every sound. If I heard so much as a click….

“Got your Americano all ready, sir!” the friendly girl behind the counter chirped at me. “I’ll get the tea brewing now.”

“You know me so well already,” I said, handing over a ten-pound note and waiting for my change.

“I like to keep track of our regulars,” she said, handing over several coins and my Americano. “The tea will be ready in just a minute!”

“Thank you.” There was no sound behind me other than the turn of a page. I took my drink over to the corner table and politely cleared my throat. “Do you mind if I join you?”

The woman behind the paper lowered it a few inches. “I suppose not,” she said, folding it up and setting it to the side. She was quite beautiful, with short blond hair and a pretty paisley sundress. She had a cappuccino in front of her, and a half-eaten muffin on a nearby plate. “An Americano for the American, how predictable,” Corday said with a faint smile.

“You look different,” I said.

“So do you. This vacation has been good for you, I can barely see the bend I put in your nose.”

“Oh please, that bend was there long before you went and reinforced it.” I sipped my coffee. “What’re you doing out here?”

“Would you believe, actually, that I heard a very unsubtle man has been looking for me? He’s put out all sorts of feelers into my community, which is rather bad for business. I came to see what he wanted.” Her smile was bright, but her eyes were dead serious.

“Sounds like you have an admirer.”

“Admirer?” She laughed, then lowered her voice. “Are you joking? I almost killed the pair of you! If meddling in my business is your way of getting me back for that, that’s one thing, but don’t lie to me about—”

“I’m not lying,” I broke in. “My company is looking to hire a freelancer with your particular skill set, and they authorized me to make contact with you so I could relay the offer. That’s all, and that’s the truth.”

“KIS wants to hire a thief?” She looked skeptical. “Why?”

“An acquisitions specialist,” I corrected her. “Because if there’s one thing my boss and I learned on this last job of mine, it’s that I didn’t have the skills to get it done well. I managed, but not without a lot of luck. Nobody else on KIS’s current payroll is any better suited for the recovery of inanimate objects than me, so….” I shrugged. “We need a contractor. It’s that simple.”

She looked like she was barely keeping her mouth from dropping open. “That simple. Hiring a woman who nearly murdered you and your professor.”

“But you didn’t. And from everything Patricia has been able to dig up in your file, you never have murdered anyone. You understand the art of the threat, of the setup. You understand the art of the steal.” I slowly reached into my pocket, fully aware that she was probably holding a weapon on me, and brought out the flash drive I’d been carrying around for just this occasion. “The details are on there. Sample employment contract, fee structure, and Robert Kensington’s personal information. Just in case you decide to take me up on my offer.” In the event that it sweetened the deal for her, I added, “There’s a contract in there for Fawkes too, if he’s a sticking point. Never leave a man behind.”

“Oo-rah,” she muttered, handling the drive like it was a cockroach. “Well. This has been a most unexpected meeting, Mr. Tucker.” She pushed back her chair and stood up. “Don’t expect to hear from me.”

“I’d never expect anything from you,” I said, completely honest. “But I’m opening up a satellite office for KIS in London, so if you want to reach out, I’ll be available.”

She smiled. “In that case, don’t expect not to hear from me, either. Have a good day. I hope the professor enjoys his tea.” She walked off, and a second later the girl at the front called out, “Tea’s ready, sir!”

I got up from the table, took the paper cup as I thanked her, and headed outside again. The air was already warmer, all set to be a beautiful July day. I sipped my coffee appreciatively as I headed home, back to Mal and to the life we were building together. Soon we’d be looking for a new place in London.

Life was all about second chances. I hoped we weren’t the only ones who took advantage of them.
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Jonathan Hatcher has led an interesting life. Once the psychic protégé of Dr. Nelson Cagney of the Bureau of Psychological Corrections, he escaped and went on the run through post-World War Three Europe, scraping a living out of the ruins of civilization and avoiding the mindless vics: humans turned berserker by exposure to biological and chemical weapons.

Once again at Cagney’s mercy, Jonathan is stuck in PsyCo’s high-security wing with no idea whether Sam, the man he thinks he may love, is alive or dead by his hand. Though at first he only plays along for news of Sam, soon Jonathan sees the conditions in the warring European Coalition are desperate. Sam and Jonathan must make a choice: make for France and a life together… or team up with their captors against a devastating new threat.
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Their love will either inspire change in the world or tear it apart.

Former starship captain Jason Kim and his lover, Ferran, are starting a life together on Ferran’s native planet. The Perel matriarchs reluctantly allowed their marriage in the hopes of securing better diplomatic relations with humanity, even though the decision ignites anger from traditionalists. Ferran’s family accepts Jason and the love the two men have found, but other influential families are less accommodating and much less willing to welcome an outsider to their isolated, subterranean world. Some of their enemies are willing to go as far as eliminating Jason permanently. Tensions are quickly building toward a breaking point that might push Perelan into a bloody civil war.

If Jason and Ferran have any hope of surviving the coming conflict, they’ll have to rely on their devotion to each other more than ever before. But that won’t be easy when a figure from Jason’s past reappears to make them question everything.
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A fragile heart needs extra care.

Burned-out social worker Aaron McCoy is on vacation for the first time in years—boss’s orders. Road-tripping to his brother’s wedding with his best friend, Tyler, seems a fun way to spend the mandatory two-week leave, and they set out for Kansas—and a difficult homecoming.

Aaron’s mother was a drug addict, and his adorable younger brother was quickly adopted, while Aaron spent his childhood in foster care. As Aaron mends fences, Tyler hopes to show him that this time, he won’t be left behind to face his problems alone.

Aaron’s opening up to how right it feels to be with Tyler and to the possibility of taking the leap from friends to lovers. But along with the wedding celebration comes a painful reminder of the past. Aaron’s heart is still breakable. Can he put it in Tyler’s hands?
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Lee Summers is past expecting to find love. He has a fulfilling career and a few human connections, and he’s determined to be happy with those. When he meets Felix Clymenos during a vacation in Colorado, he doesn’t expect to feel so passionate about him. Felix is intriguing, but when he starts to feature in Lee’s dreams—and his slowly strengthening nightmares—Lee wonders if it wouldn’t be a better idea to walk away. There’s a mystery behind Felix’s affections and somehow Lee feels like he’s known Felix his whole life. Before they can be happy together, Lee has to know why that is… and what that means for their future.
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When Ward Johannsen’s little girl Ava shifted into a werewolf, she was taken into custody by the feds and shipped off to the nearest pack, all ties between father and daughter severed. Ward burned every bridge he had discovering her location, and then almost froze to death in the Colorado mountains tracking her new pack down. And that’s just the beginning of his struggle.

Henry Dormer is an alpha werewolf and an elite black ops soldier who failed his last mission. He returns home, hoping for some time to recuperate and help settle the pack’s newest member, a little pup named Ava who can’t shift back to her human form. Instead he meets Ward, who refuses to leave his daughter without a fight. The two men are as different as night and day, but their respect for each other strikes a spark of mutual interest that quickly grows into a flame. They might find something special together—love, passion, and even a family—if they can survive trigger-happy pack guardians, violent werewolf politics, and meddling government agencies that are just as likely to get their alpha soldiers killed as bring them home safely.




Readers love Cari Z

 

Handle With Care

 

“I just loved how Tyler and Aaron’s bond of friendship morphed into romance among the diverse elements of the story, concluding with a steamy, sexy HEA. Recommended!”

—Jessie G Books

 

Off the Beaten Path

 

“Off the Beaten Path was a really engaging shifter story, all the more noteworthy for being like nothing I have ever read in this subgenre.”

—Joyfully Jay

 

“I had a hard time putting this down. Filled with interesting world building, great, well-fleshed-out characters, and an interesting plot, this was a very entertaining page turner.”

—Gay Book Reviews

 

Changing Worlds

 

“Changing Worlds left me seeing stars with a happy heart….”

—Book UNfunk

 

“…Cari Z has written a lovely sci-fi romance that is fresh and enjoyable, while avoiding the tropes prevalent in this sub-genre.”

—The Novel Approach




CARI Z was a bookworm as a child and remains one to this day. In an effort to combat her antisocial reading behavior, she did all sorts of crazy things, from competitive gymnastics to alligator wresting (who even knew that was legal!) to finally joining the Peace Corps, which promptly sent her and her husband to the wilds of West Africa, stuck them in a hut, and said, “See ya!” She also started writing then because what else are you going to do for entertainment with no electricity? She writes award-winning LGBTQ fiction featuring aliens, supervillains, soothsayers, and even normal people sometimes.

You can contact Cari at carizabeth@hotmail.com. In fact, please do. She’d love to hear from you.

Website: cari-z.net

Blog: carizerotica.blogspot.com

Twitter: @author_cariz
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