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CHAPTER ONE
 
Rome, Italy
 
“SWEET LOVER. YOU’VE been on your lecture tour for almost a week. Haven’t you missed me?”
“You know I have.” Chase had missed Rayne more than she’d thought she would. She’d been struggling to get used to their long-distance relationship and periods of time apart. Her dolefulness didn’t seem to be lessening, no matter how often the separations occurred. She hadn’t wanted to miss her, but the inevitable dull ache of loneliness had steadily grown over the week. Still deep in the first flushes of new love, being away from Rayne simply reinforced her desire to be with her. “But I want to sit in a fancy restaurant and watch the most beautiful woman in the world walk toward me.”
Rayne laughed. “You’re too corny. Why do I love that?”
“You love everything about me,” Chase said, more in hope than knowledge.
“Truth,” Rayne said. “My plane gets in at three so I should be at my hotel before five.”
“Perfect.” Chase checked her watch. As much as she wanted to talk to Rayne all night, she had to wrap this conversation up. “I’ve made a reservation at Het Kelderke for eight. I’ll meet you there.”
“You’re not coming to my room first?”
Chase didn’t miss the softened tone and hint of disappointment in Rayne’s voice but held firm. She wanted the anticipation to build, despite her own desperation. Knowing they’d be so close yet not together would make for an explosive reunion when they finally fell into the hotel room. “Nope. I have to go, babe. The faculty from the Sapienza are waiting for me to join them. I’ll see you soon.”
“While you’re with those old farts, be thinking of what you’re going to do to me when we get back to my hotel room.”
“You bet I will.” Chase slipped her phone back in her pocket as if that might somehow hide her dishonesty. She looked around. There were no faculty members, and no one was waiting for her.
No one except Zenobia.
Nine months had passed since she’d been this close to Zenobia’s tomb. On that occasion, she’d traced the intricately carved friezes, set up the camera system, and begun the process of mapping for a 3-D model of the Palmyran Rebel Queen. Rayne interrupted and managed to steal the sarcophagus from the dusty depths of the cave while they were under intense fire from ISIS forces. Chase had waited for the aftermath of the Golden Trinity to fade before she concentrated on identifying who Rayne had secured Zenobia for and where they were located. Rayne wouldn’t be happy about what Chase was about to do, but she had to balance the needs of her lover against the demands of her morals and archaeological ambitions. There’d be fallout, sure. All she could do was pray their new relationship was strong enough to handle it.
She looked around at the eclectic selection of paintings on the flocked walls of the great hall. From abstract to expressionism, and realism to impressionism, the collection was too hectic for Chase’s eyes, so she refocused on the casket of the Warrior Queen, her Holy Grail. Finding Zenobia had been her lifetime’s ambition. Losing her? Gut-wrenching, despite Rayne allowing her to complete the data collection for the life-size model. This time was even more special, if that were possible. This time she’d be able to fully liberate the tomb for the whole world to enjoy and celebrate. She wasn’t about to let Zenobia go again.
Her current circumstances were far less dangerous than in Syria but no less illegal. Isabella Fiore, the owner of this gaudy Neoclassical mansion and the woman who claimed to be a distant relative of Cleopatra—and therefore Zenobia—had an impressive security system wired directly to the carabinieri, but a well-placed bribe to the alarm company solved that issue. The two Doberman Pinschers she’d discovered on recon had been an initial worry, but a little acepromazine on a couple of medium-rare steaks had taken them out of the equation for a few hours. And there was Isabella’s hulk of a boyfriend, whom Chase wished to avoid at all costs. Her capoeira skills were progressing rapidly, and she’d even had a couple of successful MMA bouts at the gym, but a one-on-one fight with a guy with fifty pounds or more on her didn’t interest her at all.
“Ms. Stinsen, are you ready to jack it up?”
It wasn’t Harper’s voice that made Chase jump, it was her breath warming Chase’s ear. Over the past few days, Chase learned that Harper didn’t seem to have a sense of personal space. “Back up, Harper. We don’t need to whisper—no one’s home. And stop calling me Ms. Stinsen. It makes me feel old.” Chase moved a few steps away from her temporary assistant and made as if she was adjusting something on the rig around the tomb. Harper followed and once again, Chase felt her too-close presence over her shoulder.
“Shall we jack it up?”
She should’ve chosen someone else for this job but Harper’s enthusiasm had swayed her and she was the dean’s great-niece. That same enthusiasm had become a source of irritation over the week and reminded Chae why she always worked alone.
“She’s got a crush on you. Taking her with you for this lecture tour is a mistake, I promise you,” Rayne had warned.
She wasn’t jealous or threatened, of course—how could someone as stunning and talented in so many departments be worried about anyone?—but she’d somehow known Harper would be more effort than she was worth. Since Rayne didn’t know the real reason Harper was tagging along, Chase couldn’t explain why she needed her. Now she wished she’d taken Rayne’s advice. There’d be a big fat I told you so waiting for her in Brussels if she mentioned Harper had turned out to be more of an irritant than an asset.
“Wait.” Chase circled the tomb, checking the pneumatic balloon jacks were positioned to cause zero damage to the fragile plaster encasing the sarcophagus. They weren’t quite as high tech as the giant blow-up bubble wrap Rayne had used in Syria, but they’d do the job just fine. She’d tested the pneumatic pumps on a three-ton fake tomb multiple times back at Stanford, and on each occasion, they performed perfectly. It wasn’t like Chase was a pessimist, quite the opposite really, but that remote possibility of a one-time failure couldn’t be insured against. If the balloons burst and the sarcophagus plunged to the floor, the damage could be catastrophic. And she hadn’t gone through all of this again, including her first foray into breaking and entering private property, to come away without Zenobia. “On my signal.” She nodded to Harper, knelt between the two jacks on her side, and grasped the triggers of the air bottles connected to them. “Three, two, one.”
The gas kicked in and the balloons began to fill, slowly lifting Zenobia’s tomb from the white marble floor. Chase craned her neck to make eye contact with Harper. “Off in three, two, one.”
They switched the taps off in sync, and Chase let out the breath she’d been holding. “Gloves.” Chase pulled her own from the inside pocket of her jacket and put them on. 
Harper hurriedly tried to do the same but fumbled and dropped them to the floor. “Fuck. Sorry, I shouldn’t curse.” Harper scooped up her gloves and shoved them on.
“I don’t think Zenobia can hear you. And as much as I’d love to have the chance to talk to her, if we cracked this coffin open and she was alive, I’d need new underwear and a defib machine. So curse away.” Chase toed the brake into the off position on each jack and Harper did the same. Zenobia was mobile again and with covered hands, she and Harper began to gently guide the tomb out of its gaudy temporary home. Chase had been grateful when she’d discovered how remote Fiore’s property was, away from nosey neighbors and passers-by who might take it upon themselves to report suspicious activity at the mansion. They wouldn’t know they’d be interfering with a reverse robbery, and that the perpetrator was a renowned archaeologist and Stanford University professor who was freeing Zenobia so that the people of Syria might one day be able to reclaim her when their damn war came to an end. But in the meantime, the rest of the free world would be able to celebrate her.
She pushed the tomb around the corner slowly, not wanting to unsettle the balance with even the slightest of bumps, and Harper followed her lead. They navigated the length of the hallway before bringing it slowly to rest. Harper came around the front, opened the double front doors, and secured them with weighted stops to prevent them swinging back as they moved Zenobia through to the truck. Chase stopped herself from double checking Harper’s work. She’d brought along a helper to do exactly that. But that doesn’t mean I abdicate responsibility. Chase flipped down a brake, approached the doors, and kicked at the chocks with her trusty steel-toed boots. All was well.
Chase put the safety brakes on each of the remaining jacks and unlocked the truck. She unbolted the back doors and lowered the ramp until it touched the smooth slab of the entrance way. Harper ran past her into the truck and emerged moments later with the giant carabiner attached to the electric winch. Chase took it from her and resisted the temptation to pull it since its progress was painfully slow. She locked it onto the harness they’d carefully wrapped around the tomb and whispered a short prayer to the god of archaeology for her plan to work.
She gave it a firm tug to check the connection before releasing the brakes on each of the jacks. “Ready.” She gave the tomb a tender pat and moved to the side.
Harper once again faded into the blackness of the truck’s interior. The winch gave a short, sharp tug as it kicked in and took up the minimal slack. Chase swallowed hard but couldn’t close her eyes in case anything went wrong and immediate action was required. Zenobia moved steadily toward the inside of the cargo bed, and Chase followed her progress alongside, one hand resting on the lid. It juddered slightly when the front set of wheels hit the edge of the ramp, but the pressure of the tires gave way, and it proceeded smoothly. 
Time seemed to tick by unbearably slowly until Zenobia was safely and fully inside. They released the pneumatic pumps so that the tomb rested on the floor of the truck. 
“Go and get the gas cannisters and the rest of our gear.” Chase began to attach the cargo straps and ratchet them to the required tension to keep the tomb completely stationary.
“No problem, Ms. Stin—uh, Chase?”
Nope, that sounded worse than the other option. “Just stick with Stinse.”
Harper gave her a thumbs up and ran back into the house. Chase jumped out of the truck and began to retract the ramp but stopped when she saw headlights through the trees. Fiore wasn’t due home for another couple of hours, and their recon hadn’t indicated anyone else should be here. She was about to radio Harper but the lights passed and faded into the darkness. Chase blew out a breath and continued with the ramp. Harper would be back with their equipment in plenty of time.
Sure enough, she heard the thud of Harper’s boots thundering on the marble floor accompanied by the clattering of the wheeled cannisters. She leapt onto the ramp and quickly secured the gear before joining Chase on the ground. They closed the truck’s doors, and Chase fastened the lock.
She jogged around to the front of the truck, climbed the steps into the driver’s seat, and started the engine. In the rearview mirrors she saw they hadn’t closed the front door. She didn’t care. She would’ve loved to hang around and see Fiore come home to discover her looted tomb had been stolen from her. The realization that Rayne would probably be Fiore’s first phone call jolted against her smugness. Chase finally had Zenobia. She hoped it wouldn’t mean that she’d lose Rayne.
 
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
Brussels, Belgium
 
RAYNE STOPPED AT the window to scan the restaurant but couldn’t see Chase. She’d probably reserved one of the private booths on the mezzanine given that she wanted to see Rayne walking toward her. It was a romantic notion, and though she wasn’t ready to admit it, she wanted to enjoy seeing Chase waiting for her. She wanted to take that relatively short approach time to see Chase in all her handsome beauty. Chase really seemed to have no grasp of how attractive she was, and that humility made her even more appealing. Rayne didn’t share her innocent ignorance; as well as impressing upon her that she should be grateful for their genes blessing her with such beauty, her parents had also shown her how to use it to her advantage. She’d trade places with Chase any day of the week.
Rayne made a bet with herself that Chase would be wearing a full suit. Or everything but the jacket. She hoped Chase might be wearing the black leather she’d bought her as a gift to celebrate the success of the Golden Trinity article. There was something incredibly sexy about a leather jacket over a vest, shirt, and tie combo. The mere thought of undressing Chase from that exact outfit made her want to skip food and head straight back to her hotel room for the main course.
But Chase wanted a dinner date. It was charming, really, and Rayne was learning to appreciate the slow burn and anticipation of a night out before incredible, world-destroying sex. Pre-Chase, and by her own design, there had been little romance in Rayne’s life, and it was taking a while to acclimatize to her new reality.
“Can I help you, Madam?”
Ah, she’d been staring through the window like Oliver Twist or rather, Olivia Twist dressed in Prada. “Yes,” she replied in the language in which she’d been addressed. “Is Chase Stinsen here yet?” She checked her watch. It was a little before eight, and Chase was always early. She didn’t really need to ask.
“Yes. Madam Marcellus, is it?” He stepped aside and held the door open. “Allow me to take you to her booth.”
“Merci.” She followed him up the glass and steel circular staircase situated in the center of the restaurant floor, her heels clipping the edge of each step in a rhythmic beat. She looked up to see Chase slip out from her booth and grin at her as she continued upstairs. God, she’d missed her face and those eyes reflecting Rayne’s love right back at her. She put her hand on the rail and steadied herself, the unexpected near swoon creeping up on her. She’d feared that the luster of finally getting to sleep with Chase might fade once they returned to their version of normal after Brazil. She’d wondered if the threat of death, or the magic of the rainforest, or the excitement of their adventure together had amplified her feelings for Chase in an unreal way. Or had she’d misread herself, and her brain had tricked her into mistaking lust for love? Everything had been so heightened, so ramped up, that she might’ve forgiven herself for being caught up in the emotional hurricane that would leave them both changed and yet the same at the end of the storm.
But looking at Chase now, the twenty or so other people present softened around her and her focus was razor sharp on the woman she loved. Her feelings had grown rather than lessened, and even during their difficult, unavoidable separations, her fire for Chase burned brighter than the sun. Chase was her grounding gravity who paradoxically made her feel able to fly.
Rayne snapped herself out of her slushy little trance. Christ, she’d fallen hard. Chase pulled Rayne into her arms, and her kiss settled her. The softness of Chase’s lips always surprised her, and she had to pull away as the heat rose before her common decency disappeared into the cool night air.
Rayne opened her eyes and glanced over Chase to where the greeter remained, awkwardly waiting to seat her and place his menu. She placed her hand on Chase’s chest. “Let’s feed your other hunger first.”
Chase returned to her seat. Rayne sat down and leaned back while the greeter flamboyantly fluffed out an ivory cotton napkin before he placed it on her lap. He pulled out the menus tucked under his arm and launched into an impressive list of specials and recommended wines to accompany them. Rayne stretched her legs under the table and ran her shoe up and down Chase’s leg.
When he finally walked away, Chase took Rayne’s hands in hers and squeezed gently.
“I’ve missed you,” Chase said and kissed Rayne’s knuckles. “How is it possible to miss someone this much?”
“I think most people call it love.” Something Rayne hadn’t thought herself capable of until Chase.
A waitress came to their table with a bottle of sparkling mineral water and poured them both a glass. “Americans?” she asked.
“Guilty as charged. Please don’t spit in our food,” Rayne said. The waitress and Chase laughed, and Rayne was reminded how much she loved Chase’s laugh. She hadn’t heard it for so long after the Florida betrayal, of course, but since their return from the Brazilian rainforest, the time they’d spent together was full of the melodic sound. So much so that she now missed it when they were apart, which was far too often.
“May I ask where you’re from?” the waitress asked.
Rayne flashed a look to Chase for her to take over. Her lineage and family were still something she didn’t like to talk about, especially with a chatty waitress.
“I’m from Texas,” Chase said.
“Ooh, cowboys, oil, and guns.” The waitress looked excited.
“There’s a helluva lot more to Texas than that, sugar,” Chase said in a strong, Texan accent.
Chase had left her home state in her early teens for college and though she’d somehow managed to lose the strength of her accent, she could call it up whenever she wanted, which was yet another thing that entertained Rayne.
The waitress focused on Rayne, obviously not deterred or in the least bit aware that she was interrupting. “I’m from Gary,” Rayne said, thinking of an online article she’d come across about the most miserable cities in America.
The waitress looked confused. “Gary is a person, no?”
Rayne withdrew her hands from Chase’s to pick up the menu. “It’s a city in Indiana. One of the worst places to live in the States.” She switched from American to French. “Could you send the waiter over to take our order, please?” She didn’t want to be rude, but she didn’t want to have her precious time with Chase further disturbed.
Recognition of her being superfluous to the evening seemed to dawn on the waitress, and she all but curtsied as she backed away from the table. “Ah, of course. Right away, madam.”
“You’re sexy when you speak French.”
“And you’re sexy when you go deep-fried Texan.” Rayne took a sip of water and tried to swallow the small ball of tension that rose whenever her family were mentioned. After the years had passed and all the therapy she’d had, she should be rid of those little triggers. “I wasn’t mean, if you were wondering.” Rayne picked up her menu and scanned through to the fish dishes. “I don’t want to share.”
“Your food?”
Rayne tapped Chase’s shin with the toe of her shoe. “You. I don’t get enough time with you as it is. I’m not sharing you with an Americophile over a romantic, pre-rampant sex dinner date.”
Chase wiggled her eyebrows. “You’re having your wicked way with me after this, are you?”
“You better believe I am. With my last job and your tour, I haven’t seen you for six weeks.” Was she being too forceful? Chase was an old-fashioned kind of butch who liked to take the lead in many ways. But they’d talked about that, and Rayne had made it clear a division of labor would have to be struck for this to work long term. Rayne wasn’t the kind of femme who always wanted their partner to make the first move. Unless the distance and time between them hadn’t made Chase’s heart fonder and she’d already tired of Rayne.
“Are you ready to order, madam?” the waiter asked.
Rayne had been so deep in thought that she hadn’t registered his approach. She ordered one of the bluefish specials he’d reeled off and asked for the wine he’d matched to it.
“I’ll have the same,” said Chase.
“Very well, madames.” And he was gone as swiftly and silently as he’d come.
“You know I’m kidding, right?” Chase pulled Rayne’s hand closer.
Rayne tried not to retreat despite her parents’ mantra on repeat in her subconscious. Every relationship is a business transaction. This was different with Chase. It had to be different.
“I’m desperate to take you to bed, Rayne. You know that, right?”
Rayne ran her tongue over her upper lip. “Of course I do.”
“No. Don’t do that. No hiding, remember?”
Rayne avoided Chase’s intense gaze and looked at the 3-D metal artwork on the walls, trying to reframe her own fragility in the strength of the steel sculptures. Chase touched her cheek, and she allowed herself to be gently guided back.
“No hiding,” she repeated.
Chase’s expression bled concern and authenticity, and Rayne cautioned herself against withdrawal. They’d made a promise to communicate always, regardless of how it might strip them to their most vulnerable. “I don’t want to be in this deep alone, that’s all.”
Chase held Rayne’s hand tighter. “Why would you think you’re in this alone? I’m right here.”
Rayne ran her finger over the rim of her wine glass. “Being present doesn’t automatically mean you’re invested. You know that.”
The waiter returned with their wine, uncorked the bottle, and poured an inch into each of their glasses. “Please try,” he said as he took a step back and waited.
“You’re the wine expert,” Chase said and released Rayne’s hand.
Rayne picked up her glass and sipped the Italian grillo. After the requisite display expected when purchasing an expensive wine, Rayne nodded her approval. “That’s lovely, thank you.” She placed her glass on the table and allowed him to half fill it. He did the same for Chase and returned the wine to the ice bucket. Rayne waited until he was out of earshot before she said, “You know that I have no real idea about wines, don’t you? That could be a five-dollar special from the local Carrefour for all I know. I know what I like, that’s all.” She’d never admitted that to anyone. Rayne had gone to so many fancy parties where people swilled their wine around their glass, stuck their noses in up to their eyeballs, and used the sweet nectar like mouthwash. It wasn’t something she cared for, but she had to keep up appearances. 
Chase grinned. “What about all those wine classes and tastings you’ve been to?”
“My palette is barely sophisticated enough to find one base note, let alone two or three. If I take a sip and like how it tastes, that’s good enough for me. I can’t deny that the more expensive the wine, the better the taste.”
Chase lifted her wine glass and offered it up. Rayne did the same and clinked her glass to Chase’s. “What are we toasting?” Rayne asked after she’d taken a little sip. She had no intention of getting too buzzed to enjoy their night together.
“We’re toasting us. I am invested, one hundred percent, Rayne. If I could be in any deeper, I would be.” Chase lowered her glass and took Rayne’s hand. “You haven’t told me everything about your relationship with your parents, and you don’t need to, but I’m pretty sure any doubts you have come from an old place. Please know that what we have is something they never had the imagination to comprehend.” Chase traced light patterns of Rayne’s strong, slender hands. “To keep what we’ve found though, to build on it, we have to be completely open to each other, and I get the feeling that was something your parents definitely advised you against.”
Rayne said nothing for a moment, allowing instead for the undiluted sincerity of Chase’s words to flow through her, warming her soul to its core. And they weren’t simply words. The way Chase spoke, her eyes so expressive and open, her touch so firm and reassuring, made a convincing case that this was something Rayne could believe in. She made Rayne hope that everything her parents had told her about love being the refuge of the weak and hopeless was complete nonsense, that it was something they told themselves to fool their own empty hearts. 
“I’m trying, sweet love.” Rayne placed her other hand over Chase’s. “We’re supposed to be celebrating. Tell me about your lecture tour.” Rayne noted Chase’s left eyebrow twitch upward briefly. It was one of her few tells since she wasn’t prone to hiding anything she felt. She’d been lucky enough to be raised in a household where honesty was encouraged rather than used as a weapon. Rayne envied that and was hopeful she’d learn from Chase in time. “Something happened? Was it your assistant?” 
Chase shrugged. “She worked out okay, but her idea of personal space differed from mine.” She held up her hand. “I know you called it, but she was good at her job, so I had no issues in that respect.”
“She didn’t try creeping into your hotel room after a few late-night drinks?” Rayne said it lightly, but the rather unfamiliar tinge of jealousy amused her.
Chase held up her phone with a photo of Rayne as her screensaver. “Have you looked in a mirror lately? Why on earth would Harper think she stood a chance of ousting you? She’s lacking in social etiquette—I don’t think she’s deluded, babe.”
“Anyone who knows you soon finds out you’re not shallow enough to be swayed by mere good looks.”
Chase tilted her head from side to side as if she were considering Rayne’s words. “I see your logic, but anyone who knows you soon finds out that you’re the whole package. Harper would have to be clinically insane to think that she could replace you.”
“You say the sweetest things.”
“I speak but the truth.”
Chase’s eyebrow twitched upward again but before Rayne said anything, two servers approached with their first course. As they laid out the silverware alongside the steaming plates, Rayne dismissed the twitch and decided not to dwell on it. She hadn’t seen Chase for six weeks, and she had a lovely penthouse suite with a striking view of the Grand Place. The evening light show would be a wonderful accompaniment to the fireworks she knew would explode in the room. They’d already gone a little deeper than she’d wanted, and her vulnerability shimmered under her skin, almost ready to burn her if exposed. No, the rest of the evening would progress in line with the fantasies she’d had on the plane over here. She planned to thoroughly enjoy Chase, and her deeply rooted reservations of trust could go to hell, for tonight at least.
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
CHASE WOKE FROM an exhausted, sex-induced slumber, slowly stretched each part of her body, and yawned. She glanced at her watch to see it was already noon and smiled as the images of last night’s lovemaking played in her head. She turned and propped herself up on her elbow so that she could watch Rayne sleeping peacefully. Her dark, ebony hair cascaded onto the pillow as if perfectly arranged for a model shoot. Chase flicked her gaze to the mirror across the room and her mop, in contrast, stuck up at odd angles in clumps she knew would be impossible to tame without having to wash it. She concentrated again on Rayne and nibbled the inside of her lip. Sometimes she still couldn’t believe they were in a relationship. Rayne Marcellus, the notoriously hard to pin down, super eligible bachelorette was her, her what? Girlfriend seemed like such a high school term and didn’t fit. Rayne was too sophisticated to be anyone’s girlfriend. Partner? That was open to interpretation. It seemed too business-like. Cops and entrepreneurs had partners. What they had, what they were building, was too complex to be mere partners. Could Chase dare to think that one day Rayne might be her wife?
She hoped that wouldn’t depend on Rayne’s reaction to her stealing Zenobia’s tomb and they’d be able to stick to their promise of keeping their careers and private lives totally separate. That undertaking was about to be tested. Chase couldn’t decide if she wanted to be around when Rayne found out or if it would be better for them to be at opposite sides of the country. Which was chickenshit, of course. But when she reminded herself that Rayne practically stole Zenobia from under her, her guilt tempered. Though if it hadn’t been for Rayne and her tank twins, Zenobia would most likely have been smashed to pieces with the sledgehammers of ISIS forces. She could offer the 3-D model to Fiore as a consolation but supposed it wouldn’t be quite the prize she’d paid millions for.
Fiore might not contact Rayne when she discovered the loss. It wasn’t like she could claim on her insurance; black market antiquities didn’t tend to be part of standard contents cover. Stanford would make a huge public announcement about their recent acquisition, and that would be that, wouldn’t it? Surely Fiore wouldn’t contract someone to attempt to steal it from wherever the college placed it once Chase and her team had completed their investigations. If she did, Chase could count on Rayne not taking that job. Couldn’t she?
Too many questions. Chase rolled over and climbed out of the bed as quietly and carefully as she could manage. She needed a shower to clear her head of these conundrums and cleanse her body of an epic evening. Whatever was going to happen, she couldn’t do a thing about it now, and she’d have to deal with the fallout when it came.
“I hope you’re creeping out to get me fresh coffee.”
Chase turned and predictably, her fire flared in response to Rayne, half-sitting, with the bedsheet fallen away to reveal her naked upper body. “I’m not creeping out. I was going for a shower.” She gave Rayne a wicked grin. “Want to join me?”
Rayne kicked off the rest of the cover and jumped out of bed. “You don’t need to ask me twice.” She slipped her arms around Chase’s waist and kissed her lightly. “No open mouths until I’ve brushed my teeth,” she whispered, slapped Chase on the ass, and padded off to the bathroom.
“The honeymoon period is over if you’re already vetoing morning breath.” Chase followed, her eyes fixed on Rayne’s pert butt cheeks. They cleaned their teeth in hers and hers adjacent sinks, and she imagined this same picture in their home, though that seemed a long way off given they currently lived on opposite coasts. Rayne’s office had always been in New York, the center of the world. There was no motivation or business sense to relocate. And Chase had always wanted to be a professor of archaeology at Stanford since before she’d seen the first Indiana Jones movie and realized it really was possible to mix a staid academic post with worldwide adventure. She caught Rayne smiling at her in the mirror’s reflection, her mouth foaming from the toothpaste yet still managing to look alluring instead of like a rabid animal. It was such a simple ritual, but one Chase had never done in front of anyone other than Noemie. Rayne finished first and pressed her body to Chase’s back, her breasts warm and heavy. 
Rayne slipped her hands beneath Chase’s tank top to grope her chest. “Have I told you lately how much I love your tits?”
Chase rinsed and wiped her mouth, before she looked down at Rayne’s hands grasping them. “Tits? That’s a little crude for you, isn’t it? And I’m pretty small they’re too small for that label.”
Rayne nibbled on her shoulder. “They’re perfect.” She squeezed them hard. “You’re perfect.”
Chase put her hand over Rayne’s. “You’re already getting some. You don’t have to flatter me to get what you want.”
Rayne guided Chase to face her, placed a fingertip beneath her chin, and tipped it upward. “It’s the truth.”
Chase grabbed a small handful of the extra weight she was carrying on her stomach. “This isn’t perfect.” She’d heard of people getting soft and heavy when they were content and in relationships but had sworn it wouldn’t happen to her. And she’d been sure that being with someone as naturally athletic as Rayne, whose light exercise regime kept her enviously lithe, would motivate her to work harder than she already had to get the body she’d wanted for decades. That, and needing to feel as sexy as possible to come close to believing that she could keep Rayne happy. And it wasn’t like they were Netflix and chilling every night with home delivery food.
Rayne wrapped her hand over Chase’s and pulled it away. “I can still see your abs.” She tugged Chase toward the fancy-looking shower cubicle and pressed a few icons on the electronic pad. “And even if I couldn’t, you’d still be everything I want in a woman. You’re sexy as all hell.”
Chase half-smiled. Rayne’s old taunts of “Chunky Chase Stinsen” still rang in her ears and were her regular impetus to push herself further at the gym, more so now that Rayne saw her completely naked on a semi-regular basis.
Rayne took the hem of Chase’s top, stripped it from her slowly, and tossed it to the floor. “You know I was only teasing when I called you chunky, don’t you?”
“Get out of my head. How did you do that?”
“Oh, sweet love.” Rayne traced a fingernail along Chase’s cheek. “Your eyes don’t hide a thing from me. You’re so easy to read—and that’s a good thing, before you say anything.”
Chase tried not to react. Rayne’s statement was true for the most part, but she was hiding something right now, and it was itching like a bug bite. She didn’t want to keep anything from Rayne, didn’t want any secrets between them, but there was a certain inevitability to it. Unless Rayne completely changed her business model, they were destined to be at odds with each other from time to time. They had to figure out how to balance that against their desire to be with each other. Simple. “And no, not really, since you ask. It sure felt like you meant it.” 
Rayne glanced away, and a stab of guilt pricked Chase’s heart. She’d gone too far. Was she picking a fight to prepare for Rayne’s reaction to Zenobia showing up at Stanford in the next few days? Chase cupped Rayne’s face in her hands. “I shouldn’t complain. I built the body I really wanted so you’d stop calling me names.”
“I’m sorry.” Rayne placed her hands on Chase’s waist and kissed her forehead. “I never meant to make you feel bad. It was stupid of me not to realize you’d be hurt.” She slipped her hand over Chase’s hip and squeezed her ass cheek. “Forgive me?”
Chase walked Rayne into the steaming shower and stepped beneath the hot water. “I’ll forgive you if you can make me come standing up.”
“I do like a challenge. And since you made me orgasm until I fell unconscious last night, I owe you plenty of whatever the hell you want.”
Chase gasped when Rayne pushed her hand between her legs and pressed her against the warm shower wall. She wrapped her other hand around the back of Chase’s head, and Rayne’s strong fingers and long fingernails against her skull made her glad she’d had the back of her head shaved before she traveled to Europe.
“I love it this short.” Rayne almost growled her words into Chase’s hair.
“You know that drives me crazy.” Chase tilted her head backward, and Rayne dipped to kiss her. Their mouths crashed together, hard and desperate, as if they hadn’t kissed for weeks instead of hours. All the questions, the self-doubt, and the insecurities melted away in the heat of their passion, and Chase stopped thinking about anything other than how good Rayne felt inside her, how she knew exactly how to touch her to send her wild in ways she’d never known.
“That’s why I keep doing it,” Rayne whispered before she nibbled on Chase’s ear.
That, and her hot breath, made Chase moan, and she pushed herself down onto Rayne’s hand, forcing her deeper. She lifted her head, desperate for Rayne’s kiss. Rayne ran her tongue oh so lightly over Chase’s upper lip but pulled away when Chase tried to press her mouth to hers. 
“Are you dying for my mouth on you?”
Chase grabbed at the shower bar on the wall to steady herself, her legs threatening to fold beneath her. “You’re such a tease.” She wrapped her other hand around Rayne’s neck and pulled her down into a fiery kiss, and the softness of Rayne’s lips set off a reaction that coursed from her mouth directly to her core.
“You’re the one who played so hard to get,” Rayne said, her words punctuated by forceful thrusts that pushed Chase hard against the shower wall. “I can’t get complacent now that I’ve finally got you.” She moved her hand from Chase’s neck to her breast and pinched her nipple. “I have to work hard to make sure you’re still hot for me and don’t get bored.”
Chase would’ve rebuked the absurd suggestion, but the combination of pleasure hits from her pussy and her chest made it barely possible to think, and all she could do was moan against Rayne’s hot, wet skin. She kissed along Rayne’s collarbone and traced her tongue from the hollow of Rayne’s neck up to her chin. Rayne let out a long sigh, a sensual sound Chase never tired of hearing. Rayne moved her hand from Chase’s breast up to her throat and kissed Chase so deeply and with so much emotion that it swept Chase up in a tailwind and all but lifted her from the floor. There was something so incredibly raw and vulnerable about someone else’s hand on her throat, a certainty that went beyond mere trust and onto a whole new level of connection. Rayne squeezed gently and let out her own moan of pleasure as Chase swallowed against the pressure and willingly succumbed to Rayne’s lead.
“You are so sexy,” Rayne whispered.
And though Chase had heard Rayne say the words many times in the past year, she was only now beginning to listen and believe. She relaxed into Rayne’s grip and closed her eyes, focusing on the heavy pulsing in her pussy as her orgasm neared.
Rayne thrust harder. “I need to see your eyes when you come for me.”
Chase did as requested and looked up into Rayne’s face. “Harder,” she whispered.
Rayne pushed deeper, her desire evident in her expression. Chase dropped off the edge of the cliff, freefalling in complete ecstasy, her body light yet dense, as if she might either fly or collapse in Rayne’s arms. Rayne pressed her body to Chase’s, pinning her against the wall and supporting her weight as Chase shuddered and she cried out. She kept her eyes open and hoped Rayne saw whatever it was she was looking for. This, their connection through intense, mind-shattering sex was something Chase wanted to hold onto forever. In its afterglow, as Rayne held and showered her tenderly, Chase allowed herself to hope that they had found a future she could hold onto.
And that she hadn’t fucked it all up by stealing Zenobia’s sarcophagus.
 
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
RAYNE SIPPED HER espresso while she read the latest news on her tablet and waited for Chase to return from the hotel gym. A round of applause erupted from the square below, and she glanced through the window to see a woman doing fancy tricks with a soccer ball. She was surrounded by an audience of around thirty, and her friend wandered around the crowd with a bowl collecting their monetary appreciation. Rayne spotted the trickster’s other friend working the crowd another way; her hand dipping in and out of pockets, rucksacks, and handbags before she slipped them into her trousers or handed them off to the fourth member of their little gang.
She focused on the one with the ball. She looked like she was enjoying herself, but whether that was because she was doing something she liked or because she was thinking of the score they were accumulating was another thing. Either way, the joy was more than evident. Finding something you loved to do and being able to make a living from it was important, even if that thing was illegal, and a rarer thing than it should be. Rayne was beyond grateful she’d found her own passion but sharing it with Chase took it to an even higher level, one she relished. The Golden Trinity adventure had given her so much, including a fresh perspective on how she was running her business, but most importantly, it had given her the time to connect with Chase. 
Sweet, heroic Chase. Rayne swiped to the Sapienza university’s current news page and stopped at the headline photo of Chase looking super dapper and sexy in a three-piece suit at the front of a roomful of people. Was it okay to be proud of Chase? Could she claim that feeling? They’d found the Golden Trinity together, and even though Rayne was rather disappointed it hadn’t turned out to be the treasure haul to end all treasure hauls, she’d bankrolled the project that ensured only the indigenous tribes would step foot near the temple where the Trinity rested. Together they’d achieved something special, something entirely different to the jobs she’d been doing for the past decade.
She looked around the hotel suite and tilted her head. Those jobs meant she could afford to stay in rooms like this. And while she’d loved every second of tracking down the Trinity, notwithstanding the villainous Oscar Owen and the threat of death, the dearth of precious metals and priceless gems had mocked her dreams in the subsequent weeks. Those swirling subconscious thoughts led to waking considerations of the outcome if there had been the treasure as promised in the legends. What had Chase’s plans been if they had found the equivalent of billions of dollars in gold? The indigenous tribes certainly had no use of it, and why should the Brazilian National Museum profit from it when its origin was Peru? Moreover, how would she and Chase have agreed to a solution that suited them both? They’d dodged a proverbial bullet. She doubted their fledgling relationship would have survived the turmoil of such a negotiation.
She ran her fingers through her hair and settled its length over her shoulder to continue to twirl it around her finger. What about next time? She closed her eyes and tried to push the thought away, not wanting to cogitate on possibilities or even inevitabilities. Stan Turner proved that Rayne had begun to stray too far into darker, morally questionable territory. There was a cavernous gap between seeking antiquities for rich folk and contemplating genocide in foreign countries. Finally coming together with Chase had started that process of realization, thankfully. Who knew where that path led or what she’d be capable of? Lauren Young’s tutelage had served Rayne well, and she’d made a small fortune from her escapades and raids, but now it was time for her to reevaluate her business model. And Chase could help her do that. There was common ground between their two perspectives and room for compromise. Museums and universities didn’t pay quite as well as the well-heeled nouveau riche, but she was sure they’d raise the bounty to secure her services. And as long as she could keep Ginn, Tonyck, and Jenny on her pay roll, she’d be happy enough. Wouldn’t she?
The soft melody of her cell ringing brought Rayne out of her musings. “Hi, this is—”
“Rayne, she’s gone. Gone. Vanished. We came home from the opera, and the door was wide open. And she was gone, Rayne. You have to help.”
Rayne struggled to place the voice rattling off her words like rapid fire. “Isabella?”
“Yes, Rayne, yes. My ancestor has been stolen from me, Rayne. You must come. You must find her.”
“Someone’s stolen Zenobia’s tomb?” Rayne stood and her tablet fell to the floor but bounced, unharmed, on the plush, thick carpet. She picked it up, placed it on the oak desk, and typed in a search. “How? I thought your house was wired to the cabinieri? You’ve got vicious guard dogs. An unbeatable alarm system. Didn’t you tell me she was safer there than the cave she’d been buried in?” 
“I know, I know. All of that is true, I thought. My Dobermans were drugged and the alarm system is clearly not unbeatable. I do not need more questions, Rayne. I need answers, and I need my ancestor returning to me.”
Rayne scrolled through the newsfeed of la Repubblica but there was no mention of a high-profile burglary. “It’s not been reported to the police?”
Isabella scoffed. “Of course not.”
“Was anything else taken?” Rayne asked, though there was little she could do. Her area was retrieving the artifacts from places that had long been abandoned. And she had zero experience of one of her contracts being stolen once in situ with its proud new owner. Isabella’s ostentatious mansion could have been targeted by high-end thieves who had no idea Zenobia was there.
“Everything else is as it should be.”
“Have you hosted any parties recently? Any new friends?”
“Parties, yes. New friends, no. And she was in a part of the house that remains locked when we’re hosting, unless the guests are those kinds of associates.”
It had to be one of Isabella’s rich friends, and she simply hadn’t considered that she might be betrayed by one of her own. Only Rayne, her team, and the shipping company had the address they’d shipped the tomb to. And the freight company specialized in moving black market antiquities. Revealing the destination to anyone wasn’t worth the risk to their reputation.
“Are you there, Rayne? Rayne?”
“I’m here. I’m thinking. You insured via Nigracatus as I advised, didn’t you?”
“Of course. That’s why it’s taken me some time before I called you. They came immediately and wouldn’t let me speak to anyone while they,” she huffed, “while they did whatever it is they do. Fingerprints and such. They were particularly rude considering how much I paid for their assurance.”
Nigracatus didn’t insure items; they assured you that they’d locate and return them. They had a ninety-five percent success rate, and it was best not to ask what fate befell the thieves, giving the “original” owner plausible deniability if anything were to be traced back to them. Rayne had first come across the organization while she was working with her old mentor, Lauren, who’d been very closely linked with their work. “People don’t pay them for their impeccable manners, Isabella.”
The electronic lock engaged and the door opened. Chase entered, sweaty and pumped, and closed it behind her. Everything else in the room burned away until all Rayne saw was Chase. She swallowed and blinked the intruding idea away. She couldn’t have. “When did this happen?” she asked Isabella, desperately hoping the robbery had taken place last night when Chase and she were tumbling between the hotel’s Egyptian cotton covers.
“Sometime Friday evening. Why?”
God, no. “I’ll call you back,” she whispered, ended the call, and dropped her cell on the desk beside her.
“I need another shower. Want to join me again?” Chase flashed a dirty grin before she headed toward the bathroom.
“Your dinner with the Sapienza faculty on Friday night, where did you eat?”
Chase faltered as she grasped the door handle. “I, uh, I don’t remember,” she said without looking back.
Rayne clenched her fists and released them slowly. Had Chase’s left eyebrow twitched upward when she’d answered? Was this what she’d been hiding when Rayne asked her about Harper at the restaurant last night?
Chase went into the bathroom and left the door open behind her. Rayne paused. She didn’t want to be quick to temper or draw the wrong conclusions, despite the obvious evidence. She followed and stood at the doorway, debating whether to ask the question outright or ask other questions to catch Chase in a lie. Hadn’t they promised to be open with each other?
Chase knelt on the marble floor, untying her laces slowly. She usually toe-ended the heel and quickly stripped in her hurry to shower the sweat off. She hadn’t turned the shower on to warm up either.
“Did you say Harper had already completed an engineering degree before she joined your course?” Pieces of the jigsaw pressed together in Rayne’s mind. A talented engineer could bypass a sophisticated alarm. Chase’s decision to have Harper accompany her on the lecture tour had seemed odd when there were so many more experience third-year undergrads who could’ve assisted her. Harper might not even be a student at all.
“Yeah, that’s right.” Chase pulled off her sneaker and switched feet, seemingly avoiding eye contact.
“Did you do any sightseeing in Roma in your downtime?”
“Nope.”
“Drop in on any old friends?”
Chase stood slowly, leaned against the marble sink, and looked at Rayne. “No.”
“Engage in any breaking and entering?”
Chase clenched her jaw, and her left eyebrow twitched upward briefly. “Rayne.”
Rayne closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She turned abruptly, stalked from the bathroom, and walked back to the window. She drained the last of her espresso and leaned against the desk, not quite knowing what to do with herself.
Chase emerged from the bathroom. “Rayne.”
Rayne hurled the tiny cup across the room, and it smashed against the wall. Breaking things was usually so satisfying, but that didn’t begin to blunt the sharp edge of her fury.
 “Don’t.” Rayne held up her hand when Chase began to walk toward her. “Don’t you come anywhere near me right now, Chase.”
Chase sidestepped and sat on the edge of the bed. She clasped her hands together. “It’s business, Rayne, that’s all. We agreed to keep that separate from our personal lives,” she said softly.
Rayne gripped the hard edge of the desk tight until her hands ached. “Really?” She glanced at her MacBook Air and gritted her teeth as yet another puzzle piece fell into place. “How did you find out Isabella Fiore had the tomb? How did you know where she lived? Did you organize the lecture tour as cover so you and Harper could steal Zenobia?”
“I’ve been looking for Fiore since you left me in Cyp—”
“Is that what all of this has been about?” Rayne tapped the lid of her laptop repeatedly and motioned between the two of them. “You got close to me so you could hack my computer and get the details of the Zenobia job?” If this was how the Florida betrayal felt for Chase, it was little wonder she’d refused to forgive Rayne for so long. 
Chase raised her eyebrows and looked offended. “Is that how little you think of me? Of us?”
“Is that how little you think of me? Are you still so bitter about Florida that you wanted to give me a taste of my own medicine? I thought we were past that.”
“We are.” Chase jumped up from the bed. “Reclaiming Zenobia isn’t about you, or us, or even me. It’s about putting her where she belongs. She should be celebrated by everyone, not kept locked away in Fiore’s gaudy house. Don’t you see that?”
Rayne’s anger flared at Chase’s indignance. “Don’t you see what you’ve done to my reputation?”
“What are you talking about?”
“When the tomb shows up on American soil and Stanford make an announcement about the acquisition of the tomb, who do you think Fiore will assume gave you the information to find Zenobia?” 
Chase scoffed. “That’s what you’re worried about? Your reputation?”
“Reputation is everything in this business, you know that.” And there was Nigracatus to consider, something Chase had no grasp of. “You don’t realize what you’ve set in motion, Chase.”
Chase took a few steps toward Rayne but stopped short. “What do you mean?”
Rayne pushed off from the desk and turned to face the window. She wanted to reach out and pull Chase close, shake some sense into her and make her understand the world she’d run headlong into, the danger she’d put them both in. A miniscule part of her wanted to lash out at Chase’s abuse of her trust. “People like Fiore don’t let their things go without a fight.”
“Zenobia isn’t her thing, and she never belonged to Fiore no matter how convinced she is that she’s a descendant of Cleopatra.”
Rayne felt Chase touch her shoulder gently, but she shrugged her off. “I can’t believe what you’ve done. You should leave. I need to be alone.”
“Babe, come on.”
Rayne turned around and pushed past Chase. She opened the door to the corridor. “Leave. Now.”
Chase didn’t move. “No way. I’m not going anywhere. This isn’t going to be how we do things, Rayne.”
“This is where you draw the line? But it’s okay to break into my laptop? Leave or I’m calling security.”
“I didn’t break into your computer, Rayne. You know I wouldn’t do that.”
“I don’t know what I know. About us, about you. I wouldn’t have thought you capable of burglarizing a private residence. I would’ve thought you above that, and yet here we are.”
Chase had never lied to her, and until now, Rayne would never have questioned her honesty. But perhaps Chase had spent too much time with Rayne and picked up some of the habits she was trying to leave behind. Whatever was happening, Rayne couldn’t figure any of it out with Chase so close, muddying her emotions.
“Please, Rayne. Let’s talk about this. Don’t make me leave.” 
Chase came across the room and took Rayne’s hand. She tried to pull away, but Chase didn’t release her grip. 
The restraint riled her, and she took a deep breath to control herself. “Let me go, Chase. Don’t make me do something we’ll both regret.”
“I’m sorry.” Chase released her and held up her hands. “But please, we need to talk.”
“I’m going for breakfast. I want you gone when I get back.” Rayne bit down the urge to pull Chase close when the hurt registered in her eyes. “We’ll talk when I get back to New York.” She needed some space to process everything and to try to fix what she could, starting with returning Isabella’s call. Zenobia’s tomb might still be in transit. If she made Nigracatus aware of its destination, they’d be able to track it down and recover it before Stanford took delivery. 
But what would that do to her relationship with Chase? She left the room and waited for the elevator to arrive, resisting the temptation to go back to talk things through. It was clear Chase hadn’t considered what affect her actions might have on their future, so why should she?
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
Stanford University, California
 
“YOU EXCELLED YOURSELF, my friend. Stunning. Absolutely stunning.”
Chase basked in the praise from the university’s dean. “Thank you, Holly. That’s very kind of you to say.”
Holly Hemingway circled Zenobia’s tomb a further three times in silence, stooping down to view the friezes close up before pushing herself upright with the help of her silver cane. She ran her white-gloved hand over the scene depicting the Warrior Queen and her army conquering Egypt.
“I’ve never seen anything quite so beautiful, Chase. And I was there when they opened King Tut’s sarcophagus.”
Chase laughed. “I know the students think you’re old, Holly, but we’d all be surprised to find you were immortal.”
Holly harrumphed and tapped her cane on the on the ground. “Some of those same students make me feel like I’ve been alive too long.”
“When are you making the announcement?” Chase asked as she admired the artistry of the tomb in the lab’s warm lighting. The 3-D model created from the data she’d gathered in Syria and Cyprus simply hadn’t triggered the same emotional reaction in Chase’s gut. It had been remarkable, sure, but it was a hollow replica of a great woman’s final resting place. The original, finally safely on US soil, contained the bones of the great Warrior Queen. Now she’d be celebrated and recognized as she should be, safe from desecration by ISIS forces and from the black market. Rayne. Chase took a deep, cleansing breath and exhaled through her nose. The mere thought of her forced a ball of emotion to rise in her throat. Not now.
“Tomorrow.” Holly slowly sank into a chair and sighed as if every movement were exhausting. “We were thinking of hosting a live tomb opening two weeks from now. Marketing thought that would attract more funding for the school. We’re considering tickets for a small, select audience and for particularly generous donors.”
Chase put her hands behind her head and stretched out in her chair. Holly wouldn’t want to hear her real views on those thoughts, unless they were the politically correct ones that fell in line with the university’s remit to attract external funding. Playing the genial host to a bunch of rich patrons wasn’t her idea of a fun night, and it certainly didn’t fit with her notions of how an archaeology department should be run, but without those same donors, her own trips wouldn’t go ahead. Catch twenty-two.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Holly said, “but I’m told that a live broadcast could bring in millions. And that makes it a lot easier to fund your more unusual equipment requests.” 
Chase thought of the expensive pneumatic jack she’d had to buy in Rome. If they raised enough money, she could add one of those fancy balloon rigs Rayne used in Syria to remove Zenobia’s sarcophagus to her inventory. Goddammit, why did every thought lead to Rayne? “I know the evening fund raiser events are a necessary evil—” 
 “You’re very popular at those events, Chase.” Holly gestured toward her. “I’ve often thought that your presence is the main attraction for some of those desperate housewives and rich entrepreneurs.”
“Ha, because they’re desperate? That sounds like a rock of an insult wrapped in a silken compliment.”
“Not at all. Some have even suggested their checks might have an extra zero if we ever have a faculty semi-nude calendar. And those requests have only become more numerous since you’ve become so buff.”
Chase frowned, more than a little bemused. With Holly’s humor, she couldn’t tell if she was serious. “They have not.” 
Holly tilted her head. “Nevertheless, my young friend, we need the money if you’re to keep gallivanting around the globe securing ancient artifacts for us. Speaking of which, how did Harper perform on your lecture tour? She was rather excitable when she returned with the tomb in tow.”
Chase grinned at Holly’s very English way of speaking, something she’d enjoyed since joining Stanford over a decade ago. “I can report that she performed extremely well.” True, if Chase ignored the near-constant flattery, vaguely disguised come-ons, and invasion of her personal space. But she couldn’t fault her work with the alarm.
“I believe she has a little hero-worship going on. She hasn’t stopped talking about you since she returned. Poor girl.”
Ugh. Plenty of professors dabbled with their students, but Chase thought it distasteful and an abuse of power. “You don’t sound very sympathetic.”
“Should I be? A little crush never hurt anyone—unless you take advantage, professor.” Holly lifted her cane and waved it toward Chase.
“Not likely, Holly. Isn’t she the same age as Noemie?”
“Ah, your little soldier girl.” Holly pulled her cane back and tapped the floor with it. “How is she?”
“Mountain boarding with her unit in Whistler this week. She goes to Poland for six months after that.” The timing of Chase’s lecture tour meant she hadn’t seen her when she returned home for a week, and Chase had insisted she didn’t pass up the Whistler opportunity. She wanted Noemie to enjoy as much adventure as she could and travel the world, experiencing everything good the army had to offer her. Even if that robbed them of precious family time occasionally. “And she’s training to compete in the next Military World Games in 2023.”
“In what sport?”
“Archery.” Chase pulled back an imaginary bow as if Holly might need a demonstration. The action made her want to go home and shoot some real arrows at her local range.
“Ah, your very own Robina Hood. How wonderful that she’s picked up one of your hobbies.”
“Yeah, it really is.” Her memories of teaching Noemie how to shoot a recurve bow were some of her favorites. She’d excelled at it from the moment Chase taught her proper form. Noemie had chosen to shoot a compound bow however, something Chase liked to mercilessly tease her about. The mechanism of a compound made shooting too mechanical, too easy, and less about strength, something she wanted Noemie to always strive toward.
“You should call Barry Holmes tomorrow morning. He’s paying for the exclusive.”
Holly’s sudden topic U-turn indicated the personal side of their conversation was over. Her direct and abrupt nature was another thing Chase liked about Holly. It made for efficient conversations. “You’re giving it to Barry after the hoops he made me jump through with the original article?”
Holly dismissed Chase’s question with a flick of her wrist. “Pah, you know his hands were tied by Rayne Marcellus’s lawyers.” She raised her eyebrow and dipped her chin. “And now your hands are tied by the lady herself.”
Heat prickled Chase’s cheeks and she glanced away. She and Holly had shared some candid conversations about their sex lives but talking about Rayne when their relationship was in flux felt like a step too far. But wasn’t she supposed to talk about the serious relationships with friends as well as the throwaway trysts? “We seem to be on a break of sorts.”
Holly pointed her cane at the marble sarcophagus. “Has the other woman in your life come between you?”
She understood Zenobia was Chase’s lifelong obsession and the only woman she’d had a long-term relationship with, other than her mom. Chase let out a short breath and nodded.
“That was inevitable, I’m afraid,” Holly said. “You must’ve known what this would do to your relationship, but you decided to go ahead with it anyway. You and Ms. Marcellus are on polar opposites of the moral compass.”
“But—”
Holly held up her hand. “You’re going to cite her actions and behavior on the Golden Trinity search, and that’s understandable. It’s comforting to know that Ms. Marcellus draws the line at the massacre of indigenous people in her pursuit for gold and glory, but that doesn’t discount Joan of Arc’s skull, the Golden Raft of Fonte, or Gideon’s Galleon to name but three of her recent acquisitions and sales.”
Chase didn’t need to add a reminder of her own failures to her current relationship woes, and Holly’s judgmental tone scratched at an already irritated wound. “People can change, Holly.”
Holly waggled her finger in the air. “Take it from someone who has been on this spinning rock for almost three times as long as you, my friend, people very rarely change and are quick to return to their true nature. You deserve someone far better than Rayne Marcellus.”
Chase clenched her jaw and didn’t respond. Wrong choice of friend to discuss Rayne with, that was for sure.
“Don’t be peevish, Chase. The truth is nary sweet to taste. And my words come from a place of love.”
Chase gritted her teeth briefly. “There are always exceptions to the rules. Rayne can change, I have to believe that.”
Holly chuckled, clearly amused by Chase’s confidence in Rayne’s ability to alter her modus operandi. The Golden Trinity was the beginning of her transformation, and it wasn’t like Chase needed her to become a completely different person. She wanted the old Rayne back, the one before Lauren Young had gotten her dishonest hooks into her. Holly was right; wanting someone to change who they were, fundamentally, was a fruitless pursuit, but that wasn’t the case here and Chase had faith that Rayne wasn’t beyond redemption.
“Then I wish you all the luck in the world, my friend. But guard your heart, for when it falls and breaks from such a height, you can never piece it back together the same.” Holly tapped her cane on the floor twice. “Back to Barry. Call him tomorrow, yes?”
“Sure.” She’d been looking forward to making Barry work for the exclusive, and she suspected Holly had bypassed her and contacted him directly for that reason. But Chase was excited to share Zenobia with the world, so the conduit was essentially unimportant. After being forced to omit the truth about what happened to Zenobia’s tomb in the first article in Archaeology Today, she’d have to be careful again and wouldn’t be able to mention Isabella Fiore or Rayne. That omission would be greatly tempered by the knowledge that she’d finally found her own holy grail. What she hadn’t considered was what she’d do now that great quest was over and how Rayne fit into that future, if she even still wanted to.
 
 
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
Asyūt, Egypt
 
RAYNE UNCLIPPED HER seatbelt, stood, and stretched her arms upward. She noticed a footprint on the roof of the plane. Someone had obviously joined the mile-high club in style. She turned her head right and left, satisfied with the lack of unpleasant noise from her aching bones. Nearly eleven hours on a plane hadn’t been on her agenda for today, but an urgent call from Aya Altman, one of her regular clients, had her and G&T in his private jet on a flight from LaGuardia less than two hours later. Whenever Altman made contact, immediate mobilization was inevitable. Everything was urgent and required her attention twenty-four hours before he’d called. And that was okay, since he also compensated her handsomely for her responsiveness and Jenny was exceptional at organizing last-minute trips.
“The Jeep’s waiting on the tarmac, lady boss,” Tonyck said as she and Ginn retrieved their bags from the overhead lockers. “Jenny has us arriving in Asyūt in forty-five minutes. Are we checking into the Kermina or heading straight to the location?”
Rayne glanced at the time. She’d managed to sleep most of the flight, so it felt like morning. Too bad Jenny wasn’t on board to bring her a cup of Guatemalan go juice as she normally would at this time of the day. “I want to go straight to the house. It’s already been over thirteen hours since Altman got the call. We can’t risk any other locals getting in there before us.”
“I thought Altman had a monopoly on the locals’ activity?” Tonyck threw her rucksack over her shoulder and pulled Rayne’s bag onto the seat beside her.
“This is a seven billion dollar a year industry, Tonyck. There’s always someone willing to pay more if the locals decide they want a bigger payout. And you have the authorities trying to stamp out illegal digs to claim the artifacts for their own corrupt government. Local archaeologists are desperate to keep these finds in their own country.” Rayne picked up her bag, slung it over her shoulder and headed for the exit. “The sooner we’re in, the quicker we’re out and can be on our way home. There are way too many variables in play for us to take our time.”
“The hotel was just cover?” Ginn asked, following Rayne down the metal steps to the ground.
“More or less, yes. We might need it to hang out while we wait for a departure slot, but the less time we’re on Egyptian soil with a piece of their history in our hands, the better.”
They walked a short distance to the waiting Jeep. Ginn packed Rayne’s tools into the trunk and slammed the wide door closed before getting in the backseat. Rayne took the keys from the woman by the hood and gave her a hundred-dollar bill. When she saw what it was, she pressed her palms together as if in prayer.
“Shukra lek.”
Rayne clasped the woman’s hands in her own and bowed her head briefly. “Kun jayid.” She released the woman’s hands and climbed into the passenger seat beside Tonyck, who already had her phone set up with directions to their destination. “Let’s go.”
They drove in silence until they were at the airport security gates. Tonyck offered Rayne’s Italian diplomatic papers for inspection, and they were waved through. Her parents were still of occasional use.
“Jenny emailed,” Ginn said when they were on the Kharga-Asyūt route into the city.
Rayne glanced over her shoulder. “And? Altman updates?” She checked her phone in case she’d missed something coming in, but there were no messages or missed calls.
“Stinse called again. Jenny wants to know if she should call the police for a restraining order. She said that she’s spending more time fielding phone calls from your estranged lover than she is on real work.”
Rayne flared her nostrils at Ginn’s verbatim quoting of her feisty assistant. She could almost hear Jenny in her head. She looked out the window at the miles and miles of red sand, wishing that her small team weren’t quite as apprised of her personal life. Her phone buzzed in her hand and a photo of Chase appeared on the screen. Eight and a half thousand miles between them, and she still couldn’t get away. 
“What do you want, Chase?” Rayne checked her rearview mirror to see Ginn smirking. Tonyck remained relatively expressionless other than a tightened jaw, though she might’ve shaken her head at her sister. It hadn’t been that long since Tonyck had wanted to knock Chase on her ass, and from the conversation they’d had when she returned from Roma, those feelings had come to the fore once more. The truce they had was definitely over for now. 
“Hey,” Chase said. “You promised we’d talk when you got home. I can fly to you on Friday, if you’ll see me.”
Rayne closed her eyes and imagined Chase’s face as she spoke, her emotions clear in her beautiful grey-blue eyes. If she were physically there, Rayne couldn’t have resisted her. She would have pulled her close and kissed her soft lips. It had only been a week since she’d kicked Chase out of her hotel room in Bruxelles, but it felt like they’d been apart for a month. She missed her sure touch, her gentle voice. She missed her love. “I’m in Egypt. I might not be back on Friday.”
Tonyck wrinkled her brow and gave her the side-eye. Chase might not be her favorite person right now, but she still disliked lies.
“Egypt? Are you at the Saqqara site? We’re still waiting for our invite.”
Chase sounded impressed then sad, possibly because Rayne hadn’t told her she was leaving the country or because Rayne might be seeing over two-hundred new sarcophagi before she did. She rolled her eyes, unable to lie to Chase particularly with Tonyck listening. Lauren had been right: life was much easier when she operated without a conscience. “No. We’re on a job.”
“Oh. Do you want to see me if you’re back on Friday?”
Rayne’s heart ached at the pleading tone in Chase’s voice, but she had yet to reconcile her anger at Chase’s actions. Whether that was because Chase had beaten her at her own game or because Chase had lied to her, she hadn’t decided. A little of both perhaps. She had come to the irksome conclusion that she wasn’t prepared to let Chase go. She’d known that they would have a rough ride when it came to their competing career interests, but what they had together was worth overcoming those difficulties and forging a path forward. It wouldn’t hurt for Chase not to know that yet.
“Of course I do.” The uncensored words were out before she could hold them back, and another glance in the rearview mirror confirmed Ginn approved. Tonyck grunted. Chase’s sigh was all kinds of relieved.
“Call me when you’re back in New York?”
“Only if you stop calling Jenny. You’re making her crazy—crazier.” Rayne ended the call and pushed the phone into the pocket of her lightweight cargo pants. In truth, she couldn’t wait to feel Chase’s weight on top of her again. Solid, reassuring, grounding. After she’d given her some hell for her escapade in Roma.
“She gets back in your good books that easy?” Tonyck glanced her way briefly.
“If I want to talk about it, Dear Abby, I’ll let you know,” Rayne said.
Ginn guffawed. “In other words, stay out of the lady boss’s business, Sis.”
Tonyck twisted around and punched Ginn in the thigh. “Shut it, asshat.”
“You’re lucky you’re driving, dipshit.” 
“I can pull over right now if you want to—”
“Stop it.” Rayne put her hand on Tonyck’s shoulder and turned to look at Ginn. “Can we all get our heads in the game, please?” Her question was as much for herself as it was for the twins. Thinking of Chase took up valuable head space when she should be fully concentrating on the situation they might find in Asyūt.
Murmurs of “Sorry, lady boss,” came from both of them.
The next thirty minutes passed in blessed silence, while Rayne cleared her mind of all things Chase and focused on what she was there to do. When they reached the densely populated area, Tonyck slowed to navigate the narrow streets of brick-built housing blocks.
“This is it.” Tonyck stopped the Jeep and turned the engine off.
Rayne got out, knocked on the door, and waited while G&T got the rest of her equipment out.
A woman peered from behind a curtain at the open window. “Wise words are rarer than precious stones.”
“And may even come from slave-girls grinding the corn,” Rayne said, completing the agreed code from the literature of Ptahhotep.
The woman let the curtain drop and came to the door. “I am Nefret. You must hurry. The ENP may be on their way.”
“May be on their way?” Tonyck huffed. “That’s not vague at all.”
Rayne turned and grinned. “We better get to it, hadn’t we?” 
Nefret opened the door for them to enter. “Come in, quickly.” 
She closed the door behind them and ushered them through the small hallway to the lounge. Rayne noticed two suitcases by the stairs, obviously ready for Nefret to flee once Rayne confirmed she’d discovered something of value. “Do you live here alone?”
Nefret shook her head. “My husband has already gone ahead. He is certain there is something of interest deeper within. He waits in the hotel Mr. Altman organized. I am to follow.”
“I understand.” The maximum sentence for selling antiquities was life, but the alternative Nefret and her husband had risked it all for was a new life, free of poverty. This wasn’t a new practice; Egyptians had been capitalizing on their culture for centuries.
Nefret indicated where they were to go. “My husband is a large man. He found something, but he was too large to enter. I dislike closed spaces.” 
A threadbare sofa and small coffee table had been pushed against the side wall, and in the center of the room a hole with a diameter of around fifteen feet disappeared into darkness. A walkway of less than two feet led to the kitchen. Nefret flicked a switch and the hole lit up. Rayne looked over the edge into an eighteen-foot drop. At its base, ancient stone had been uncovered and punctured to create an aperture wide enough for a slim person.
She stepped back, took her climbing harness from her bag, and pulled it on. As she did, Ginn took out a concrete shot-fired fixing gun that looked like something from a sci-fi movie and made short work of bolting a D-ring into the ground. Tonyck quickly knotted a climbing rope through it and tossed its length into the hole. Rayne fastened a headlamp on and loaded a leather tool roll with a lump hammer, trowel, and pickaxe. Ginn looped the rope, threaded it through a figure eight descender, and clipped a carabiner to it before attaching it to Rayne’s harness. 
She slipped her tactical gloves on, pulled the rope taut, and stepped onto the edge of the hole with her back to the opening.
“Let’s make this quick, lady boss,” Tonyck said.
Rayne began to rappel down the side of the crudely dug hole and reached the smaller aperture in seconds. She paused at the base, putting her feet on solid ground, and lowered herself to her knees. Rayne snapped a safety light stick and dropped it through the stone floor. It fell another ten feet or so before hitting the ground. She switched on her headlamp and shone it into the cavity. Her heart raced when her eyes adjusted to the light. The house had been built over a small chamber, clearly created for the sole purpose of hiding something. The question was what artifact someone had gone to so much trouble to disguise.
“I’m going in. Switch to comms.” She pulled the slack on the rope and slowly lowered herself deeper into the darkness, dimly lit by the green glowstick below. As she descended, the temperature dropped dramatically and she shivered, though that was more from the thrill of discovery than her body’s reaction to the cold. She hit the floor beside the light stick, unclipped the carabiner, and scanned the area with her headlamp. She saw a tiny opening almost at ground level to the east side of the space and headed toward it. Six giant slabs of simply carved stone with lines of writing in the middle were discarded around it, and she could see Nefret’s husband had crowbarred them free by the indentations and jagged crevices along the entire wall. He must have translated some of the writing to know he needed to pull them down. 
She recognized the language as Aramaic, the Jewish script, though she’d expected hieroglyphs. They were over six hundred miles from Jerusalem by land, but there’d been many Jewish communities in Northern Egypt before and during the Roman times. Could this place be that ancient? She quickly took photos of the script on each slab to translate later, then crouched to lay flat on the ground. She used a flashlight to illuminate a misshapen tunnel and blew out a breath. The opening was barely big enough to squeeze herself into, and it brought to mind the strange “weaseling” activity Lauren had taken her on to overcome her claustrophobia. Navigating the skinny cracks of rock formations and natural tunnels in England’s Peak District had been quite the baptism of fire for her irrational fear, but it’d stood her in good stead for many caves and tombs since.
She stood, unfastened her harness, and dropped it to the ground, along with her tools. She stripped off her jacket, belt, and shirt, and emptied her cargo pockets of everything lest it snag on the tunnel floor and halt her progress. She pressed the comms link on her neck. “I’ve taken my harness off to go through a narrow tunnel. I’m attaching the end of the rope to my ankle in case the walls collapse,” Rayne said as she did it.
“Ginn’s coming down.”
Rayne appreciated the concern in Tonyck’s voice, their presence, as always, making her feel safe. She opened the AirMeasure app on her cell, directed the flashlight along the tunnel, and activated the device. The tunnel showed as twenty feet long, but Rayne was unable to tell whether that was the end or simply a turn. She felt movement on the rope and Ginn joined her in less than a minute. 
She looked at the hole and whistled. “Good job you’re so lithe.”
“I’m glad you didn’t say skinny.”
Ginn chuckled. “I know better, lady boss.”
Rayne tucked her phone inside her bra. She took a deep breath and refocused, got down on her belly, and began to crawl.
“Be careful, Rayne.”
“Always.”
Ginn only ever used her name when she was serious, a rare occurrence. Rayne acknowledged the danger she was putting herself in, but they didn’t have time to test the rigidity of the shaft’s walls. There were slabs of stone pushing against one another and clearly no supporting timbers to maintain its shape. One touch in the wrong place and it could all come crashing down. It could even be designed to do exactly that. Someone had gone to a lot of trouble to create a perfect hiding place, and she suspected this was the only access point.
Rayne inched along the sandy ground, careful not to touch the walls or roof of the tunnel. As she edged along, her flashlight revealed that the tunnel took a sharp right, and she took a shallow breath, thinking that one climbing rope might not be long enough to negotiate the distance. 
She touched the comms unit. “I need you to connect another rope to this one. The tunnel keeps going.” She was deliberately economical with her words. The temperature had dropped a few Fahrenheit again, and the oxygen seemed lacking, though she knew that was illogical.
“Sure thing, lady boss.”
Rayne reached the bend and focused the flashlight into the abyss. Was that an opening? She circled the light and became more convinced she’d found the end of the tunnel. She carefully twisted her upper body into the space. This was one of the few times she’d wished she wasn’t five ten as she slowly dragged her legs behind her, trying to keep them from touching anything but solid ground. She crawled along, progress painfully but necessarily slow, until she was finally able to touch the edge of the opening.
“Everything okay, Rayne?” Tonyck asked.
“Yeah. I think I’m at the end of the tunnel.” She placed her hands flat on the ground and pulled herself out of the tunnel into a small cavern beyond the opening. After untying the rope from her ankle, she stood slowly and stretched her arms, welcoming the open space around her, even though the chamber was barely eight feet square and the air was musty. In the center, there was an altar of some kind with a wide, rectangular wooden box atop it. She shone her flashlight on the structure and took a photo, though the box was completely without adornment or words. Rayne rubbed her hands together and approached it, checking the ground and walls for any concealed dangers. Whoever went to the trouble of hiding that box might easily have added in some additional traps. They really weren’t just the folly of Hollywood movies.
She flicked the brass clasp open with a little difficulty, placed her thumbs on the lid’s edge, and pried it open. Inside was a moderately plain clay pot with four lines of script wrapped around its widest section. She took a photo of it in situ before pressing it gently. Satisfied it wasn’t fragile, she slowly lifted it out, placed it on its base, and took a second shot. Her mind whirred with the possibilities as she traced her fingers over the script and translated it slowly. “After the end of days, after defeat and chains, Moshiach will come, and our redemption will follow.”
Rayne lifted the lid and swallowed hard. Chase would’ve loved this. Inside the pot was a rolled scroll. “Jesus Christ.” She replaced the lid, closed the box, and lifted it from the altar. She touched the comms unit on her neck. “Let Nefret get out of here. We’ve got something spectacular.”
“Copy that, lady boss.”
Rayne knelt on the ground and tied the rope end around her wrist. She pulled a large, thick polythene bag from her back pocket, put the box inside, and sealed it. She placed the box inside the entrance of the tunnel and got back down on her belly to begin the crawl back to Ginn, pushing the heavy box in front of her as she went.
As she made her way back through the tunnel, with Ginn taking up the rope’s slack as she progressed, Rayne struggled to maintain her concentration. There hadn’t been a complete scroll found in decades, and she wasn’t aware of any that had been found this far south of Cairo. When they got home, she’d be able to examine the composition of the jar to trace the vessel to its source clay. Opening the scroll to see what it was written on and how it was written would give her further clues. Discovering what was written on it was beyond exciting. The provenance and history of this scroll was hers to find out. No turning it over to the Israel Antiquities Authority or the ENP for some other archaeologist to divine its hidden secrets.
This was what she loved about her job.
 
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
New York
 
RAYNE ADJUSTED THE lighting in the lab and checked the time again. Altman was late. She’d expected him to demand a meeting as soon as their plane landed at LaGuardia, but his reception of the news of a complete scroll in Aramaic had been lukewarm. He confessed that he’d been hoping for hieroglyphs, much as Rayne had, and the tomb of Cleopatra. He didn’t try to hide his disappointment at what he’d called a “mere scroll.” The best he was now expecting was Esther, the only Old Testament book of the Bible that hadn’t been found in complete scroll form. She didn’t have the heart to tell him the scroll was way too small for that.
His lack of awe meant Rayne got to go home for some sleep, but she’d been unable to rest. The mystery of the scroll called. She’d been tempted to ring Chase more than a few times in five hours of aimless tossing and turning. She would definitely share Rayne’s enthusiasm for the find, but she’d also want to see the scroll returned to Egypt to display in the Grand Egyptian Museum. The way Altman had reacted, that might end up being the case. The eccentric millionaire might even throw it away like trash. That’s what she’d heard he’d done to another find by one of Rayne’s rivals. Rumor had it that Altman also had the guy tossed into the Hudson for the inconvenience, hence why G&T were sitting in her office right now.
She set the turntable on and watched the clay pot rotate as the scanner took in all the detail and created a 3-D image on the wall monitors. Once complete, she removed the lid and used a scalpel to scrape some clay into a sample pot. She sealed the container and placed it in her handbag. Rayne had arranged to meet an old friend at USMA, West Point so she could use their tandem accelerator. Knowing where the clay came from would help unravel the mystery of who had written it and perhaps who’d gone to so much trouble to hide it away for hundreds of years.
The intercom buzzed, and Rayne replaced the pot’s lid before answering.
“Mr. Altman is here,” said Jenny.
“Super. I’ll be right out.” She took off her gloves and placed them on the table before going to the adjoining door to her office. “Aya. It’s wonderful to see you.”
He rolled his eyes. “Wonderful to see my check book, you mean?”
“We must get you out of the Dark Ages. I stopped taking checks a long time ago, Aya. It’s your bank app I want to see.” She winked, and he chuckled.
“Good to see you’re as ruthlessly money-oriented as you ever were. I’d heard unsettling gossip that you might be going over to the light side of the Force.”
Rayne smiled to hide her concern. She’d smoothed things over with Isabella, promising a free retrieval of her next desire, and Nigracatus had stood down when she’d informed them she had nothing to do with the theft and would certainly tell them if she heard anything. What exactly had Altman heard and where from? “All lies from unscrupulous rivals, I assure you. I’m still very much in the business, Aya.”
“Good. Now, what have you got for me?”
Jenny knocked and entered, carrying a tray of coffees. “Your espresso, Mr. Altman.” She distributed the cups and left.
Altman knocked his coffee back in one swallow and stood expectantly. “Let’s see if this scroll is even worth the plane fuel to Egypt and back.”
“It seems to be in exceptional condition, Aya,” Rayne said, replacing her coffee on her desk. He’d gone into time is money mode so her coffee would be wasted. She shared a disgruntled look with Tonyck, who wrinkled her eyebrows in a most unsympathetic expression. No bonus for you. She keyed the door code and entered, with Altman following.
He walked toward the clay pot and bent to inspect the script. “What does it say?”
“After the end of days, after defeat and chains, Moshiach will come, and our redemption will follow.” Rayne went to the opposite side of the table and pulled her cotton gloves back on.
“Any idea what it’s about?”
“You’re familiar with eschatology, the Jewish theology and prophecy of the end of days?” She glanced up and he nodded. “That’s what these four lines are referring to. But beyond that, I’m stumped until we open and read it. I researched on the plane home, but there doesn’t seem to be any knowledge of this scroll in that location.”
“Doesn’t that make it worthless?”
In her head, Rayne imagined Chase’s reaction to Altman’s words: All artifacts are priceless, you rich prick. Or perhaps they were her own thoughts. Spending more time with Chase had reignited the scholar in her, made her cognizant of the pure love she once had for archaeology before Lauren and before the pursuit of money had become her single, motivating factor.
“Not necessarily.” Rayne had never been certain of Altman’s motives on any of the contracts she’d completed for him. Some were for his personal collection, others he generously sourced for friends and lovers, whereas others he contracted simply to deprive his rivals or enemies of having them. He locked those away in some dark section of one of his many properties worldwide for no one to enjoy.
She pressed record to activate the camera positioned in the framework above the pot and removed the lid.
Altman peered inside and made a noise of disappointment. “Only a short scroll? That can’t be the book of Esther unless it was written by an ant.”
“Perhaps it’s something better,” Rayne said, her patience for his nonchalant dismissiveness wearing thin. She laid the pot on its side and used cushion-tipped tweezers to grasp the end of the scroll. She pulled the tweezers with her right hand and used her left to slowly pull the pot in the opposite direction until the scroll was completely out. Rayne gently pushed the pot aside and used both hands to carefully unfurl the scroll. It was made of some kind of animal skin and was surprisingly supple, a state promoted by the dampness of the chamber it had spent hundreds of years in.
Fully unrolled, the scroll was around the size of a sheet of legal paper with twelve lines of script.
“Or perhaps it’s a Jewish priest’s bad poetry,” Altman said and laughed at his own joke.
Rayne silently began to translate it, pausing to consult the Aramaic alphabet on her tablet for particular diacritics. It had been a while since she’d read old Hebrew script, and her fluency was a tad rusty.
When she traced her finger along the last line of text, Altman rapped his knuckles on the table. “Well, what’s the verdict?”
Rayne’s research into the existence of a scroll hidden in the location they’d found it had borne no fruit. Now she knew why. “The Dead Sea scrolls, Aya. No one’s looking for this scroll because no one alive knows of the secret it holds.” Her heart thudded behind her ribs. If this was what she thought it was, Altman would soon change his tune.
“Ooh, now you have my attention. What secret?” 
He leaned in closer and she had to back away, checking that the camera was capturing the data on her monitors to disguise her almost choking on the sickly-sweet cologne he’d bathed in.
“The Copper Scroll was found five years after the Bedouin shepherds discovered the vast horde of scrolls in Qumran.” Rayne paced the room, the excitement of what lay before them making it impossible to remain still. “It was the last of fifteen new scrolls found, pieced together from twenty-three copper strips—and a little tin. The author script, style, language, and medium of the Copper Scroll were all different from any of the other scrolls found in the same area.”
Altman paced too, clearly caught up in the drama of the moment. “Yes, yes. And the content wasn’t biblical. It—”
“Told of sixty-three locations where treasure was hidden and a final location held a replica of the treasure map. Talents of silver. Bars of solid gold. Nearly five thousand pieces of precious metals were listed on the scroll, along with details of those locations told in cryptic clues.”
“But none of it has ever been found, Rayne, even though some of the locations have been shown to exist.”
“Yes, and because there was nothing there, it was believed that the gold and silver had already been found and removed.” Rayne took a second to enjoy the moment. Altman had regaled her on numerous occasions with his tale of being a little boy using his father’s metal detector on one of the beaches in the Hamptons. When it bleeped, he dug up an old pocket watch that turned out to be early sixteenth century and worth thirty thousand dollars. He’d been hooked and said he knew he’d spend his life looking for treasure. Rayne had always struggled to maintain a neutral expression whenever he retold the tale; he’d never looked for another treasure since—he simply paid other people to look for him. Nevertheless, right now, he had the same expression she imagined he’d had as that thirteen-year-old boy. In that moment, she could believe that he was as enthralled by what they had as she was, and for the same reason: the discovery of history rather than the dollar signs. But in this case, that couldn’t be underplayed from her point of view either.
“The whole collection detailed in the scroll was valued this year as three trillion dollars, Aya.”
He narrowed his eyes and took on his usual greedy expression. “But what does it matter what the whole amount is worth if it’s all already gone or can never be found? People have been hunting this treasure for decades.”
Rayne pointed at the scroll. “Because everything written in the Copper Scroll regarding the sixty-plus locations is a ruse. A lie designed to send people on a wild goose chase and drive them insane.”
Altman frowned. “You’re losing me, Rayne. Are you saying the treasure doesn’t even exist? Why are you still so,” he gestured toward her, “fizzy if that’s all the damn scroll says?”
She tapped the table gently. “Because this explains that the purpose of the Copper Scroll isn’t about the words written on it, but the indentations of certain points and characters hidden on the reverse side. All the treasure is in one place. The Copper Scroll is essentially a map of coordinates and this scroll is the cipher that explains how to use it.”
“So all we need is to look at the Copper Scroll online and we can find the whole horde?”
“Ah, therein lay the problem.” And no doubt the point where Altman lost interest entirely. “You can’t tell from the online or book versions, or even full reproductions, where the indentation points will be. The likelihood is they were dismissed as damage or irregularities within the copper, not as part of a code. To follow the trail, you need the actual Copper Scroll. And since that’s in a museum in Jordan, that kind of concludes the adventure.” She tilted her head. “Although you could contact the authorities and try to negotiate a joint venture.” A long shot, true. Far more likely that political fallout between Israel and Egypt would ensue when the provenance of the scroll was revealed.
There was a lengthy silence Rayne chose not to fill.
“Are you telling me there’s no way of getting to the location of three trillion dollars’ worth of gold and silver without the original Copper Scroll?”
“I’m afraid so.” A strange air of contentment settled over her as Altman’s latest acquisition had essentially been for naught and further pilfering was thwarted. What the hell? Chase’s influence weighed heavy for a moment, but she dismissed it. This was a discovery that had to be made but the reality remained, however great the prize. There could be no joint venture, so one of the world’s largest, possibly the largest, ever horde of precious metals would remain undiscovered until the end of days when a volcano erupted a stream of molten gold and silver.
“Mm.” Altman walked over to the window and looked down into Central Park.
Rayne took the time to re-read the scroll to make sure she hadn’t mistranslated or misinterpreted it. It pointed to the clues with the Greek couplets and triplets on the Copper Scroll as distance markers and the North Star could be used to guide them from the location of the Greek letters. She wanted to work this through with Chase. She took a still photo and enlarged it on the monitor. Even without the treasure, this was an incredible find that she wanted the time to study.
Altman came back to the table. “I want you to keep the scroll here, safe. Can you do that?”
“Of course.” It seemed an odd request, but Rayne was ecstatic that she’d get to study it further. She’d been recording the session because she’d expected him to take the scroll away. She definitely hadn’t anticipated him gifting her the time to examine it more thoroughly.
“I may come back for it, or I may not. In the meantime, I’d like you to find out as much as you can about its origins. I’ll pay you for your time and storage, of course.” He turned to leave, pausing as he opened the door. “And don’t tell anyone about it. Do you understand, Rayne? Not another soul.”
“You know you always have my confidentiality, Aya. You never have to remind me.”
“I hope that remains true.”
The look in his eye unsettled Rayne a little, but she remained visibly unaffected. What had someone been whispering in his ear? “Always, Aya. Always.”
He left, allowing the door to close softly behind him. Rayne removed her gloves and ran her hands through her hair. She’d seen that look in Oscar Owen’s eyes, but it was an expression she’d never seen on Altman. He’d always been the dapper gentleman with her, so much so that she’d all but dismissed the rumor of her predecessor ending up in the Hudson.
She turned and studied the monitors on the wall: the 3-D vase, the hidden characters, the visible script. She’d love to share it all with Chase. She glanced at her phone to check the time. Chase would be getting up for her early morning gym session. No, she wouldn’t succumb to her crazy need to share everything in her professional world with Chase, especially when Chase hadn’t been sharing with her. They needed to lay some ground rules about their future. She quickly thumbed a text to let Chase know she was back in the country and that she should come over on Friday.
She typed in a sequence on the table’s OS and the part of the table with the scroll and vase receded into its temperature-controlled belly. The fixed top of the table slid over to conceal it and create a vacuum. It would remain there for her to study until Altman decided he wanted it back. For now she’d head up to West Point for the clay analysis. Altman’s request for her to keep it secret aside, she couldn’t ignore the pang of disappointment deep in her soul. Three trillion dollars in gold and silver was somewhere on this crusty rock, and they were the only two people alive who knew about it. That wasn’t ironic. That was plain old, garden-variety bad luck.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
FRIDAY DIDN’T COME fast enough. Chase got Rayne’s text on Wednesday morning on her way to the gym. Going to see Rayne in less than sixty hours was motivation enough to turn a half hour cardio session into a monster ninety-minute weights and AMRAP workout. If she could’ve crawled out of the gym rather than hobbled without attracting too much attention, she would have. Another two workouts on top had made movement of any kind painful, and her chest muscles were beyond tender to the touch.
Chase had used the time they usually spent Zooming to concentrate on getting rid of the five pounds she’d put on over the last year, and her body was responding. The handful of chub she’d been able to grab a few weeks ago had reduced nicely, and her abs were no longer padded with the covering of fat she’d accumulated. No matter how many times Rayne reassured her that she was in exceptional shape and incredibly sexy, she’d still work out like a demented beast to maintain the body she wanted, the body she felt sexy with. And deep down, in places harder to discover than a sunken merchant’s ship, Chase’s body insecurity issues hummed for attention whenever she thought about why someone as stunningly beautiful as Rayne would want a short-ass, butch professor like her. It had been much easier to ignore her obsession with achieving a ripped physique when she only indulged in passing hook-ups, mostly in the dark. But the intimacy and the three-hundred-sixty-degree access that came with a serious relationship made it all but impossible to hide.
Conversely, not having to hide was a wonderful experience. And though she and Rayne had known each other for years, the depth of that knowledge had increased ten-fold in the past twelve months. Getting to truly know each other weighed in on a completely different level to anything she’d known before. It was freedom at odds with what she imagined the confines of a committed relationship entailed.
But what a woman to be committed to, Chase thought as she navigated the purging hordes of travelers through to Homeland security. Rayne had so much talent, so much intelligence, so much everything that it was like she’d been first in every line collecting the maximum amount of perfection and everyone else shared what little was left. If Chase ignored the other stuff, Rayne was goddess-like.
The other stuff. Could she still be so judgmental after what she’d done in Rome to reclaim Zenobia? Reclaim was a stretch. The tomb didn’t belong to Chase any more than it belonged to Isabella Fiore. And in the rainforest, Rayne had shown all the qualities she’d kept hidden for the past decade. So many wonderful qualities that Chase had been powerless against falling in love with her.
Hiccups like Zenobia were inevitable, and they’d talked about it a little. Not enough. Chase was glad to get the chance to have a more in-depth version of that conversation today. She’d worried she might never get to speak to Rayne intimately again.
Security successfully negotiated and with no luggage to collect, Chase headed toward arrivals. She’d told Rayne what her flight details were, but she didn’t expect her to be there waiting to run into Chase’s open arms like they did in all the best romantic movies. Any chance Chase got to sweep Rayne up in her arms and have her legs wrapped around her waist was her teenage wet dream come true. There was something so very sexy about being able to pick up your woman that way. So very sexy and so very old-fashioned. Thus far, Rayne had appreciated her gentlewoman-like behavior.
She approached the final corner before getting to the rows of people lined up to greet loved ones, friends, and colleagues and tried to push down the flutter of butterflies in her stomach. Rayne wouldn’t be there to meet her, and she didn’t really deserve the loving welcome.
She looked anyway, over the shoulders and between the heads of all of the people in front of her. The optimist in her couldn’t help it, but there was no Rayne. She hitched her backpack higher on her shoulder and walked toward the taxi sign.
“You didn’t think I’d come to pick you up, did you?”
Chase turned around quickly to see Rayne emerging from the restroom. Her heart lifted, weightless almost, strong enough to take her feet off the ground, and a deep sense of joy buzzed through every cell in her body. She was such a cliché romantic, but how could she not be when a woman like Rayne stood before her?
“Rayne.” God, was it even possible that she was more beautiful every time Chase set eyes on her? How could the effect she had on her be so intense that she literally took Chase’s breath away? It was witchcraft, surely. The logical, fact-driven scholar Chase of everyday life vacated her body and brain was immediately replaced by a breathless, smitten, lovesick school boi with a killer crush on the cheerleader captain. Would it always be that way?
Rayne’s heels clipped the hard floor, the sound echoing and matching the rhythm pulsating in Chase’s ears. She touched her fingers to Chase’s bottom lip and pinched it. “Cat got your tongue, sweet lover?”
Chase melted. Rayne knew the mere tug of her lip took her from zero to eighty faster than the information could shoot to her brain. “God, Rayne, I’ve missed you. And no, I didn’t think you’d come, but I’m very glad that you did.” She pulled Rayne closer with one arm and wrapped her hand around the back of Rayne’s neck to pull her down for the kiss Chase had feared she might never taste again. Rayne’s soft lips, her firm and controlled pressure, her wicked sexy tongue and what she could do with it, those things made Chase’s head spin. But also, beyond the off-the-scale hotness came that deeper intimacy and the promise of reconnection, things Chase had never known could be communicated in the mere meeting of mouths. Chase let herself be taken away into the depths of her feelings and relief and hope crept in that Rayne had forgiven her and they could carry on as normal.
Rayne pulled away and pressed her fingertips to Chase’s mouth. “I needed that, but don’t think for a second that we’re going to go back to my place to ravish each other until we’ve talked.”
“Then can we ravish each other?”
“Oh, Chase.” Rayne turned and walked away, and Chase followed. “How our discussion goes will determine when or if the ravishing commences.”
Oh crap. If the ravishing commences? After a kiss and threat like that, Chase might agree to anything Rayne demanded.
 
***
 
Chase leaned against the corridor wall while Rayne unlocked the door and pushed it open. She gestured for Chase to enter and closed it behind them. Just as when she’d been there before, the same rush hit Chase as she approached the wall of floor to ceiling windows that looked out across the Hudson, with the Brooklyn Bridge in view to the far left. Breathtaking was too cliché a description but Chase couldn’t think of a better word. City lights bounced their reflection on the still water and illuminated the vista like a Candace Dyer landscape photograph. 
Their homes couldn’t be more polar opposite. Chase’s decor was colorful and cluttered but functional. Homely was the style she’d deliberately adopted from her own childhood home for Noemie’s sake. When Chase took her in, Noemi had never even decorated a Christmas tree, or celebrated Thanksgiving, or had a Halloween party. So Chase overcompensated and made sure Noemie’s new home was everything she’d ever coveted in a Hallmark movie.
Rayne’s style was straight out of an interior design magazine’s centerfold spread. Sleek lines, sexy art, Italian marble and leather, and solid wood. All of it chosen and arranged by Rayne, and they’d had sex on every last stick of furniture and flat surface. Would they again?
Rayne discarded her heels and padded over to her drink cabinet. “Libation?”
“Please. Whatever you’re having.” Chase looked back toward the window, rolled her eyes, and mentally smacked her forehead. Was she acting awkwardly because so much was riding on this subsequent conversation? It was like every fumbling, naïve first date in her early twenties when she had no idea what to say because she didn’t know what the woman wanted to hear. She’d changed that style for the past ten years, but Rayne’s quiet power had her slipping right back into it.
 Rayne reclined on one of the three giant couches in the far left of the open kitchen and living space. She held a glass out.
“Are you going to join me or are you looking at the view all night?”
Chase walked to Rayne and took the glass, touching her fingers to Rayne’s as she did. “Sorry. You know I’d much rather look at you.” She remained standing and glanced around. “Where would you like me to sit?”
Rayne smiled, clearly amused. “Wow, you really tuck your tail between your legs when you’re in trouble, don’t you?”
Her observation rankled, more because Rayne was right than any irritation at being compared to a puppy. Chase hadn’t communicated with Rayne over something she knew would affect her professionally, and now she was suffering the consequences. “I’m sorry, Rayne,” Chase said, choosing to sit beside her. She kicked off her boots, turned sideways, and crossed her legs in front of her. “I knew that reclaim—”
“Stealing.”
Chase pulled her bottom lip in with her teeth. Rayne obviously wasn’t going to make this easy. She took a sip of the almost maroon liquid and savored the soft burn at the back of her throat. “This is good stuff.”
“As it should be for five thousand dollars a bottle.”
“What?” Chase held her glass aloft, as if it were too precious to handle. Silly really, given the number of priceless artifacts she’d safely held in her hands. “My truck cost less than that.”
“I didn’t. Stan Turner did.” Rayne wiggled her eyebrows. “Think of it as a souvenir from our Golden Trinity adventure, since we didn’t get any precious gold.”
Chase frowned. “When did you get it?”
“From his hotel room when we liberate—”
“Stole.”
“Touché.” Rayne swirled her glass casually. “When we liberated the map, I took it with me. I always had the feeling that he was incapable of appreciating the finer things in life despite surrounding himself with them.” She took a sip. “And I think he had more pressing things to worry about when he woke from his drug-induced slumber. I suppose I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead.” 
Rayne’s comment was flippant, but Chase recognized the discomfort that flitted across her eyes as they both recalled exactly how Turner had died. Chase shuddered at how nonchalantly Owen had taken his life.
Rayne placed her hand on Chase’s knee. “You were saying?”
“I don’t want our professional lives to compromise this.” Chase indicated with her finger between the two of them. “What do we need to do?”
Rayne arched her eyebrow. “Weren’t you beginning with what you knew would happen when you stole Zenobia?”
Chase tapped her glass, the sound giving her small comfort. “Okay, okay. I’m sorry. The college team had been searching for half a year and when I finally found out where Zenobia was located, I didn’t know how to tell you—”
“So you didn’t tell me at all?”
Chase held her hand palm up. “Come on, Rayne. You know better than anyone what finally finding Zenobia means to me, especially after getting so close in Syria. If I told you what I was planning, are you honestly going to sit there and tell me that you wouldn’t have warned Fiore?”
“I wouldn’t have tried to stop you.”
“But the knowledge would have put you in an incredibly awkward position.”
Rayne narrowed her eyes. “You were saving me the moral dilemma?”
Chase bit back the urge to comment that there was no “moral dilemma” since Zenobia should never have gone to Isabella Fiore in the first place. The morally right course of action would have been obvious: let Chase recover the tomb.
But that retort would neither be helpful nor get them on the same chapter, if not the same page. “No, I didn’t mean that. I chickened out.” She scrubbed the fingers along the back of her head. “Zenobia has been my passion for over twenty years. I couldn’t let her go. But I couldn’t face you either.”
“I’ve thought about this a lot, trying to figure out what was actually bothering me. Whether it was that you stole from my client or from me, if you hacked my laptop—”
“Rayne, I promise I didn’t do that. I would never betray your trust like that.”
Rayne held her finger to her lips. “Or if it was how easily and convincingly you lied to me.”
“I didn’t lie about the lecture tour. I lied about the dinner that evening when you called.”
“You seemed quite at ease when we met in Bruxelles, Chase. We made love all night; your guilt didn’t stop you scratching that itch, did it?”
Chase couldn’t resist a small smile as the events of that night played out in her head, and she tamped down the responding fire that flared between her legs. “Desiring you as much as I do is something I’ll never apologize for.”
Rayne’s answering smile played at the corner of her lips. Even someone so beautiful was never tired of hearing people say it. “Did you come to a conclusion?” Chase asked when Rayne said nothing.
“First, you should know that sharing my thoughts with you goes against almost every fiber of my conscious being. But if we’re doing this thing, I know I have to go all in. It’s going to take me some time to get used to doing this, to sharing myself. It’s something my parents taught me not to do, no matter what, and I’ve been practicing not sharing all of my life.”
Rayne took a long drink of her rum and looked despondent. Chase wanted to tug her into her arms and hold her tight, squeeze out all the negative thoughts and doubts that her mother and father had indoctrinated her with, and replace that voice with more of her love. She didn’t respond. Rayne spoke so little of her upbringing and of her feelings that Chase wanted to give her the silence and space to do it at her own pace.
“But it’s not just that, Chase. I know you don’t agree with a lot of the work I’ve done in the past or work I may do in the future, but you also don’t understand some of the orbits that work puts me in. What you set in motion was a whole riot of recriminations that I had to deal with. It put you in danger, and it put me in debt to Isabella.”
Chase scrubbed at the back of her head again, harder this time. She hadn’t expected any consequences. God, she’d been naïve. “What kind of danger? What debt?” She reached out and Rayne took her hand, interlocking their fingers.
“My debt isn’t your concern, and I hope I’ve done enough for there to be no danger, but the organization Isabella engaged to find what was hers aren’t known to tread lightly. They stomp on everyone and everything to retrieve items for their clients.”
Chase squeezed Rayne’s hand gently. “I can take care of myself.”
Rayne huffed. “I love you for thinking that, and in a one-on-one fight, I’d bet on you, but these people don’t fight fair, Chase. And there’s often a trail of bodies on their way to their goal.”
Chase almost pulled away, her ego hurt that Rayne thought her incapable of looking after herself, and by extension, Rayne. But she stayed, recognizing how difficult all of this had been and still was for Rayne. Allowing Chase to glimpse her vulnerability wasn’t something that happened every day. The wrong words or reactions now would send Rayne hurtling back to the safety of high castle walls and pulling up her drawbridge.
“I didn’t know,” Chase said but reprimanded herself instantly. All the unsavory tales, all the dark web dealings, and the criminal side of Rayne’s world, Chase did know about. In the rosy glow of their fresh romance, she’d chosen to ignore them. Maybe she’d been cavalier in the Zenobia heist. Maybe she’d even thought herself untouchable because of Stanford. Or maybe she’d chosen to ignore everything because she was blinded by her lifelong quest for the Warrior Queen.
Was that what being with Rayne would always mean? Willful ignorance? “How do we make this work, babe?” She pulled Rayne’s hand to her mouth and kissed her knuckles. “I want to be with you, more than anything.”
Rayne gave a rueful smile. “Not more that you wanted Zenobia—and that’s okay, Chase. You’ve wanted that woman since you were a teenager, which is a bit creepy, but I’ll go with it because we’re new. I want to be with you too. I want to figure this out so we can have a future.”
Chase nodded slowly. “Okay, so how about we don’t talk about our work? People do that, right? Lawyer couples who are prosecutors and defenders. Secret service people. Pharma scientists working on top secret drugs. They don’t spend their evenings talking about their work, do they?”
“That sounds like a reasonable plan of action. I guess we try it and see how it goes.”
Chase scooched closer. She stroked Rayne’s shoulder and traced her fingers down the lines of her arm. “So we can move on? We don’t talk about our work to each other—”
“Unless we know that the other one won’t be affected by it,” Rayne said, leaning into Chase’s touch. “Archaeology is a passion we share, and it’s a big part of our lives.”
Chase finished her outrageously expensive drink, leaned beyond Rayne, and placed her glass on the table behind her. As she did, Rayne squeezed her ass. “And we could talk about other peoples’ discoveries?” She didn’t return to her previous position and pressed her body to Rayne’s.
“Yeah, sure.”
Rayne kissed her and everything else faded. “We’re good?” she asked, breathlessly whispering into Rayne’s mouth.
“We’re better than good.”
Chase ran her hand through Rayne’s long, silken hair as they began to devour each other. For this, their compromise had to work.
 
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
RAYNE PULLED HER collar up a little higher to shield her neck from the mild wind. New York was her home year-round, but she missed the warmth of Southern Italy in the fall and winter months. She tucked her arm back into Chase’s, glad to suck up her body heat. She always seemed to run hot, no matter the weather, almost as if she were run by solar panels and had soaked up so much Texas sun in her youth that it would keep her toasty for the rest of her life.
She couldn’t imagine living in Texas, although Galveston seemed less Texan, and the warm sea was a big plus. Perhaps she could retire there and learn to surf properly, one of the few sports she had yet to master. Everywhere else in the Lone Star state she envisioned as a mass of cowboy hats, oil, cattle, and guns. Chase assured her it was far more than the TV and movies would have the world believe, but Rayne wasn’t convinced. Chase herself epitomized the cliché with the cowboy hat she kept in her study, her youth spent shooting guns, and her parents owning a small cattle ranch in Brady.
“Missing the Egyptian sun?” Chase asked and tugged Rayne a little closer as they walked through Central Park.
“It’s been less than three days. Are you breaking our ‘no work talk’ rule already?”
Chase smiled. “Sorry. I was thinking about your heritage and where you grew up. The New York climate isn’t quite the same.”
Her roots seemed a strange thing to be on Chase’s mind, so she deflected. Her childhood was never her favorite topic. “Is that why you put down roots in California? All of the heat and less of the prejudice?” She recalled Chase’s story about being beaten up in a bar trying to protect someone. With Chase being so butch, Rayne doubted that had been the only homophobic crap she had to put up with in the backward Southern state.
“Hey, come on. Texas isn’t that bad.” Chase touched the top of her skull where one of the scars still showed when her hair was cropped close enough to her skull. 
Rayne stopped, wrapped her hand around the back of Chase’s neck, and kissed the damaged skin. “Tell that to your head.”
“Point taken, but Texas is a big state. There are plenty of places where it’s okay to be gay.”
“Okay to be your kind of gay?” Rayne didn’t miss Chase roll her eyes. There were topics she clearly wasn’t comfortable discussing too. 
“Speaking of Texas, my mom has invited you to Thanksgiving. Think you can handle it?”
Crap. Now she understood why Chase had been ruminating about Rayne’s roots, and she wished she hadn’t pushed the subject. She could handle Thanksgiving with Chase’s parents, of course she could, but she wasn’t sure she was ready for it. “Do you still go every year?”
“So no, you can’t handle it, or no, you won’t handle it?”
Rayne nibbled the inside of her lip. They’d agreed on total honesty and open communication. Did that apply even when it would almost certainly hurt? “Am I supposed to go only if I want to? Or am I supposed to say yes because you want me to go, assuming you do want me to go?”
Chase shook her head. “This is a conversation we should have with food and alcohol.”
And that was the flip side of the relationship territory, having someone who understood her subtext. Rayne pointed to an empty horse and carriage. “We’re not far from Medusa’s at the south exit. I have a standing reservation.”
“Oh wow, really? I’ve seen the Garbati sculpture online, but I’d love to see it in the flesh, so to speak.”
Rayne loved Chase’s unfettered enthusiasm for the thirty foot “Me Too” figure. “I really do.” Rayne flagged the driver over. They climbed on board and Rayne told the woman where to go.
“I hope this is fake,” Chase said as she pulled the fur blanket over Rayne’s knees and shuddered.
Rayne flipped the corner over. “Look, no skin.”
“That’s gross.” Chase screwed up her nose. “Anyway, can I ask how it is that you have an open reservation at one of the most exclusive women-only establishments in the world? Or do I not want to know?”
“You sound like a tourist.” Rayne leaned back and Chase put her arm around her shoulders. She settled into her embrace as the carriage began to move. “And whether I answer depends on whether or not you’re the jealous type.” There were two answers to Chase’s question, and they’d agreed not to talk about one of them.
Chase played with strands of Rayne’s hair and snuggled closer. “I’d have to have an ego the size of the Statue of Liberty or be completely oblivious to how amazing you are not to be jealous.”
“Are you trying to charm your way back into my bed, Chase Stinsen? We’ve only been out of it a few hours.”
Chase pressed her nose against Rayne’s neck. “The way we have sex, it’s all I can do to pull myself away in the first place. If I could replicate myself and send the clone back to Stanford, I would.”
Rayne was flattered but fully aware that Chase could do no such thing for anything longer than a few days. Her work was her life. “You have a plane to catch this evening.”
Chase pulled away a little. Rayne felt her frustration, but there was nothing either of them could do about it. Long weekends were all they could have when school was in session.
“She’s an old lover?” Chase asked after a few moments of silence.
“Something like that. But you have no reason to be jealous, I can assure you.” Rayne said the words but knew that if Stevie was at the restaurant, Chase would be green-eyed within seconds of seeing all six foot three inches of the entrepreneur. “I’ve never let anyone in my heart like I have with you.”
Chase drew Rayne into a kiss. “I love you.”
She always managed to say those three simple words with such feeling, Rayne could easily believe her. Not that Chase had given her reason for doubt, but this was still new, and she struggled to believe she was a good enough person to keep Chase. Rayne looked into her eyes and saw nothing but adoration. “I love you too.”
The carriage pulled in and they got out after Chase had paid. Rayne waited on the sidewalk for Chase to turn and see the sculpture. Pure appreciation in Chase’s expression turned her eyes glassy, and she swallowed hard enough for Rayne to hear her. Chase tipped her head back as if to study Medusa’s head, but Rayne knew it was her way of forcing her tears to defy gravity. She resisted the urge to tease her and simply enjoyed seeing Chase’s softer side and the moment of vulnerability.
Rayne took the time to study the statue once again. She’d been present for its unveiling ceremony, and it had taken her breath away much as it did Chase’s now. The “Me Too” movement made Rayne’s heart break for every one of the millions of women punished for being the victim of a sexual crime. So many men had so much to answer for and never would. Rayne hoped for an afterlife insomuch as they might finally be judged and punished for their crimes.
After a few moments of quiet contemplation, she felt Chase’s hand rest gently at the small of her back.
“This kind of art, I get,” she said. “Do you know how she managed to get this made?”
The question pulled Rayne from her wandering thoughts. “I do. I’ll tell you over a glass of wine and a plate of gnocchi. I’m hungry.”
“Let’s eat.”
Chase took Rayne’s hand and they walked to the entrance where a woman in a three-piece suit opened the door for them.
“Ms. Marcellus,” she said and motioned them inside.
“Are there any butch women in this city who don’t know you?”
Rayne cupped Chase’s ass. “There are no butch women in the city who know me like you do.” Rayne had never been one to entertain jealousy, but there was something about Chase being jealous that made her a little squee inside, almost prompting her to actively encourage it.
Chase grumbled something inaudible as the maître d’ greeted them and escorted them to a table on the first floor with a view of the sculpture and Central Park as its background. Rayne ordered a bottle of house white and gnocchi for two.
“Stevie called her business Medusa after Ovid’s Metamorphosis. She wanted to create a place where women could come, be themselves, and be safe. As you know, Medusa has a bad rap and is widely misunderstood. Stevie felt kind of the same, hence the name. When she saw the original seven-foot version, she contacted the artist and gained his permission to have that one created.” Rayne pointed toward the impressive and imposing statue.
“‘Gained his permission?” Chase asked. “That sounds a little dubious.”
“It took some persuading. And a lot of money. That’s all, nothing sinister.” Rayne ran her fingers across the back of Chase’s hand. “The artist won’t have to work another day in his life if he doesn’t want to.”
“I admit that I wish a female artist had created her.”
“Stevie commissioned a female artist to cast her in bronze, if that helps.”
Chase grinned. “It does a little.”
Their waitress brought chilled wine and poured two glasses before retreating silently.
“I thought you’d like the idea and ethos of this place. Have you been to any of her other locations?” To her knowledge, Stevie now had ten Medusa hubs across the States, and three in Europe.
“I stayed at the one in LA for a conference. It’s really special to be in a completely women-only space and to have all your needs catered to in one place.”
Rayne sipped her wine. “I love that all women are welcome. It’s important.”
“Agreed. I’ll drink to that.” Chase raised her glass and clinked it to Raynes’s. 
Their food arrived promptly, and Rayne waited for Chase to try hers. 
“Oh my God, that has to be the best gnocchi I’ve ever tasted.”
Rayne was unreasonably happy that Chase was blown away with her culinary recommendation. “They hand roll it here. There’s a glass partition so that you can watch them do it, if you’re interested?”
“That’s okay,” Chase said after swallowing another mouthful of her food. “I like the mystery. I’m imagining Italian women old enough to be God’s grandma rolling them on their thighs into these little balls of ecstasy.”
Rayne chuckled. “That’s a disturbing image, and I think you have your gnocchi confused with cigars.”
Chase winked and continued to devour the contents of the dish as if she hadn’t been fed in three days. Rayne picked up her fork and speared a piece but stopped short of popping it into her mouth.
The scrolling headline on Fox News on one of the eighty-inch screens around the walls distracted her. Copper Scroll stolen from museum in Jordan.
“What’s up? I thought you were hungry?” Chase put her fork down.
Rayne flicked her eyes toward the screen. Chase looked over her shoulder, and it took a moment before she turned back.
“Someone’s stolen the Copper Scroll?” Chase frowned. “That doesn’t make sense after nearly seventy years and with all the replicas available. Some private collector with no conscience, I’ll bet.”
Rayne closed her eyes, pinched the bridge of her nose, and hoped that it just another potential contract rather than Altman with news of a stolen scroll.
Chase placed her hand over Rayne’s other hand and squeezed gently. “Do you have a headache?”
They’d promised not to talk about work, hadn’t they? She opened her eyes. “A little one.” In the form of an avaricious client. She picked up her fork and put the gnocchi in her mouth, though her appetite had left her. Her phone buzzed on the table.
“You can answer it if you need to, babe.”
Rayne looked at her phone as if it might explode but turned it over anyway. “It’s Jenny. She can wait. You’ve got a plane to catch in five hours, and I don’t want to waste any of our time together.” She slipped it into her handbag. If she couldn’t see it, she didn’t have to think about it and her time with Chase would be safeguarded. It’d been nearly five days since she’d spoken to Altman. Surely, he’d have his eye on some other trinket or have returned to continue his search for Cleopatra’s tomb.
She picked up her glass and took a long swallow of wine. Who was she kidding? Altman had three trillion reasons to steal the scroll. 
 
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
Stanford University, California
 
CHASE TUCKED HER shirt into her jeans, fixed her lucky belt buckle, and traced her fingers across the metal. There was something about the abstract, raised design that calmed her, and almost every time something really good had happened to her or something really bad hadn’t happened to her, she’d been wearing the buckle she’d picked up from a street market in Rome back in her college years. She smoothed her tie into place, buttoned her vest, and tugged it down a little before studying herself in the mirror. She reworked the front of her hair to stand higher and smoothed the back down, glad she’d had it shaved for the occasion. She didn’t like that a lot of her self-confidence was tied up in her appearance, but she couldn’t help it.
She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, hoping that when she opened them, she’d have mustered enough bravado for the evening’s event.
“Come on, Chase. You’ve been in there nearly half an hour,” Holly said. “You take longer than I do to get ready and at a hundred and twelve, I can’t rush anything.”
Chase took one last look in the mirror and opened the door. “Why is it your age changes every time you mention it?”
Holly tilted her head, as if appraising what she saw. “Another glorious side effect of aging, loss of memory. Don’t ever grow old, Chase, it’s not as good as they say it is. You look perfect. Are you ready for your big moment?”
Chase shook her head. “You know these kinds of things aren’t my cup of tea, as you’d say.”
“Let’s have a snifter of whiskey to buck you up.”
Chase leaned against Holly’s desk and scanned her bookshelves while Holly poured a hefty dose of Scotch medicine into two beautiful crystal glasses. She handed Chase one and clinked their glasses.
“To Zenobia, Warrior Queen,” Holly took a big drink. “And to you, Chase, for getting her out of Syria and Italy and bringing her here for the whole world to admire.”
Chase drank to the toast but wished she didn’t have to be the one to do the live unveiling of Zenobia’s tomb. She thrived in the seek and find aspect of archaeology and loved to share her passion with her students but facing an elite audience of college donors was a part of her job she’d happily avoid. Having the familiar faces of her family around would lessen the terror slightly, and her mom said she had some great news to share. Maybe the night wouldn’t be all bad. 
“Is Ms. Marcellus joining us?”
Chase nibbled the inside of her lip. The mere mention of Rayne’s name made her twitchy, and her last send-off after their meal at Medusa had been hot enough to keep her warm for days. Rayne knew ways of twisting Chase into a passion pretzel that Chase could never have imagined. 
“Well, Chase? Will we get the dubious honor of her company or not?”
Chase cleared her throat, embarrassed that she’d drifted off like a horny teenager into a dirty daydream. “No. I don’t think her client would appreciate it if she saw Rayne here after I liberated the tomb from her, do you?” Her response was a little sharper than she’d intended but Holly’s near-constant disparaging of Rayne rubbed her raw. Chase would be the first to admit that Rayne hadn’t exactly cultivated the kind of reputation to be lauded in academic circles, but Holly’s barbs felt personal now that she and Rayne were together. The urge to protect Rayne ran like fire through Chase’s veins whenever anyone attacked her, physically or verbally. It was as natural as her taking a breath, in fact. And Rayne seemed to be returning to the version of herself Chase had fallen for years ago, before Florida and before Lauren Young. With a soft heart and a recalibrating moral compass, Rayne was perfection. The Golden Trinity may not have yielded the treasure they sought, but Chase had definitely discovered she was powerless to resist Rayne when she turned her hand to protecting indigenous peoples.
Chase knocked back the last swallow of whiskey. It burned her throat as it shot downward, bucking her up just as Holly had promised. Her cell vibrated in her pocket. She checked her watch to see it was a message from her mom. “My family are here. I’m going downstairs to see them.”
She grabbed her jacket from Holly’s coat rack and headed out, not waiting for Holly to respond, knowing that she’d be smarting from Chase’s sharpness. Chase had total respect for her, but sometimes her British directness wasn’t welcome. A little space would allow them both to calm down.
Chase pressed for the elevator and pulled on her jacket while she waited. She stepped inside and typed a message to her mom as it progressed to the ground floor. She navigated the small crowd of people, mainly the college staff preparing for the event, and made her way to the front entrance of the grand old building where her mom had said they were waiting.
She spotted her dad first. At six foot six, he tended to be easy to find. Of all the things she could’ve inherited, Chase would’ve chosen his height over anything else.
“Dad!” She waved and the whole family descended on her with rib-busting hugs. “It’s so good to see you all,” Chase said after she emerged from the huddle.
Her brother, Brad, smacked her on the back. “It’s great to see you, little sis.”
Chase rolled her eyes. Brad was her little brother but had been lucky enough to inherit their dad’s height and never missed an opportunity to remind her. She poked his belly. “Looks like someone’s letting married life soften them up a bit.”
Brad patted his slight paunch and draped his arm around his childhood sweetheart and wife, Leah. “When you live with a chef this talented, it’s hard not to get chubby.”
“Well, honey, your brother will soon be running around wearing that off,” her mom said. “Go ahead and tell your sister, Bradley.”
Brad kissed the top of Leah’s head and placed his hand on her stomach. “We’ve got a baby Brad on the way, little sis.”
“Oh, wow, that’s amazing news.” Chase pulled them both into a group hug. “I’m really happy for you both.”
“Mom’s already started making baby blankets,” Brad said.
Chase let them both go and reached out to hold her mom’s hand. “Gammy Stinsen.” The pride was clear in her mom’s eyes. She’d always wanted the full grandma experience, and though she loved Noemie and had welcomed her into the family, she’d missed out on the whole tiny phase that grandparents the world over seemed to adore.
“I’m already a gammy,” she said as if reading Chase’s mind. “But I can’t wait to have a baby around the house again.”
That was something Chase had definitely never shared with her mom. The idea of a tiny, screaming, uncommunicative human hadn’t appealed long before Chase had realized she was gay. And while surrogacy and adopting had become acceptable for gay parents, her mom had never pushed or guilted her about her lack of maternal instinct, something she was eternally grateful for. No one was more surprised than her mom when Chase introduced Noemie to the family.
“How is my first grandchild? It’s been a couple of weeks since she did the FaceTime.”
“She’s doing great, Mom. She’s back in Poland now.” Chase’s chest tightened a little but she breathed through it. Poland wasn’t a war zone, she kept telling herself.
“She was hurtling down a mountain somewhere the last time she called us, wasn’t she, Dwight?”
Her dad nodded. “Whistler, honey. She was mountain boarding in Canada and enjoying the locals.” 
He winked at Chase and she smothered a grin. Other people’s dads wouldn’t want to know what their granddaughters were doing with the local girls, but her dad seemed somehow proud of what Noemie got up to on her travels.
Brad snorted. “She told me she was working her way through the alphabet.”
Leah elbowed him in the ribs. “Don’t be rude.”
“Anyway.” Her mother pulled her in for a quick hug. “This is wonderful, honey. I’m so proud of you. You’ve wanted to find this Queen Zenobia since you were twelve.”
Her mother’s words brought Chase back to the gravity of the evening and the culmination of a two-decade plus obsession. Had she really done it? She pulled out her phone, flicked to the album of the tomb, and passed it to her mom. “I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do now that I’ve found my white whale.” It was the first time she’d said it out loud, but it wasn’t the first time she’d had the thought. Nothing had captured her attention like the legend of Zenobia. Would she be lost without that kind of goal?
“Pah, don’t you worry, honey.” Her mom tapped through the photos as she spoke. “I remember that leather pocketbook you used to carry around with you everywhere. There was a different treasure on every page. You’ve got plenty of work to do and plenty of years to do it, especially now that you and Rayne are working together again.” 
She glanced over the phone at Chase and gave her that knowing look that only moms give their children.
“We’re not working together, Mom. The Golden Trinity was a one-off.” Chase remembered Rayne’s words when they argued about the consequences of her liberating Zenobia from the clutches of Rayne’s rich client. “We move in very different circles.” 
Her mom passed Chase’s phone back to her. “We’ll see.”
Chase wasn’t sure what to make of her mom’s statement. “After I liberated Zenobia from one of her clients, Rayne isn’t all that eager to work with me again.” There was that word again, liberated. She hadn’t stolen it. It belonged in a museum. But a stab of melancholy struck her heart at the thought of never working with Rayne again.
“And did you apologize?”
Chase wrinkled her nose. “Apologize? Why would you think I should apologize for removing an important archaeological find from the private collection of a woman with delusions of a royal blood line?” Chase had said sorry, and she’d meant it, in a way. Not in the way Rayne might have wished, but the way that counted. But she hadn’t expected her mom to come down on Rayne’s side.
Her mom hooked her arm into Chase’s and directed her farther into the building. “Because you didn’t tell her what you were going to do, Chase. I raised you better than that, didn’t I? Now, I’d like a nice glass of something cold and alcoholic. Lead the way.”
Chase pondered her mom’s words as she guided her family to the bar, ordered drinks, and sat with them around the table she’d reserved for them. It’d been set for the fancy dining experience after the opening of the tomb, and Brad and Leah played with the many sets of cutleries lined up for each course. They looked happy, and in turn, that made her happy for them. But her joy at the growing family unit was tinged a little green. Even without their different career paths, she and Rayne were navigating the difficulties of a long-distance relationship, and it was taking some getting used to. In the nights following a period of being together, Chase would turn over in bed and reach for Rayne’s warm body only to find the cold, hard brick of a pillow Rayne had left at her house to sleep on. She’d come home and want to share an anecdote of some ridiculous student antics, but the house was a hollow shell. It’d had taken a while for her to acclimate to life without Noemie roaming around the house, bumping into door jambs and tripping upstairs, but this was a different kind of loneliness Chase was finding hard to process.
“Did you apologize?”
Chase rubbed her forehead. She’d hoped her mom was done with that part of their conversation. “I did, actually. And she forgave me—”
“After some major groveling, I’ll bet,” Brad said. “Did you manage that, given that you’re in the pee-wees and she’s so far out of your league?”
Chase would’ve punched him, but she was sandwiched between her mom and dad, making it impossible to reach him, and her mom patted her thigh as if to acknowledge her brother’s high level of douche-bagness. No matter how much time passed between them getting together, he slipped back into his younger brother cliché in an instant. “She forgave me, and we agreed not to discuss any aspect of our jobs where we might clash.” Now that she said it out loud, it sounded unrealistic. Not talking about something didn’t make it disappear. And if Rayne was making better choices, Chase wanted to know about them.
Her mom looked like she was about to say something but looked beyond Chase and raised her eyebrows in the way she did when she was impressed. Chase turned to see why: the impeccably dressed dean of Harvard was heading their way.
“Chase, I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” Dean Harrison said.
“Dean Harrison, hi. It’s so good to see you.” Chase shook her perfectly manicured hand, tipped with dark maroon fingernails. Her skin was soft and warm, like she just bathed in the milk of the gods. Chase fought against the rising heat in her cheeks, a product of the decade-long crush she’d had on her.
“Please, call me Angela.”
She placed her other hand over Chase’s before slowly drawing both away, leaving a trail of icy fire in their absence. She was fifteen years Chase’s senior, always immaculately presented, and projected an authority that made Chase clench. It made her grateful that Holly had been the dean during her time at Stanford or she might never have been able to concentrate on anything other than watching Angela’s perfectly shaped mouth say…anything. Holly had been much better for her career.
Chase gestured to her table. “Angela, this is my family.”
“Oh, how lovely. You’ve flown all the way from Texas to be here for Chase’s big night? That’s so wonderful.” 
Chase didn’t hide her surprise that Angela knew where her family were from. Angela held out her hand again and Chase’s mom shook it, properly though, not the European, broken-wristed kind of weak shake.
“And you are?” her mom asked.
“I’m Angela Harrison. I’m the dean at Harvard.” 
She offered her hand to Chase’s dad, and Chase suppressed a grin at his wide-eyed expression. Like father, like daughter.
“Well, you’ve flown a little farther than we have,” he said when he’d gathered himself.
“I wouldn’t miss this for anything. A little cross-country flight is nothing to finally get the chance to see Zenobia.” Angela withdrew her hand and gave a nod to the rest of the table. “And all thanks to you, Chase.”
“Of course. You’d been searching for her longer than I had,” Chase said, adjusting the knot of her tie to regain a sense of professionalism. Not only was Angela one of the most respected women in academic circles in the States, but she also shared Chase’s passion for the Warrior Queen, and it was one of her research papers that had first sparked Chase’s interest in the legend. 
“May I?” Angela reached out without waiting for a response and straightened Chase’s tie. “Sorry, but you must look perfect for your big night.” She placed her hand on Chase’s shoulder and squeezed gently. “How does it feel to have brought her safely to American soil? I read your article in Archaeology Today. Your devastation at leaving her behind practically bled from the pages. I assume you’ve already been commissioned for a follow-up?”
Chase swallowed hard. Angela Harrison was standing right in front of her. Angela Harrison had adjusted her tie. Chase’s nostrils filled with the delicate scents of citrus and jasmine. Her twenty-year-old self would’ve had a cardiac arrest. Her thirty-five-year-old self was fighting against the urge to bow before Angela’s greatness. If she’d known she’d be meeting one of her academic idols tonight, she would’ve been a lot more excited about the whole event. She had so many questions. “You read my article?” Oh, the honor. Rayne would be blown away. They’d often talked about how wonderful it would be to meet her.
“Of course I have.” Angela flicked her gaze from Chase to her mom and back again. “I’ve followed your career with much interest, Chase. I’ve been waiting for the right moment to talk to you about joining—”
“Angela! How marvelous to see you.”
Holly’s high-pitched yet somehow gravelly greeting managed to sound both inviting and territorial. Angela turned and held out her arms and the two women came together in a hug that looked a little too tight.
“Holly, you’re looking fabulous.” Angela held her at arm’s length. “What is your secret? You never seem to age a day.”
“A steady stream of thirty-year-old man whores,” Holly said. 
Chase’s mom laughed loudly, and Chase’s dad looked like he might want the floor to open up and claim him. Angela looked a little taken aback at the unexpected candor but smiled anyway. Chase looked beyond them all, knowing that Holly liked nothing more than to embarrass people by saying tremendously inappropriate things. She’d once told Chase that getting to her age earned her the right to say whatever the hell she wanted to whomever she liked wherever she liked, but Chase had never been able to discover exactly how old Holly really was. Still, she couldn’t help but admire the way Holly reveled in that freedom and hoped she had as much piss and vinegar when she was old enough to totter around with the help of a cane.
“Come along, Angela. Let me show you to your seat for the show.”
Holly pulled Angela away and glanced back over her shoulder at Chase. Her eyes narrowed as if silently accusing Chase of considering betraying her. What had she interrupted Angela from saying? She tossed Angela’s words around in her head. Waiting for the right moment to talk to her about joining what?
“Who’s the hot femme fatale?” Rayne asked.
Chase turned around to see Rayne, dressed in a ruby red, floor-length evening dress and heels that gave her another couple of inches on Chase. Stunning didn’t even come close to describing how Rayne looked. She looked down at herself to check she hadn’t melted into a puddle of arousal, then glanced around to see almost everyone else’s eyes on them. “Rayne. You’re here.”
Rayne ran her hand across Chase’s cheek. “Of course I’m here. This is the pinnacle of your career so far. Why would I miss it?” She leaned down and kissed Chase briefly before turning to the table. “Mr. and Mrs. Stinsen, it’s so lovely to see you both again. How are you?”
Everything around Chase dimmed and the persistent low-level hum of the hundred or so guests faded into silence as Rayne chatted with her parents as if she’d seen them only yesterday. Leah put her finger beneath Brad’s chin and pushed it upward to close his mouth. Why wouldn’t he stare? Everyone else in the room was doing it. 
Rayne glanced at her, and it was as if every muscle in her body relaxed, as if she could somehow breathe more easily. She smiled, hoping that she could show how much it meant to her that Rayne had traveled across the country to celebrate the zenith of her career, even though to get there, she’d caused Rayne trouble in her circle. 
If Chase could see auras, she’d swear there was an ethereal glow surrounding Rayne as she moved around the table. She saw the smiles on her parents’ faces grow, saw how pleased they were to see her, and had to wonder why. It was only in the past year that Chase had anything positive to say about Rayne, but it seemed her parents’ forgiveness had come much easier to them than it had to Chase. Maybe they could see how happy she was, and that Rayne had a lot to do with that state of being.
Rayne came back around the table and placed her hands on Chase’s waist. “Do I have some competition?”
Chase frowned. “What?”
“The sophisticated woman you were talking to before your dean dragged her away. Who was it?”
Chase swore she could hear a hint of jealousy in her voice. Didn’t she know that everyone else paled into insignificance in comparison? Even an almost forgotten but long held crush. “You didn’t recognize her? It was Dean Angela Harrison from Harvard.”
Rayne looked suitably impressed. “Wow, Angela Harrison? How does she still look so good? I was too far away for a good look, but I did see her straighten you up a little.” Rayne touched Chase’s tie and dragged her finger along its length to the opening of her vest. “That’s a very intimate thing, don’t you think?”
“Are you jealous?”
Rayne’s eyes flickered, closing off her emotions for a moment, but then they brightened again.
“Why wouldn’t I be? You’re quite the catch, mister.”
The incongruous moniker always made Chase clench, though she suspected it had more to do with how Rayne said it. “You’ve got nothing to fear. She surprised me, sure. I mean, we both crushed on her in our early twenties, and that kind of adoration isn’t something easily forgotten.”
“There was no crushing on my part, I assure you. She’s not my type at all. I admired her brains and ambitions, not her breasts and ass.” Rayne cupped Chase’s ass briefly. “Unlike you and your assets. You have everything I adore in a woman.”
“For goodness sake, Chase. Do I have to spend all night peeling you away from inappropriate women?” Holly grasped Chase’s arm. “It’s showtime.”
Rayne showed no reaction to the pointed barb and simply smiled. 
“I’ll be back soon, everyone.” Chase looked to Rayne to see if she was okay.
“Don’t worry about me. Go show the world your other queen.”
Holly tutted and pulled her away. Chase would show Rayne who her queen really was when she got her home.
“That woman is the living embodiment of Pandora’s Box, Chase.” Holly picked up the pace. “The serpent in the Garden of Eden. Stay on the side of academia, Chase. Don’t you eat that apple.”
Chase glanced over her shoulder and marveled at Rayne’s sheer beauty. She didn’t just want the apple, she wanted the whole damn garden.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
San Francisco, California
 
“WHERE ARE YOU, Rayne? I came to your office, and your secretary was incredibly obstreperous.”
Rayne pursed her lips. Jenny wouldn’t appreciate being called a secretary, but she’d own her hostility, no problem. “I’m in San Francisco, Aya.” She didn’t like his tone nor his sense of entitlement to her current whereabouts, but his history as a lucrative client and the fact that she was storing and studying his scroll gave him some leeway. “What’s the problem?” This was the conversation she’d been half hoping wouldn’t happen for the past week. Since she’d seen the news about the Copper Scroll, she’d almost dreaded Jenny putting any calls through to her in case it was Altman and in case he had anything to do with the museum theft. It wasn’t that she wasn’t completely intrigued by the opportunity to hunt down the treasure promised in the scroll they’d discovered in Asyūt, it was the consequences. Not what-would-Chase-do, but what would Chase think? Keeping their professional lives separate from their personal had sounded like such a good idea, but in practice, she wasn’t convinced.
“As I said, the problem is your secretary, Rayne.”
“I’ll reprimand her when I get back.” By bringing her the fresh chowder she loves to make up for you being an ass. “Is everything okay? What do you need?” 
“Why are you in San Francisco?”
He wasn’t to be rushed into his big reveal, apparently, and Rayne wished she hadn’t bothered answering her phone. “I came to see the unveiling of the Zenobia tomb at Stanford.” 
Altman made a clucking sound. “Ah, I see.”
What did he see? Did he know she was there to support Chase? Did the rumors he’d heard include torrid tales of her tryst with Chase? “I’ll be back in New York by noon tomorrow, Aya. Would you like me to come to your office straight from the airport?” The evening with Chase and her family at the unveiling had been magical but real life always came calling.
“Yes, that would be perfect. I need you here, and you’ll need the new scroll.”
“I’ll drop by the office on my way to you and pick it up.”
“No. I don’t need it here. You’ll need it.”
Altman’s short staccato sentences were beginning to grate, but she could hear an underlying excitement in his tone now, and she knew what was coming. “I don’t follow, Aya. I have the clay tests. The pot originated—” She caught his impatient tut. “Is this something to do with what happened in Jordan last week?”
He chuckled, an actual chuckle that sounded like muted machine gun fire. “What would you say if it did?”
I’d say, I’m sick of this stupid conversation. Spit it out. “I’d want to know more details, of course. Such as, did you commission someone to steal the Copper Scroll for you? Do you have the scroll in your possession? And are you commissioning me to decipher the maps, find the gold, and make you one of the richest men in the world?”
“Yes, yes, and yes. If you’re interested, that is.”
Alarm bells were ringing. Altman seemed to be questioning her commitment to her job somehow. She didn’t like being on the back foot, but she had no choice but to play along. “Wow, Aya. You’ve excelled yourself. Who did you get to steal the scroll for you?” She shouldn’t have asked, but if he picked up on it, she’d call it professional curiosity.
“Irrelevant. People will do anything for the right price, Rayne, you know that.”
Spoken like a man who’d been able to buy whatever and whomever he needed his whole life. “Indeed they will.” She didn’t press, not wanting him suspicious of her motive for asking, and he seemed to be reading into her words and actions and pulling at threads. “Do you have a plan?”
“I do. I want to come with you on this one. It’s about time I got back to the little boy with the metal detector that I once was. I miss him.”
Rayne ran her hand through her hair. She hadn’t expected that.
“I’m going to be bringing two bodyguards with me, so you probably don’t need to bother with the expense of your twins with the comedy names.”
And that wasn’t happening. “Tonyck and her sister are on annual contracts, so they cost me money whether they come with me or not. I may as well make use of them.”
“Really? I was under the impression you gave them bonuses on each contract. With a commission this large, you’d be saving yourself a rather large sum. You could buy yourself a yacht. I know how much you like to dive.”
She recalled the conversation where she’d shared that information with him and instantly wished she hadn’t. A few too many Mai Thais had loosened her tongue when she was usually reticent to speak of her business or her personal life. But Altman had been recruiting his own temporary “muscle,” as he’d called it, and she’d been happy to help. She wouldn’t make that mistake again, and she wasn’t discussing G&T’s presence on the contract any further. “I’ll think about it. So you miss your inner child. Are you having a mid-life crisis?”
He laughed. “Possibly. I’ve grown tired of the drudgery of each day passing with such stability and predictability. I want some adventure, Rayne, some excitement. I want to feel the rush of adrenalin through my veins as we get closer and closer to x marking the spot.”
His excitement seemed genuine and was somewhat infectious. His reasons matched Rayne’s. “There really is nothing like following the clues and finding something no one else ever has.”
“Exactly, Rayne, exactly. That’s what I want to be part of. People have searched for eight decades for this treasure since the discovery of the Copper Scroll, and I’ll bet people were searching for centuries before that. It has to be impossible that a group of people could move that much metal without anyone knowing or talking about it, don’t you think?”
She had to give him that. If the treasure was real, and if they could locate it, it would be one of the greatest finds in the history of archaeology. And God, did she want to be part of it. “I have a request.”
“Mm, do you? I’m listening.”
“I’d like to have both scrolls after we find the treasure.” It seemed reasonable to assume that Altman wouldn’t need them once they’d served their purpose.
“Is there a particular reason for that request? It sounds a little sentimental, something you’re not exactly famous for, Rayne.”
“I’m thinking of you. Have you thought about how you’re going to spin the find? If people find out that it’s the treasure detailed in the Copper Scroll, they’ll know you were the one who stole it from the museum. But if you hold off on revealing your find for a year, and I return the Copper Scroll to Jordan, no one will suspect you of anything.”
“And what of the other scroll?”
“I’ll unearth that in a couple of years from an entirely different location, or someone else will.” Like Chase after Rayne had given it to her. “And it’ll join the Copper Scroll in the museum.”
“But won’t someone else figure out the connection like you did?”
“It won’t matter, Aya, because all the treasure of the scroll will be in your hands, and everyone else will be too late to the party.”
There was a short silence while Altman obviously considered her logic. Rayne took the time to wonder how Chase would react if she found out Rayne had anything to do with the Copper Scroll going missing. It wasn’t her fault. She didn’t encourage Altman to get someone to steal it. Chase could be so black and white, but even she should grasp the magnetic pull of this job. She wanted to convince Chase they could work together on something like this. The Golden Trinity didn’t have to be a one-off, they didn’t have to only work together when the slaughter of hundreds of people was at stake.
“I’ll let you have both scrolls for a one percent reduction in your fee.”
“I could buy an old goat and have someone forge the scroll from its hide sixty times over for that amount. I think you missed the part where me having the scrolls was for your benefit.”
“Fine. You can have the Copper Scroll, but I’m not sure about the new one. No one but you and I, and your comedy twins, know it even exists. I may want to keep it as a souvenir.”
Because three trillion dollars wouldn’t be souvenir enough. Chase would be placated a little by Rayne returning the Copper Scroll, she was sure. But the little voice in her head was still saying it wouldn’t be enough. Why did that bother her so much? Nevertheless, she didn’t want to push Altman on it and have him suspect she had motives other than the one she’d expressed. And honestly, her play for it was weak. The new scroll revealed the key to the long-hidden horde of gold and silver, so Altman’s interests would be better served by never revealing its existence. She had some time to work it out, but for now she’d let it go. She didn’t want to risk losing this commission completely just for the opportunity to impress Chase. “When did you plan on heading out of the country?”
“As soon as you can mobilize. I can’t wait to get going. My personal trainer is on her way now to make sure I’m fit enough to keep up with you. Ever since I decided to come with you, I’ve been as giddy as a buck-toothed girl going out with the football captain on prom night.”
Rayne marveled at the unusual metaphor but considered his age and health. She knew from numerous dinners with him that his diet was far from healthy, and he was particularly partial to red wine. If they did get stranded somewhere without supplies, his potbelly would keep him going for a couple of days. When Ginn had asked her to describe him, she’d gone with “a middle-aged, pansexual Danny DeVito with impeccable style, way too much money, and an even bigger paunch.” Ginn had later said that her description was a hundred percent accurate. He’d struggle in the desert heat, and that would be her concern too.
“Where do your people have the Copper Scroll?” Rayne assumed they hadn’t been stupid enough to stay in Jordan.
“They’re at the Hotel Casale in Cyprus. I remembered you recommending it and hadn’t gotten around to going. This way, I achieve the two goals with one trip.”
“Perfect. Was it your plan to get there on your private jet?”
“Of course. Why wouldn’t we?”
“That’ll be fine to Cyprus, but we’ll need local transport once we’re there. We don’t want to draw attention to ourselves. At this point, I don’t know where the map might take us, so we’ll have to be prepared for as many scenarios as we can think of. I’ll get my team on it as soon as we’re finished talking.”
“Ooh, scenarios. I like the sound of that.”
Taking a novice on a job like this wasn’t a great idea, and she knew Tonyck would be dead against it, especially when their journey might take them into Middle Eastern war zones. “We’re going to have to blend in, Aya. Are you sure you’ll be okay with that?” The thought of them tripping their way across the desert with Altman in tow was something straight out of a Kate McKinnon Saturday Night Live sketch. It was a bad, bad idea, but when Altman decided he wanted something, there was no dissuading him.
“I’ll be on my best behavior, I promise. But I want to do something that’s going to make me feel more alive, Rayne, and I hope you can understand that. I know you’re the right person to do this with.”
Rayne rolled her eyes, glad she wasn’t video calling. Altman was just another rich guy with too much money who thought getting his hands dirty might inject some purpose into his otherwise meaningless life. “I’m concerned, Aya, that’s all. We’re not exactly going into countries who love Americans.”
“And that’s why I’m bringing my muscle, Rayne.”
“And why I’ll be bringing mine.” A flash of their escape from Syria shot through her mind. Amidst the terror of that night, she’d enjoyed protecting Chase, but she was in no hurry to see sunbursts of gunfire coming her way anytime soon. G&T had been phenomenal, and they definitely earned their bonuses that night. 
“If you must, I bow to your greater knowledge.” Altman cleared his throat. “Tomorrow then. Straight from the airport.”
“Absolutely. Thank you, Aya. I’m looking forward to getting started.”
He’d hung up the second she finished speaking. Rayne dialed Tonyck, who answered on the second ring.
“Hey, lady boss. I didn’t expect to hear from you today.”
The subtext was that Tonyck had expected Rayne to be in bed with Chase all day, and she heard the slight tone of disapproval. Tonyck was still smarting from Chase stealing Zenobia from the Fiore mansion. It wasn’t the theft that had rankled her, it was Chase’s ignorance of the consequences of her actions and their impact on Rayne. She still hadn’t had that talk about boundaries with the twins, and she’d probably never have it. She liked having people care about her well-being so much. She hadn’t been used to it as a child, but it had been surprisingly easy to get used to over the past couple of years. Tonyck was like the big sister she’d always wanted, someone to look out for her and care what she got up to beyond how it affected her parents’ reputation.
“Chase said to say hi.” She couldn’t resist a little stir of the pot. 
“How is the little shit? Has she invested in some Cuban heels yet?”
Chase was so touchy about her lack of height; she had no idea Rayne still looked up to her. “Come on, now. I thought you’d gotten over all that.”
“I had, but she messed up again.”
“I’ve forgiven her, Tonyck. So should you.” And the make-up sex had been blisteringly hot. Rayne nibbled at her lip and checked her watch. Chase was due back from the gym any moment, and Rayne needed a full action replay.
“Mm, I’m not sure that’s your brain talking. Anyway, what can I do for you?”
“I’ve spent the last fifteen minutes on the phone with Altman—”
“The call you were dreading but waiting for with proverbial bated breath?”
“That’s the one. I’m going straight to his home just outside Scarsdale when I get in tomorrow. He has the Copper Scroll, and we’re going to Cyprus.”
His place of residence was more like a castle than a home, and he’d even had full size knight’s armor and had a coat of arms made. It reminded Rayne of all the Scottish castles she’d visited on a summer vacation from boarding school. She brushed away the thought that all her happy childhood memories were ones apart from her parents. 
“What do you need?” 
Rayne appreciated Tonyck’s instant switch into professional mode. “Everything. I have a feeling the map will take us mostly through the Middle East.” She couldn’t be sure until she’d had the chance to study both scrolls together. “I could be wrong. We might get lucky and end up heading west across the Med and into Greece.”
“You’re very rarely wrong…”
Rayne heard the concern in Tonyck’s ensuing silence. “What’s on your mind?”
“If we do end up east of Jerusalem, you’re talking about Iraq and Iran. They’re not the kind of places someone like you blends in.”
Rayne had been so concerned over Altman’s ability to blend in that she hadn’t considered the problems she’d cause due to cultural expectations and Muslim laws. “We can’t do this without me, so we’ll have to figure something out.” Rayne took western freedoms for granted, but every time she ventured into countries where those freedoms, especially as a woman, weren’t respected, it jarred.
“I think you’d make a very beautiful guy,” Tonyck said.
Rayne heard Ginn guffawing in the background. “Your sister is so terribly immature.”
“I know, I know… Rayne?”
She knew what was coming, and she didn’t have a definitive answer. “I haven’t talked to her about it. We’re not supposed to be talking about work.”
“And how’s that working out for you so far?”
“It isn’t. Go back to being a meathead like your sister. I’ll meet you both at the office tomorrow afternoon and let you know what’s happening.”
“Sure thing, lady boss. Have a great rest of the day with Short Stack.”
Rayne was relieved Tonyck didn’t push. “See you tomorrow.” 
As she tossed her phone onto the table, Chase came in looking pumped and sweaty. She had to talk to her about the scrolls, of course, but first…
 
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
IF SOMEONE HAD told Chase a year ago that she’d be snuggling up on the couch, watching movies and eating ice cream with Rayne Marcellus the night after opening the tomb of Zenobia to a worldwide audience of over fifty thousand people, calling them crazy wouldn’t have covered it. So much had changed in that time, including the clichéd enemies to lovers transformation. While she’d often wished that she and Rayne could one day be together, it had been one of those pipe dreams that kept her warm on lonely, autumn winter nights much like this one. She pushed up from the sofa, positioned another couple of logs on the fire, and flopped back down again. The contentment deep in her soul warmed her more than the open fire ever could.
“Are you okay, sweet love? You look deep in thought.”
Rayne entered the living room, placed two beers on coasters, and sat beside Chase.
“I’m better than okay, baby. I was just thinking about us. Thanks for coming last night. It meant a lot to me.” Knowing that Rayne had suffered took a little of the shine from Chase’s success, but it had still been a great night. A few glasses of whiskey had settled her nerves, and she’d enjoyed being the center of attention more than she ever had before. She knew damn well that Rayne’s presence on her big night had made the event so much more special, and Chase had wanted Rayne to be proud of her, even with the circumstances involved. The only other people she’d ever wanted that from was her mom and dad and having them there too had been beyond amazing. They’d struggled financially to ensure Chase could go to college, and she always wanted them to know how grateful she was for their unerring support, especially since they refused her numerous offers of money now that she could afford it.
“I’m glad you wanted me there, though your dean didn’t share your enthusiasm.” Rayne retrieved her beer from the table. “Want yours?”
“I’m good. I’m sorry about Holly. She’s reached an age where she believes she can say whatever she damn well pleases and to hell with anyone getting hurt or being offended.”
Rayne took a long pull on her beer. “How old is she anyway?”
“That information is way above my pay grade, I’m afraid. Some weeks, she’s seventy, other weeks, she’s a hundred and ten.” Chase put her hand on Rayne’s thigh and traced light patterns along it. “I’ve tried to find out too. There’s plenty of articles and items about her, but not one mentions her age. It’s like she’s had it erased from the record books.”
“It could be she’s an old vampire. She was swift to pull Angela Harrison away from you. I don’t think I saw her for the rest of the night. Do you think she’s tied up in Holly’s closet somewhere being used as a blood bag?”
Chase laughed. “There’s something very dirty about that thought.”
Rayne huffed and pushed Chase’s hand from her thigh. “You don’t get to touch me while you’re thinking filthy things about another woman.”
Chase moved her hand back and squeezed Rayne’s thigh. “You’re the only one I want do filthy things with. Doesn’t that count?” Rayne didn’t respond and Chase saw something in her eyes that unsettled her. “Are you okay?”
Rayne tucked her legs up onto the couch and sat in a lotus position. “Holly doesn’t think I’m good enough for you… Do you think I’ll ever be good enough for you?”
Chase studied Rayne for a moment, waiting for the break in her poker face. It couldn’t be a serious concern. But when Rayne looked at her after a few moments of silence, Chase saw her vulnerability was genuine. “Why would you even ask that? Don’t you know what you mean to me?”
Rayne took a long pull from her bottle. Chase waited for a response to her question, but she said nothing. “You don’t know how much I love you?” Chase tucked her legs under her and turned to Rayne, whose eyes remained fixed on the flickering flames.
“Are you happy?” Rayne picked at the label on her beer and still didn’t look at Chase.
“Happy doesn’t begin to cover it, baby. I’m ecstatic. I love you.”
Rayne scrunched her lips together tightly and tilted her head. “I think you love the way we fuck. You can’t love who I am, what I do, what I’ve been.”
Chase ran her hand through Rayne’s hair and twisted it between her fingers. She loved how soft and smooth it was, the way it felt on her skin. She tutted at herself for straying from the serious nature of their conversation. Their night had taken an unexpected turn. “Where’s this coming from, Rayne? I do love who you are, and you’re not your job. You’re not what you’ve done in the past. It’s about who you are now, what you do now.”
“You’re so sweet to say that, but I’m not sure you believe it,” Rayne said as she put her bottle on the side table. “This agreement we’ve made not to talk about our work doesn’t feel right. I don’t know if it includes things we might work on or things we’d like to work on. I want to share everything with you, Chase, and I want to be a better person, but I don’t think I’ll ever really be who you deserve.”
“Rayne.” Chase put her arms around her and pulled her closer. Rayne began to tremble in her arms, and she sniffed as if to drive away unwanted tears. Chase held her tighter. She’d never seen Rayne cry before. She’d always been too tough to show her emotions, thinking that any display of them was weakness. Another thing her parents were responsible for. Chase had more than her parents’ financial support to be thankful for. “I hear what you’re saying about our work. Just because we don’t talk about it doesn’t mean that it’s not there, does it?”
Rayne made a super cute sound, muffled by her hair and her face pressed against Chase’s chest. She burrowed in and laid sideways on Chase’s lap.
“How about we talk about the Copper Scroll going missing? After Zenobia, it’s the top trending topic in our circles.” Well, it was in Chase’s circle. Rayne’s orbit was different. People in Rayne’s world were probably responsible for its theft.
Rayne made another sound Chase couldn’t interpret so she pushed on and decided to have the conversation with herself, hoping that Rayne might join in when she was ready. “I mean, why now? It’s been nearly seventy years since they found it. There are reproductions all over the place, and hundreds of people have tried unsuccessfully to find the gold and silver it talks about.” She gently pulled Rayne’s beer from her grip and took a sip. “I bet all the treasure is long gone. It could even be that the people who found the treasure were the ones who buried the scroll. It’s made of copper. It wasn’t like they could burn it.” Rayne turned over in her lap and looked up at her. “If that’s the case, it’s a shame they didn’t write a post-script and save subsequent generations the heartache of a fruitless search.” 
Chase smoothed the hair from Rayne’s face. “You are incredibly beautiful, inside and out. Let me love you.”
Rayne rolled her eyes. “You’re so soppy.”
Chase was relieved that Rayne’s tears had stopped and though she seemed unwilling to talk about her insecurities further, she was talking now. “You love that about me.” She trailed her fingers along Rayne’s shoulder in small circles. “What do you think? Why has someone gone to the trouble of stealing the Copper Scroll now, in this moment?”
“Perhaps someone found a companion scroll.”
Chase emptied Rayne’s beer and placed it on the table beside the couch. “What do you mean? Other than the copy of the Copper Scroll, there’s no mention of the need for another scroll in the instructions for the locations where the treasure was supposed to be.”
“What if the instructions on the Copper Scroll were red herrings and didn’t mean what everyone has taken them to mean?”
“Mm, interesting.”
Rayne took Chase’s hand and kissed each finger, before she drew one into her mouth and sucked on the tip. “You’re interesting.”
Chase pulled out her fingertip and tutted. “I’m trying to have a serious conversation with you, and you’re making it all about the sex.”
Rayne harrumphed. “It’s like I said, you love sex, so I have to keep you happy.”
“Tell me more about your theory.”
Rayne jutted her chin and looked petulant. “No. I’ve started the theory, now you run with it.”
Chase went back to tenderly caressing Rayne’s shoulder, the intimate touch settling the tension that had grown from Rayne’s display of vulnerability. “Okay. So if the instructions aren’t saying what they’re saying and there’s a companion scroll, that scroll must act as some kind of code. The person who’s in possession of both scrolls would have a complete guide to where the treasure really resides. Unless, of course, you put them together and it tells you the location of a third scroll. Or tablet. Or etchings on a rock in a cave somewhere.”
“Sounds feasible. Touch me,” Rayne murmured and tried to pull Chase’s hand to her breasts.
“But why would they need the actual Copper Scroll when someone could easily create a new scroll from the replicas freely available on the internet?”
“That’s a good question. Why would they need it?”
Rayne tried again and this time, Chase didn’t resist. She squeezed Rayne’s breast hard, and she stirred when Rayne moaned. She wouldn’t be able to keep from picking Rayne up and laying her on the soft rug in front of the fire. They’d made love there multiple times, but the hotness of sex in front of a fire never got old.
“It could be like the map to the Golden Trinity. The exact weight of it opens a door or entrance to the treasure chamber, or it balances on a scale that guides a compass.”
“Could be.” Rayne pushed her hips upward and slipped her hand into the waistband of Chase’s sweatpants.
“Do you think this honeymoon period will ever wear off?”
Rayne shook her head. “I hope not. I don’t want you ever growing bored of touching me, especially since it’s the only thing keeping me in your arms.”
Chase removed her hand from Rayne’s chest. “Please don’t doubt what we have. I love being with you. The rest will fall into place.” 
“I really do want to be better for you, Chase. It feels like a tired cliché, but you make me want to improve myself. I don’t want you to be embarrassed of who I am in front of the dean of your college.”
Chase stroked Rayne’s hair. “That got to you? You made it look like she gave you a compliment.”
Rayne closed her eyes briefly. “Years of practice. Never let them know they’ve hit their target.”
Chase took Rayne’s hand and brought it to her lips. “You’re the strongest woman I know, Rayne Marcellus.”
“And you’re the cheesiest woman I know, Chase Stinsen.”
Rayne’s giggle made Chase’s heart race. She wanted to hear that giggle forever. “Do you think I’ve solved the mystery of the Copper Scroll?”
“I guess you’ll know if someone suddenly announces they’ve found a batch of gold and silver worth three trillion dollars.” Rayne caressed Chase’s cheek.
“Jesus. Is that what it’s supposed to be worth?”
“If everything in the sixty-three locations is real, yes, that’s the current valuation.”
The promise of that kind of money could buy the best treasure hunters in the business. She looked down at Rayne. She was the best treasure hunter in the business.
 




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
SLEEP WASN’T JUST evading Rayne, it was deep in a foxhole somewhere wearing camouflage. Luckily, Chase’s bed was hard enough that her near-constant tossing and turning hadn’t disturbed her at all, leading Rayne to occasional paranoia and to checking for the steady rise and fall of Chase’s chest.
Of all the myriad topics in the world of archaeology, Chase had picked the theft of the Copper Scroll. Not the ongoing excavation of Pompeii or the 9,000-year-old remains of a female teenage hunter in Peru. No. She’d picked something directly related to the job Rayne had been contracted for, and what was to become a surefire battle between them. Rayne hadn’t lied; she’d just been economical with the truth. Although starting the guessing game off with the truth had to earn her some good grace. The problem was—though there was more than one—as soon as she and Chase had begun to discuss the Copper Scroll, Rayne’s mood improved dramatically and her pulse raced, reminding her of them solving the clues to the Golden Trinity while Oscar Owen had a gun pointed at their heads. If she’d somehow managed to enjoy that collaboration, working with Chase under less dire, life-threatening circumstances would be all kinds of epic.
She turned onto her side to look at Chase, snug in the embrace of Mr. Sandman, and could see why Chase loved watching her sleep. Of all the nights they’d spent together, Rayne had never once managed to wake before her. Chase seemed to have some sort of internal clock that prompted her to rise at dawn to take on the world. Rayne preferred a more sedate morning routine that involved a bucket of strong coffee before she could begin to contemplate anything serious, but Chase would leap out of bed as if vaulted from it by an invisible force and be ready for anything.
Chase looked even softer with the dim cast of moonlight across her face and body. Another thing Rayne loved about her: she always slept naked other than a tank top, usually a white one, sometimes black, always incredibly sexy. Even in this light, the hard muscle of her chest and abs, and the distinct lines of her shoulders leading to her biceps were all deliciously visible. Rayne had always appreciated the look of a finely tuned physique, but Chase’s body was something else. And when she relaxed in sweatpants that rode a little low, and Rayne could see the very top of that triangle of hair before it dove downward, it drove her wild.
Rayne bit her lip. She didn’t want to lose this, to lose Chase. But their careers were diametrically opposed. For all she’d gain being with Chase, she’d also lose so much: the money, the freedom, and damn it, she enjoyed working in the shadows and not having to negotiate red tape. When she found something, she decided what to do with it, and all the treasures of the world didn’t belong in a museum. Not everyone went to museums. They weren’t as accessible as Chase seemed to believe they were. But being locked away in a private collector’s mansion didn’t give Jo Public the chance to enjoy them either.
Rayne did want to be a better person, one whom Chase admired, but perhaps she was too far along on her trajectory to turn back or to hop over onto Chase’s morally incorruptible sidewalk. For years after she’d escaped the suffocating ambition of parental influence, Rayne had struggled to find her true self. Then she’d met Chase and had been carried away by her crusade to restore archaeological finds to their original countries. And while accompanying Chase, she’d taken on her outlook and shared her campaign until she’d been swept away by the glamorous, beautiful, and impossibly rich Lauren Young, and so began the journey to her current situation.
God, she’d been weak. All the time she’d been fighting to find her true calling, her real nature, and all she’d done was mimic other people. She’d only escaped her parents’ immediate, everyday influence. Their teachings lived on in their absence. She hadn’t escaped them at all. 
She wanted to believe something inside her had shifted. Still, she needed to understand whether her inner conflict between making money and making the morally correct choice was the residual effects of her parents and Lauren Young or whether it was simply who she was. Chase had been a period of light between years of soul-sucking darkness, and that had scared her. She’d run from Chase into Lauren’s arms because it was familiar, easy. Her parents would’ve loved Lauren, which should have been a flaming red flag. The universe had repeatedly thrown her and Chase together, and despite Rayne being a vicious bitch on occasion, it had continued to pit them against each other until Rayne was faced with a life-or-death situation and went to Chase for her help. A test. Had she passed? Had it been enough to balance out all that had gone before so that she deserved Chase’s love? She doubted it, but she wanted to earn it. She wanted Chase’s love so very desperately that thoughts of her were never far from her conscious mind. Rayne had lusted after many women, wispy memories of their time together a pale version of a lust-based love that reminded her to call them so that they could do it again. But those thoughts were quick to fade and no one held her attention. No one like Chase. She hadn’t loved before. She knew that now. 
What would she do for that love?
She knew what she should do. And now, thinking about what she had with Chase, told her what she would do. She placed her hand on Chase’s shoulder. “Chase, wake up.” Rayne had to be more forceful before Chase stirred and let out a long sigh.
She opened her eyes and rubbed at them. “Hey, babe. What’s up?”
“The Copper Scroll. I know who has it.”
Chase yawned. “What?”
“I have to tell you what’s going on. I can’t lie to you.” Rayne stroked Chase’s cheek and ran her fingers over her soft lips.
She looked wide awake now, as was her gift. “Am I going to be angry when you finish telling me whatever it is you’ve got to tell me?”
Rayne traced her fingers across Chase’s collarbone. “Hopefully not. But you should hold judgment until you’ve heard everything I’ve got to say.”
“Oh, Rayne, what have you done?”
Rayne let out a wounded huff, though she had no right to be affronted. She pulled her ego into check and told Chase everything, beginning with her sudden trip to Asyūt, the discovery of the scroll within the jar, the inscriptions that had led Rayne to believe it was a long-lost companion to the Copper Scroll, and Altman stealing the scroll.
When she’d finished, Chase was silent, clearly processing what she’d heard. Rayne wished she could get inside her head and the longer the air wasn’t filled with words, the more Rayne cursed herself for selfishly sharing her story.
“You didn’t know that it was Altman’s intention to steal the scroll from the museum?” Chase asked.
“No. When I realized what the new scroll was talking about, I told Altman that was the end of it. He told me to look after it, and that he may or may not come back for it, like it was an expensively-sourced paperweight.” She pushed herself higher up the bed and flicked on the bedside lamp. “He can be like that. The man has enough money to buy small countries, and ancient artifacts have always only been a vaguely interesting hobby for him. He has no passion. Well, I didn’t think there was, but he wants to go with me. He said something about getting back to the little boy who used to be impassioned by the discovery, by the journey.”
Chase narrowed her eyes. “You sound like you’re accepting that as an excuse for what he’s done.”
And here comes the judgment. This was exactly what Rayne didn’t want. “No. No, I’m not. I know that he could’ve reclaimed his inner child on any number of above-board treasure hunts. There are hundreds of sunken ships he could’ve gone in search of, I know that, but I had no control over what he did, Chase. You have to believe that. And I didn’t know he was responsible for the theft until he called me yesterday.”
“Yesterday?” Chase raised her eyebrows. “And yet you’ve woken me in the middle of the night what, twelve, fifteen hours after that discussion?”
That did look bad. “I’m trying to work this out, Chase. We’d agreed not to talk about our work, but I’ve come to realize that’s not good for either of us.” She took Chase’s hands and pressed them to her heart. “You’re my light in the blackness of a world I’ve become a permanent fixture in. A world I fell into and haven’t even tried to get out of. I want to walk toward you, Chase. I want your light. I want adventures like the Golden Trinity, where what we do makes a difference, preferably without the overhanging threat of a violent death at the hands of a psychopath.”
“What happened to Owen, do you think?”
Rayne was glad of the break in intensity. “You probably don’t want to know, but the only chatter I’ve heard is people wondering where he is.”
Chase pulled one hand from Rayne’s grip and rubbed her forehead, the way she did when she was trying to figure out something complicated, something that wasn’t as black and white as she liked things to be.
“You want to come to my ‘light’ because you’ve had enough of the dark side?”
Rayne didn’t want to be a carbon copy of Chase. She needed to find her own place in this world, on her terms. But the humor in Chase’s voice was clear, and it lifted the weight from Rayne’s chest, making it easier to breathe, as if Chase’s acceptance of her reasoning was oxygen both to her lungs and to their fire. “If you want to be nerdy about it, sure.”
“Do you have any idea how this might work? Altman is paying you to find the treasure then he’ll take everything found and claim it, and none of it will never see a museum or go back to the people or country it belongs to. If you want to work with me on this, you already know that outcome is never going to work for me.”
Rayne hadn’t actually asked Chase to work with her, but she supposed it’d been implied. She didn’t highlight the distinction. “I haven’t made it that far. I’m open to suggestions.” She glanced at her watch. She had to be at the airport in two hours, which didn’t give them long to work it out.
“You already know what my preference is going to be. Have you thought about that?”
Rayne shook her head. “A lot has happened in a relatively short space of time, Chase. For a year, we’ve been able to concentrate on each other, and until the Zenobia thing, it’d been easy to keep our work lives separate from this.” She gestured between the two of them. “I didn’t know the Asyūt job would result in Altman stealing the Copper Scroll, and I didn’t know that when Altman offered me the contract to find the lost treasure that I’d end up confessing everything to you. Before you, it would have been a simple job, one I’d be excited about. Now,” she pinched the bridge of her nose, “I want to make you happy, Chase, and I want to be happy.” Rayne rolled onto her back in an effort to stem the tears pushing to fall. “I don’t think I’ve ever actually been truly happy, but I didn’t know that until this past year. The truth is, I’m in my mid-thirties, and I’m not sure I know who I am.” She turned to face Chase. “But I think I know who I want to be, and that’s going to take some getting used to.” 
“How did I not know that any of this was going on with you?” Chase gently caressed Rayne’s cheek.
“Because I’ve been trained from an early age not to share my feelings, not to let anyone in, and not to show weakness. It isn’t that I don’t want to share all of me with you, it’s that I don’t know how.” She turned fully onto her side to face Chase again. “I’m not like you. I didn’t have an idyllic family upbringing with parents who loved and accepted me for whatever and whoever I was.” She swallowed against the threatening break in her voice. “You don’t know how lucky you’ve been, Chase.”
Chase kissed Rayne’s forehead. “That’s where you’re wrong. Whenever I think of my parents and the childhood I had, I’m grateful for it. Why do you think I try to spend so much time with them? Thanksgiving every year, Zoom chats every month. I’m thankful every day for them. I don’t know how hard it was for you growing up, and even if you tell me everything, I still won’t be able to fully comprehend what it was like to be you as a kid, what it’s like to be you now. But I want to try to understand.”
Rayne checked her watch again. This conversation needed to be hours long, but she hadn’t given them that time. “I have to be on a plane very soon. And I’m meeting Altman this afternoon. We don’t have the time to work out all the details right now.”
Chase propped herself up on her elbow. “Do you have pictures?”
“Of the vase and scroll?” Rayne was unsure whether Chase had changed the topic of conversation for Rayne’s sanity or her own.
“Yeah.”
“I do. Hold on.” She turned over, pulled her tablet from her bag on the floor, and hitched herself up on the bed. She flicked through to the shots she’d downloaded and handed the tablet to Chase. She got that familiar tingle as she watched Chase go through the photos, as her eyes widened, as she turned the tablet this way and that and zoomed in and out, studying the artifacts. Rayne knew Chase would be committing the detail to memory, just as she knew she couldn’t wait to get started on this adventure with her.
“This is amazing.” Chase handed Rayne the tablet. “I have to come with you.”
Bubbles of excitement popped in Rayne’s stomach. A part of her acknowledged that it might be foolish to involve Chase, particularly after Altman’s little assertions about Rayne going to the other side, but the risks were worth it. She wanted this with Chase, and she wanted it now. “What about work?”
“I’ll call Holly and let her know that something’s come up.” 
Chase pushed the covers back and got out of bed. Rayne bit her lip at the sight of Chase’s ass. She’d never been so intrigued by a woman’s ass as she was by Chase’s. So muscular and taut, like Rayne could bounce a racquetball off it. She brushed away the untimely thought. “She’ll be okay with that?”
Chase began to collect clothes from her drawers and pile them on top. “I think Angela Harrison’s attendance at the Zenobia unveiling rattled her for some reason. She spent a lot of last night telling me how valued I was, so I reckon she’ll let me do this.”
Rayne remained in bed, happy to watch Chase’s bare ass as she wandered around the room, into the bathroom, and back out again, pulling together her toiletries and packing the bag she’d retrieved from under the bed. “You can’t tell her where you’re going or what you’re looking for.”
Chase pulled a pouty face. “I know that. You do want me to come with you, don’t you?”
“Of course I do.”
Chase paused in her preparations, sat on the edge of the bed beside Rayne, and cupped her chin. “We’ll figure everything out, I promise. But are you absolutely sure you want to do this? You told me about the circles you’ve been moving in, Rayne. If we find this treasure, and you don’t do what you’ve been paid to do, when Altman doesn’t get what he’s contracted you to give him, there’ll be no going back to that life. If the people in your world somehow blamed you for what I did with Zenobia, their reaction to this won’t be positive. Are you ready for that?”
She’d have to figure out how to manage this without anyone realizing that she’d double-crossed Altman, of course she knew that. A surprise spot check at customs would do the trick. “I’ll guess we’ll see.” Rayne saw the faltering look in Chase’s eyes and knew its origin was the ship in Florida, when Rayne had been so easily seduced by Lauren Young and callously betrayed Chase. She’d been forgiven but forgetting was always the harder process.
“I can’t do that again, Rayne. I need to know you’re all in.”
Chase’s vulnerability and pain echoed all around her and vibrated in Rayne’s heart. There was no way she’d put Chase through that again. “I’m all in, sweet love, I promise. I don’t know what the consequences might be, so I can’t say with one hundred percent certainty that I’m ready. But whatever comes my way, with you by my side, I know I’ll be okay.” She leaned forward and kissed Chase, hoping to convey her optimism. 
“Promise?”
Rayne kissed Chase again. “I promise.”
The look in Chase’s eyes told Rayne everything she needed to know about the future. Whatever came of what they were about to do, it’d be a hell of an adventure, and if they went down in flames, they’d do it together.
 
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
Upstate New York
 
“FINDER’S FEES FROM countries who have their history returned to them can be pretty big, Rayne. I thought you’d know that.” Chase tried to keep her eyes off the road and pushed back into the passenger seat of Rayne’s car when she swerved and overtook a truck a few yards before a blind corner.
Rayne patted Chase’s knee. “I had plenty of time and room. Relax. I had no idea you were such a nervous passenger.”
Chase swallowed and blinked hard. “I had no idea I was such a nervous passenger. But I’ve never driven with someone who wanted to crawl into the trunk of every car in front of them.” Chase had always driven when Rayne visited her, and they walked or took cabs in New York. Cab drivers were crazy, but Rayne drove like her ass was on fire.
Rayne took her foot off the gas, but only a little. “Why would I know about finder’s fees when the people in my world offer hundreds of thousands, and even millions, on contracts? It never occurred to me that you could make a decent living and do the right thing for history.”
Chase tried not to react to Rayne’s flippant answer. “Wouldn’t it have been due diligence to find that out?”
“If they’re so big, are you sitting on a big pile of money? Because you certainly don’t spend like the fees are big.”
Chase couldn’t rebuke that. “Okay, they’re not that sizeable, but I take what I need and give the rest to charities.”
“You really are too good to be true, Chase.”
She had pretty simple tastes, and there were plenty of people in the world in desperate need. She did what she could to help, but it wasn’t something she advertised. She did it because it felt like the right thing to do, not because she wanted kudos for it. “Have you come up with a plan yet?” she asked, unwilling to discuss it further.
“When we have the gold and silver and know Altman’s intentions, Jenny will contact the Israeli government and the government of wherever we find the treasure to negotiate the finder’s fee, then they’ll set the operation in motion to reclaim it all.”
Rayne’s preoccupation with the finder’s fee irked her somewhat, though she was used to a certain lifestyle. Rayne was moving in the right direction, and that was something. She gripped the door handle a little tighter as Rayne edged toward the central line, ready to overtake another car that apparently wasn’t going fast enough. “Are we running late?”
Rayne glanced at the clock in the center of her dashboard. “No, we’ve got plenty of time.”
“So there’s another reason you’re driving like you’re in a NASCAR race?” Chase’s hand began to throb with the force of her grip on the handle.
Rayne threw Chase a sideward look. “Are you scared by my driving?”
Chase released the handle and flexed her hand. “No. Of course not.”
“Then what are you so uptight about?”
“Oh, I don’t know, maybe about dying in a fiery ball of molten metal and flames.”
Rayne shook her head. “There’s very little point in having a car like this and driving it like an oldster on their last journey to the nursing home.”
As if to prove her point, she swerved onto the other side of the road, accelerated beyond the SUV previously blocking her path, and shot around them. She seemed to exaggerate the pull in for Chase’s benefit and the motion slung her toward Rayne and then against the firm oak wood trim of the door. “Why did you rent a car like this?” The Aston Martin DB10 was a beautiful example of modern vehicular engineering, and its sleek lines were strangely erotic, but Chase would’ve preferred a pick-up truck for the journey. She liked being that much higher than the road, and in these bucket seats, she felt like her butt was inches from the asphalt. They wouldn’t stand a chance if an oncoming truck hit them head on. For all its splendor, the car would be just a bump in the road for a big rig.
“Because I adore driving, and I don’t get to do it all that often.” 
She stroked the top of the steering wheel in such a way that Chase almost felt it on her skin. Still, Rayne not being behind the wheel regularly seemed like a good thing.
“When I do drive, I want to savor the experience. I want to drive fast, and I want to feel the ride.” She shifted down a gear and the car roared around the next obstacle. “That’s why I drive a stick shift. Automatics make driving boring and easy. They suck the joy out of the relationship between you and the road.”
The maneuver had flipped Chase’s stomach some, and not in the good way. “You make it sound so poetic. Maybe you should’ve been a professional driver instead of a world-renowned tomb raider.”
Rayne gave her the side-eye as if Chase’s words might have wounded her. “I’m known for a lot more than raiding tombs, Chase.”
She touched Rayne’s arm lightly. “I’m kidding, babe.” 
Rayne didn’t respond, and Chase wished she hadn’t teased her. The last thing she wanted to do was somehow contribute to Rayne thinking she’d made a mistake in her desire to leave the darker world of illegal artifacts behind. She hadn’t had much of a chance to think about the implications of Rayne’s confession in the early hours of this morning. They’d been on the move since, and it’d been non-stop from her house to the airport to the plane to the car and now, to Altman’s. But she definitely hadn’t expected Rayne’s turnaround. It wasn’t unwelcome, far from it, and she should’ve seen it coming after Rayne had shown up for the unveiling of Zenobia’s tomb. But that night had been frenetic and hard for Chase to cope with: Holly had acted even more kooky than usual, Angela Harrison had knocked her off kilter, the announcement of her brother’s baby news, and all of it on top of the biggest night of her career broadcast to thousands of people worldwide. It was no surprise she hadn’t had the brain space to stop and process what Rayne’s presence meant, both for their relationship and for Rayne’s future direction.
She refocused on the moment. Chase had to convince Altman she was the one who’d chosen to change the course of her career and fall in with Rayne’s way of thinking about all things archaeological. She had to go against decades of her beliefs and appear to put money ahead of history and culture. Panic prickled across her skin as it hit her that she might not be able to pull any of that off. She was a college professor not a Hollywood actress.
“I don’t know if I can do this, Rayne. What if I screw it up?”
Rayne pulled into the first dirt track that came off the highway, jammed the handbrake on, and turned to face Chase. “Tell me you’re kidding.”
Chase shook her head. “I don’t think I’ve lied to anyone since I lied about not taking money from my brother’s wallet when I was fourteen.”
“Are you serious?”
“It was a whole thing. I told Mom and Dad that a friend asked me to look after twenty dollars and not to tell anyone. Mom went to high school to talk to the girl and our English teacher about it. To this day, I’ve never come clean, and it’s a blot on my conscience.”
Rayne turned back and grasped the steering wheel with both hands. Her knuckles turned white. “It’s a little late to say you’ve got a problem with lying. Are you going to break out in hives? Develop a weird eye tick? What’s the worst that will happen, Chase?”
“Nothing like that. But this is a big thing, Rayne. You can’t be mad at me for telling you how I feel. It’s not like we’ve been planning this for months and I’m only now telling you that I have misgivings about my potential performance.” She bit back the comment that it might be easy for Rayne to be dishonest, but it didn’t come so naturally for her. That was the kind of honesty it was good to hold inside.
“You’re right. I’m sorry.” Rayne shifted in her seat to face Chase again. “Take all the passion you have for restoring archaeological finds to their original cultures and countries and channel it into the exact opposite. Dig up all the issues you’ve ever had with Holly, other professors, or rat-ass, know-it-all students and play the devil’s advocate. Think about all the shit you take to be a good person, to make the right decisions every day. Then think about how easy it would be to use your skills in an arena where appreciation is shown in dollars. Millions of dollars. And think about the difference that money could make to Noemie’s life. Think of her out of the army, never having another financial worry, and never having to risk her life again. You’d never have to panic about another private number calling, never hesitate when someone knocked on your door. Noemie would be safe, and you’re about to make that happen by following me into my rabbit hole.”
“Wow.” Chase ran her hands through her hair and clasped them at the back of her head. Putting it that way made her wonder exactly why she wasn’t the one changing direction instead of Rayne. Was she being selfish, thinking she was doing the right thing for individual countries when she might not be doing the right thing for her own family? Noemie had wanted to join the army. She wanted to be part of something big, but would she carry on if she didn’t have to?
Rayne put her hand on Chase’s thigh, and the heat of contact brought her out of her ruminations.
“Earth to Chase?”
She placed her hand over Rayne’s and traced her fingers over the smooth surface of her polished nails. “I’ve never framed my ‘moral incorruptibility’ in those terms before.” She used the phrase Rayne had thrown at her so many times when they’d clashed over previous finds. What Chase had always believed as a strength had become a weakness. She wasn’t strong enough to make the tough decisions that would save her daughter from serving on the front lines of military zones. “I’m putting my values over the well-being of Noemie, Rayne.”
“Hey, no. Don’t do that. That’s not what I meant.” Rayne pulled Chase to face her with her other hand. “Noemie loves what she does, and she loves you for what you do. She wouldn’t want you to compromise who you are, and neither do I. Suspend your beliefs for the duration of this conversation with Altman, that’s all, and use what I said as motivation for your charade.” She wrapped her hand around Chase’s neck and drew her closer. “I mean it, Chase. Don’t lose yourself in what we’re about to do. You’re going undercover, nothing more. Do you understand me?”
Chase nodded slowly, the sincerity in Rayne’s eyes never clearer. And if it were possible, she loved her a little bit more for it. She pressed her lips to Rayne’s for a moment, not for the kiss or the passion, but for the connection, something to hold onto and keep her grounded as she navigated the unfamiliar territory of Rayne’s world. “I’m sorry. This isn’t like me.” She’d panicked and hated herself for it, but in the face of Rayne’s monologue, it was easy to doubt everything she’d ever stood for. And it made perfect sense, a logical set of explanations for why Chase might choose to live in the shadows of a darker sphere. She took a deep breath and tried to let out the confusion that circled her mind. She knew who she was and didn’t want, or need, to change. To say the whole exchange had taken her by surprise was the dictionary definition of understatement. “Let’s get back on the road. If that’s how you drive when you’re on time, I really don’t want to experience when you have to rush.”
Rayne kissed her once more and backed off. The look in her eyes made it clear she had more to say and that she was as bemused as Chase by her reaction to Rayne’s motivational speech. But Chase was grateful that she didn’t push, knowing that she’d get to know what was going on in Chase’s head eventually. If there was anything Chase had learned over the past year, it was her inability to keep her emotions hidden. 
Rayne put the car into first and pulled out, blasting past the speed limit and reaching eighty in seconds. No doubt it would’ve impressed Noemie, but Chase feared she wouldn’t end the journey in the clean briefs she’d started with.
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
RAYNE COULDN’T RESIST bringing the car to a sharp halt to make it slide in the gravel drive at the front of Altman’s mansion. She could feel Chase’s disapproval emanating from her but cared not.
For the same crime, she received a disapproving look from the penguin-suited butler, another of Altman’s emulations of the English aristocracy he was so fond of. He opened her door with a judgmental sigh, something only an English person could achieve, and held out his hand to help Rayne from the low-riding vehicle. She took it and emerged as elegantly as she could. Her three-inch heels and five-foot ten frame made getting to her full height from a car with such a low suspension quite arduous. She flicked the trunk open and retrieved her tote bag. Chase closed her door and waited at the bottom of the stone steps leading to a giant cast iron double door, adorned with Altman’s coat of arms. They exchanged a look, and Rayne knew only too well that it failed to impress Chase.
“Mr. Altman is only expecting you, Ms. Marcellus. Your,” he looked at Chase as if she were sticky tar that his French Poodle got stuck in its paw, “friend will have to wait in the tradespeople’s reception room whilst I check if Mr. Altman will allow her to join your meeting.”
His accent sounded fake. It wouldn’t have surprised Rayne if Altman had advertised for a genuine English butler and offered such generous compensation for the post that it had attracted all manner of pretenders and actors trying to make it in the Big Apple. He was probably paying more than they could earn on Broadway.
He raised his hand to the almost invisible earpiece he wore. She glanced up at the many windows of the building but couldn’t see Altman for the low glare of the autumn sun bouncing from the glass.
Butler-boy coughed dramatically. “Mr. Altman will graciously allow your uninvited guest to accompany you.”
Rayne was impressed at the amount of disdain he managed to infuse into such a simple sentence. Whether it was due to homophobia or simply because he was a pompous ass, she couldn’t divine.
“How terribly generous of his highness,” Chase said and bowed.
Rayne suppressed a laugh, slightly aroused that Chase had bowed and not curtsied as if to throw whatever it was that bothered him back in his face. He made a grumbling sound but no discernible riposte. Chase held out her arm for Rayne to link in, and they followed him into the house and through the vast and decadently decorated open hallway into Altman’s library. She heard Chase’s low murmur of approval.
He gestured to the leather wingback chairs positioned near the fireplace. “Please take a seat. Mr. Altman will join you at the allotted time. The maid will bring you a selection of beverages.”
Chase watched him leave before she turned to Rayne. “And what beverage would m’dam care for on this fine autumnal afternoon?”
Rayne down and placed her bag on the floor beside her. “M’dam would simply die for a cup of Earl Grey tea served in a fine China cup.” She dropped her accent and shook her head. “Behave.”
Chase wandered over to the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and stepped on the sliding ladder used to reach the top shelves. “Do you think I could push off and go from one side of the room to the other on this?”
“Here was I thinking you’d be awed by this magnificent collection of classic literature, and you’re more enthralled by the skateboard ladder.”
Chase whistled as she scanned the shelves. “This is probably the most magnificent personal collection I’ve ever seen.”
Rayne pointed to the glass fronted shelves to her right. “You haven’t even seen his selection of antiquarian books. Each one is probably worth more than your house.”
Chase huffed. “Yet another good reason for me to work with you.”
Rayne arched her eyebrow, acknowledging Chase getting into character, which was useful since Altman probably had the room wired and was listening in.
As promised, Altman’s maid entered the room moments later carrying an impossibly large silver tray for her frame. She placed it on the low table in front of the fire, went through the options, and poured the Earl Grey they both selected. Rayne doubted Chase had ever drunk Earl Grey, sure that the perfumed taste wouldn’t agree with her beer, whiskey, and rocket fuel cultured palate. Sure enough, when she flopped into the chair beside Rayne and took a sip of the tea, Chase expressed her verdict with a comical expression. After the unexpectedly serious conversation in the car, Rayne appreciated the lighter moment.
She heard Altman’s approach by the click of his metal heels on the marbled floor of the hallway and stood to greet him, tapping Chase’s knee to encourage her to do the same.
“Aya, it’s wonderful to see you again.”
They hugged and air-kissed before she stepped back to introduce Chase. “This is—”
“I know exactly who this is, Rayne.” He stuck out his hand and Chase shook it. He turned her wrist over and flicked his eyes over to Rayne before releasing his grip. “After you waxed lyrical about the unveiling of the tomb of the Warrior Princess, I had to catch up on YouTube. You didn’t look particularly comfortable in the spotlight, Ms. Stinsen.”
Chase shook her head. “I’m not a fan of the center stage, Mr. Altman. I like to work in the background but the dean insisted.”
Altman tilted his head as if studying a laboratory slide. “And how did you feel about that?”
Rayne’s heartbeat quickened. It was the perfect question for Chase to begin building her cover. Their conversation in the car had shocked her. Chase’s trademark mix of bravado and confidence in all professional-related matters had gone on vacation. She hoped it was a brief trip.
“Like a performing puppet with no control of my strings,” Chase said.
She pulled at her vest and her left eyebrow twitched upward, as it did when she was hiding something. Luckily it was a tell only Rayne was aware of.
“I see,” Altman said and gestured for them to sit. 
His maid entered silently, an impressive feat given her incredibly high heels. It was something Rayne had noticed on each of her visits to Altman’s castle. There was no need to ask him why he insisted on the inappropriate footwear to go with his servant’s too high skirt and too tight blouse. He’d clearly worked hard on his privileged white male clichés.
“She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” He relaxed back into a wingback chair.
Rayne thought he’d caught her looking but he was addressing Chase. Why had Chase been looking? She caught the tail of the green monster she’d never known existed before Chase and shoved it back in its cage. Perhaps Chase was adding layers to her new character.
The maid presented his glass of alcohol on a small silver platter. How many silver platters did one rich man need? And how many different sizes did they come in?
He patted her on the ass, maintaining eye contact with Chase. “She’s rather partial to a dapper dyke like yourself, aren’t you, Alice?”
Alice flicked her eyes toward Chase and fish-pouted her too-large, luscious lips. She was lucky Rayne wasn’t close to a butter knife or she would’ve sliced them off.
“You two could get together before you return to the West Coast.” 
Chase grinned. “You never know your luck.”
He waved Alice off, and she left the room after flashing a come-hither glance toward Chase.
“Now let’s cut the pleasantries and get down to business. Why are you here, Ms. Stinsen? You seem to have wandered far from your part of the reserve, and antelopes don’t fare well in the lion’s den. Why have you brought a stranger to my home, Rayne?”
Rayne nearly choked on her tea at the appalling metaphor and placed her china cup back on its delicate saucer. “Chase has code-breaking skills we could make use of. I haven’t given her the details of my commission with you, of course. But we’ve worked together before, and I’ve always gotten to the final destination faster.”
Altman flicked imaginary lint from his trousers. “I’m in no hurry, Rayne. Are you?”
“Time is money, Aya, you know that,” Rayne said. “I have more jobs than I can handle coming through the door, and Chase is in the market for a change of vocation. I wouldn’t rush your experience, but I’m not one to dawdle.”
“Interesting timing, coming straight off the back of a career-defining discovery, Ms. Stinsen. Care to explain?”
“That’s exactly the reason I’m looking at a change in direction.” Chase motioned around the room with her cup. “It brought me to the realization that this is what I want. Not this, exactly. I mean it would take me three lifetimes and sixteen lottery wins to get even halfway to what you have, Mr. Altman.”
Well played, handsome. Flattery was Altman’s Achilles heel. As long as Chase didn’t lay it on too thick, she’d be on track to convincing him.
Altman chuckled. “Old money, Ms. Stinsen. Continue, please.”
“I’ve been chasing the Warrior Queen since I was in my early teens. It’s been my obsession, but as the years passed, it seemed like I might never find her.” Chase clasped her hands together and leaned forward. “Part of me was okay with that, because I’d always have purpose.”
“That I understand. Having all of this,” he waved his hand around his head, “and growing up with excess and lavishness never gave me a sense of purpose. I’ve never had to work for anything.” He edged a little closer to Chase and patted her knee. “Go on.”
Rayne resisted rolling her eyes. She’d heard this story a few times too many and that included the first time. There weren’t many things worse than a middle-aged white man complaining about how many zeros he had to put up with in his many bank accounts.
“It didn’t hit me until after the live unveiling event. Firstly, I no longer had a purpose, and secondly, all I got for my lifelong search for Zenobia was a pat on the head and the vague hint of a possible raise.” She looked at Rayne. “We hooked up casually a few months ago, and I started to see the appeal. The money, the women, the freedom. When she turned up at Stanford two nights ago, it cemented my desire for a new life, one away from entitled snotty brats who have no real interest in archaeology. Away from bureaucracy and people who don’t give a damn about me and care only for what I bring them. If that’s going to be the case, I may as well be paid far more.”
Altman had been nodding throughout Chase’s performance. He pointed to Chase’s wrist. “Your first purchase could be a half-decent watch.”
Rayne had wondered why Altman had made a show of looking at Chase’s wrist when they shook hands. But the Casio G-Shock Chase wore was a gift from her parents when she graduated, and she wouldn’t replace it until it died. “Absolutely.” She pulled up her sleeve to reveal the Patek Philippe she’d chosen to match her heels and Chanel tote bag, knowing the combination would impress him.
Chase frowned. “I have no idea about modern watches but that looks ridiculously expensive. I’ll have to work a few jobs before I earn enough to buy a timepiece that exquisite.”
“It depends on the size of the job. Isn’t that right, Aya?” Rayne said.
“Indeed it is.” He took a sip of his drink and focused on Rayne with narrowed eyes. “Your fee stays the same.”
Rayne nodded. “Of course.”
He extended his hand. “Deal. I like her. This will be a wonderful first adventure, Rayne, and Ms. Stinsen is going to make an excellent addition to the team, I’m sure.”
“Please, call me Chase.”
“Mm, Chase me.”
“Aya, I didn’t know you had a thing for dapper dykes too.”
“Doesn’t everyone? If they’re honest with themselves?” he asked and sounded a little creepy. 
Rayne could almost feel the embarrassment radiating from Chase.
Chase cleared her throat. “Is there any chance you could tell me what this job is now that you’ve approved my involvement?”
Altman patted her on the knee again. “Oh, how silly of me. Rayne, do you have photographs you could show Chase?”
Rayne tugged her tablet from the bag beside her.
Chase looked sideways at her and widened her eyes. “That’s why you ladies have bags that big.”
“You’d be amazed at what ladies like me can fit in a bag like this.” She navigated to the album of photos Chase had already seen and handed the screen over.
Chase studied them as she flicked through them, staring intensely at the screen as if it were the first time she’d seen them. Chase was way better at this than she thought she’d be. Rayne talked with Altman about his plans to get them to Cyprus. He rang a bell and his butler appeared as instantly as a hologram. Altman gave him some instructions and he left, returning with yet another silver platter upon which was a MacBook. Altman took it and talked through the flight times and logistics with her before emailing her more details.
“Did you make a decision about your twins? Particularly now that you’re sharing the fee with Chase.”
There was no decision to make; Rayne had never intended to go solo. “I’m bringing them. I’ve come to enjoy their company as well as their protection.”
“As you wish,” Altman said. “Your compensation remains the same, Rayne. There’s to be no negotiation.”
“And I’m fine with that, Aya, honestly. My peace of mind is worth the bonus they’ll earn when we’re traversing the Middle East.”
Altman rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Ah, I see. I hadn’t considered those issues.”
Of course he hadn’t. Men like him were kings of their universe and rarely had to worry about going anywhere.
“Do you have the Copper Scroll?”
Chase’s blurted question made them both jump. Rayne turned back to Altman. “Do you want to tell her or shall I?”
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Newark airport, New Jersey
 
“I SHOULD WARN you that Tonyck is still a little angry with you about the whole Zenobia tomb stealing debacle.”
Chase bit her lip. “Even though you’ve forgiven me?”
“She doesn’t have the motivation I do.” Rayne smacked Chase’s ass.
Chase had hoped the camaraderie they’d developed during their quest for the Golden Trinity would still be in place. She’d even admit that she’d been looking forward to seeing the tank twins again. The familiar weight of dread at the thought of renewed confrontation between her and Tonyck settled in the pit of her stomach. She dropped her burrito into a trash can by the hangar door, her hunger gone.
“I thought you wanted to eat something substantial before we left in case all Altman served was sushi and crudités?”
“I’ll be fine.” Chase picked up her roll bag and slung it over her back. “Can we get on the plane?”
Rayne touched Chase’s forearm. “Not while it’s refueling. What’s the hurry?”
“I don’t want to end up sitting on the wing. How many seats can a plane that small have?”
“Enough for our group, don’t worry,” Rayne said.
Chase grumbled and tossed her bag back onto the hangar floor as Ginn and Tonyck rounded the corner. When the twins dropped their bags, they thudded to the floor like they were each loaded with three dead bodies, despite the fact they’d carried them as if they were laden with feathers.
“Hey, Stinse, how’s it hanging?” Ginn held out her arm for a bro-buddy half body hug and pulled Chase in. 
“It’s great to see you, Ginn.” Though she could barely see around Ginn’s considerable bulk, Tonyck’s narrowed-eyed stare was unmissable and made it obvious that she had some work to do if this trip wasn’t going to turn into a total cock fight. Screw it. She moved around Ginn and approached Tonyck, careful to stand far enough away so that if she lunged for her, Chase would have reaction time. What she lacked in size, she made up for in speed. “Can we get this out of the way now so it doesn’t mess with the quest.”
“Get what out of the way?” 
Tonyck took a step closer and Chase willed her feet to stay in place. Fidgeting would be like rolling over and showing her belly to the alpha dog. If Tonyck was inclined to get a swing in, Chase could count on Rayne not to let things get out of hand. Not that she wanted—or needed—Rayne to fight her battles, but nor did she want her ribs busted before she’d even gotten on the plane.
“I didn’t do things the right way, Tonyck, I know that.”
“Give her a break, Tonyck. She’d been after Zenobia for decades.” Ginn came to her side and slapped her so hard on the back, she stumbled forward slightly.
“You risked Rayne’s life when you stole that tomb from Fiore, Stinse.”
Tonyck’s use of Chase’s shortened surname indicated the potential road back into her good books. Her ire was warranted. The tank twins had become part of Rayne’s chosen family, and their loyalty extended far beyond their salary. Chase was grateful to them for that, safe in the knowledge that they’d take care of Rayne through any scrapes she got them into.
“Are you sorry?”
“Of course I am. Rayne’s forgiven me.” The unspoken why wouldn’t you hung in the air, and Tonyck eyeballed her in response.
“Would you do it again, now that you know you put her life in danger for the sake of a woman who’s been dead for centuries?”
Chase curled her toes and the insoles peeled back a little. She really should swap them out for new ones. Tonyck’s question remained unanswered and neither of them moved. Rayne hadn’t asked, because she was probably afraid of the answer. If Chase said that she would act the same way, Rayne would take it as affirmation that Chase cared more about her career than she did for Rayne. “No.” Though she hadn’t asked herself, now that the question was out there, her response was obvious. “No,” she said, more firmly this time. She wanted Tonyck to believe her, of course, but it was more important that she’d realized it herself. Chase hadn’t anticipated an airport epiphany, but she wouldn’t deny it.
Ginn smacked her on the back again. “See, she’s sorry and she wouldn’t do it again.” She stepped into her sister’s space and gave her a shove. “Can we move past it and get on with working together again?”
Tonyck pushed Ginn out of the way with an annoyed-sounding grunt. “That was your one strike, Stinse. This isn’t a game. You don’t get another chance.” She glared at Chase for a moment. “Understand?”
Chase held out her hand, and Tonyck clamped her giant palm around Chase’s forearm and tugged her close.
“I’m serious, Stinse. You fuck up again, and I fuck you up. She’s my family.”
No words were needed, and Chase respected Tonyck enormously for her unerring loyalty. Rayne had a way of bringing that nurturing, protective nature out in anyone around her despite being more than capable of taking care of herself.
“You can board the plane now, Ms. Marcellus.”
Chase turned to see the captain stoop to pick up Rayne’s luggage. She had a line of people ready to wait on her, and Chase had to stop herself from tapping the captain on the shoulder to claim the bags as her duty. She shook off her clichéd chivalry, grabbed her own gear, and walked beside Rayne to the plane. She dropped her roll bag on the same pile the captain had placed Rayne’s, kept her backpack on her shoulder, and climbed the steps to board.
“Rayne! Chase!”
Altman welcomed them as if it hadn’t been just yesterday they’d shared afternoon tea and cake like English nobility at his fancy faux castle. Chase simultaneously smiled and shuddered. Altman’s library was the most exquisite collection of books she’d ever seen but the journey to and from his place had been one of the most terrifying experiences of her life, thanks to Rayne’s insane driving. 
Altman hugged Rayne for a little too long and wasn’t economical with his affection toward Chase, though she’d rather he’d stuck with a more formal handshake.
“Let me introduce my boys.” He stepped aside and motioned to the two giants at the rear of the plane.
His tone and the way he puckered his lips made Chase wonder if he was introducing his sex partners rather than his bodyguards. She glanced over her shoulder at the tank twins and back to Altman’s “boys.” They were cut from the same cloth, ex-military for sure, though that was no big deduction since they weren’t hiding it with their buzz cuts and uniforms of black cargo pants and technical boots. And there was something about the way military people comported themselves that screamed regimentation and discipline.
“They’re ex-Navy seals,” Altman said and followed it with puckered lips again.
“Hooyah.”
The twin’s voice boomed over her shoulder, and they shoved past her to get to the beefy boys in the back. Chase swallowed the rising jealousy as they greeted each other like old friends, dropping into conversation as if they’d been talking for hours.
“Oh, looks like my boys’ club has doubled its membership.” Altman chuckled. “Please, make yourself comfortable. We’re scheduled to take off shortly, so strap yourself in and relax.”
She felt Rayne’s reassuring touch on her upper arm.
“Shall we sit there?” She pointed to a large leather sofa equipped with two seatbelts, cup holders, and a wooden table in front of it.
Chase gestured for Rayne to take the lead. “After you.”
“Do you want the window seat?”
She did, of course. She loved spending entire plane journeys with her nose against the freezing cold glass, marveling at the way it withstood the pressure, the extreme temperatures, the altitude; watching the corners freeze and form abstract and beautiful patterns; and taking in the way the lands and oceans looked at forty thousand feet. “No, you take it.” 
Rayne slipped past her, pushing her ass into Chase’s crotch. It was all the thanks she needed for giving up the window. Chase sat and murmured appreciatively when the soft leather of the seat shifted and molded to her body, almost wrapping itself around her like a warm embrace.
Rayne nudged her. “This is the way to travel, huh?”
“Sure is.” Chase thought of her short conversation with Holly earlier, who’d joked that if Chase was going to be claiming expenses for this trip, she’d better go cattle class. By choice, that service was all she’d known until the Golden Trinity. But Rayne was showing her a different lifestyle altogether, and she hated to admit that she liked it.
“I know you haven’t had long to study the Asyūt scroll, and we have no idea what it’ll show when we match it to the Copper Scroll, but does your gut tell you where we might start?” Rayne fastened her seat belt and scooched sideways to face her.
Chase clicked in her own seat belt. “Honestly? No. Given that the details in the Copper Scroll are a riddle wrapped in a goose chase, we’ve got to be triple sure that we’re finding the right clues and don’t end up on a path to nothing.” She hitched her left leg up onto the seat and faced Rayne. God, she was beautiful. No matter what was going on, she wanted always to have the time and vision to see Rayne. She never wanted to take her for granted, to not see her needs and desires, or lose the connection that brought them together.
“What?” Rayne asked, tilting her head slightly.
Chase swallowed the ball of emotion that threatened to find its outlet through tears, though its power took her by surprise. “You.”
Rayne frowned. “What does that mean?”
“Just you.” Chase lowered her voice to a whisper. These weren’t words she wanted to share with anyone other than Rayne. “I used to think you knew how amazing you were, but you knocked me sideways with our conversation the other night.”
Rayne huffed. “I did think I was amazing, for a long time, or I certainly acted like I was. But you set high standards, Chase.” She looked away. “Now I’m just trying to be enough.”
Chase closed her eyes briefly, Rayne’s honest vulnerability almost too painful to witness. It was such a far cry from the woman she’d battled with and lost key archaeological artifacts to over the past decade. The past, its culture, history, and recording of that history had been Chase’s life, but over the past year, Chase’s passion for it at Stanford had lost some of its color and much of its brightness. Being so far away from Rayne, from the lightness they shared when they were together, was drawing away her focus and attention from her work at Stanford, and she’d been finding the distance between them difficult. She’d hid behind her search for Zenobia, and if she were honest, had used it knowing that what she was doing had the potential to sabotage their relationship. Had that been a test for Rayne or for her?
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Nicosia, Cyprus
 
RAYNE WANDERED ALONG the hallway, inspecting the executive suite at the Hotel Casale. When she and Chase were there after Syria with Zenobia’s tomb sitting downstairs in one of the many conference rooms, she had the penthouse. On this occasion, Altman had rented the top three floors, although they needed only the rooms on two. He was paying the bill so of course he had the penthouse suite. 
She ran her fingers over the glass table, not to inspect for dust, but for the feeling of something solid and cold beneath her fingers, something real, something to ground her. She’d tried to sleep for as much of the eighteen-hour travel time as she could, wanting to quiet the unease running rampant in her mind. Her decision to tell Chase about Altman and the scrolls had snowballed into a whole raft of actions that she’d stupidly not anticipated nor had the time to plan for. She was beginning to feel like she may have rushed into a sixty-minute makeover instead of identifying a goal and gradually working toward it. Would she really be able to have the best of both worlds in this scenario? And if she failed, stumbled at the hurdles that would undoubtedly arise, would Chase catch her or let her fall, disappointed?
She pushed the thoughts away to deal with later. She found other places for the giant bowls of fruit, lokum, and nuts, withdrew the Asyūt scroll from her tote bag, and carefully placed it on the glass table. She opened it up and used heavy marble coasters on each corner to keep it from curling back up to retain its secrets. Rayne couldn’t wait to touch the Copper Scroll, even through the white cotton gloves of their trade. She’d spent the last ten days studying all the reproductions and photographs she could access, and her anticipation had built so much that her fingertips were practically tingling at the thought.
She’d just sat on the couch when there was a knock at the door. Chase entered with G&T, followed by Altman, his bodyguards, and a man she didn’t recognize, mostly likely the fence for the thief. Secured to his wrist by a chain and handcuffs was a giant, carbon-black attaché case nearly two feet deep and the same width. Its size made Rayne wonder how he’d managed to move anywhere, encumbered with such an unwieldy monstrosity. 
She stood and greeted them all, and the man introduced himself as Shavran. Rayne motioned to the table. “Please, place the case on there.” 
Shavran did as she asked and unfastened himself from it, dropping the security key noisily onto the glass table. “We protected the strips with closed cell foam and acrylic sheets. There has been no damage to them, I assure you.”
Rayne took a deep breath and pulled her bottom lip in with her teeth, trying to rein in her desperation to throw open the case and inspect them. That honor was Altman’s. She looked at him but saw no evidence of expectation or excitement in his expression. He’d never reclaim his adventurous inner child if he had no reaction to what had been placed in front of him. She glanced at Chase and saw her own consternation reflected in her expression.
“Your big adventure starts here, Aya.”
He glanced at Rayne. “Sorry?”
She pointed to the case. “You’re the leader of this merry band so it’s your prerogative to unveil the scroll.”
He waved at her dismissively. “Oh, I don’t think so. I’m more than happy for you to open the case. I’ll be far more interested when you’ve decoded the bloody thing and we can start the real adventure.” He stepped back. “Be my guest.”
Rayne stopped herself from running to the table and managed a dignified sashay, her heels sinking into the deep pile of the luxurious carpet. She laid both hands on the metal case, surprised to find it warm. In the air-conditioned room, she’d quickly forgotten the twenty-five-degree difference in temperature from New York. She glanced over her shoulder and beckoned Chase forward, wanting to share this moment with her. Altman might not be enthused by what they were about to see and touch, but Chase would want to be part of this. An electric charge flowed through her body when Chase stood beside her. They’d both seen the Copper Scroll strips on separate visits to the Jordan Archaeological Museum in Amman but seeing them behind six inches of glass wasn’t the same as this.
“This feels really wrong, but it’s also incredibly exciting,” Chase whispered.
“Now you see the attraction?” Rayne’s question was as much to herself as it was to Chase. Rayne clicked open the dual clasps, took hold of each side of the case lid and lifted it up slowly. The light from the chandelier above the table glinted off the acrylic sheet inside. Rayne leaned over the table to lay the lid down, and her breath caught. The sheets were as beautiful and intricately carved as she remembered. She ran her hand over the thick plastic, teasing herself with the final barrier between her fingers and the copper sheets, each approximately four inches wide. The top level of the case exposed six of the twenty-three scroll snippets, individually cushioned in their own block of custom-cut foam. She lifted the first layer of the sheets out using the handles at each side and placed them on the table.
Chase’s hot breath on her neck distracted her for a moment before she returned to unpacking each of the sheet sections.
Altman’s hot breath, sickly-sweet smelling as if he’d devoured a whole bowl of the hotel’s complimentary lokum, distracted her in an entirely different way. 
“Are they genuine, Rayne?”
His question seemed out of place. When he commissioned her for this job, he gave her no pause to consider that he might not even have the genuine article. “Why wouldn’t they be?” She straightened and turned to him. “You’re concerned they aren’t?”
He crinkled his nose like he’d smelled a bucket of bleach, his expression disdainful. “Come, Rayne, there’s no real honor among thieves. This case could have easily been full of fake tin replicas with the originals already sold to some Levitical priests prepared to pay twice my fee.” He wafted his hand in the direction of Ginn, Tonyck, and his two bodyguards, all standing together in a wall of muscle in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows. “Loyalty can be so easily purchased.”
She smarted at the implication G&T’s loyalty could be bought. Their code ran far deeper than any vein of cash, as they’d proven time and again over the past few years. They were her chosen family who also happened to be on the payroll for their specialist skills. She glanced at them and Ginn winked. Nothing fazed her, it seemed.
Shavran coughed loudly. “I resent that accusation, Mr. Altman. My client took this job on good faith, and my reputation is built on always delivering the goods. I assure you they are the very same scroll sections that were stolen from the museum by my client. I have never broken a contract in over two decades of trade in this arena, Mr. Altman. I resent your doubt.”
“Aya, we didn’t bring the equipment needed to verify the provenance of the Copper Scroll, as I wasn’t aware you had any doubts.” She tried to simmer her rising anger that he hadn’t ensured he had the genuine article before he contracted her. This could all be for nothing. “If you want us to authenticate them before you pay the man, we’ll need to set up a testing lab here. Is that what you want?”
Altman wafted his hand again as if he hadn’t just deeply offended Shavran by questioning his integrity. “If you believe the scroll segments to be real, that’s good enough for me.”
His flip-flopping clearly angered Chase. She could almost feel her vibrating. Rayne lifted the hinged lid of one of the acrylic compartments. She quickly pulled on her sheer gloves, lifted one of the pieces from its snug safety, and turned it over. She traced her fingers over the back of the scroll, feeling for the markings detailed on the Asyūt scroll.
Nothing.
She’d chosen the thinnest silk, the finest gloves available to allow a high degree of touch sensitivity. Surely the markings weren’t too subtle. The possibility that they might have rubbed away or been compromised over the past seventy years since their discovery began to fight its way to being vocalized. She swallowed against the words. No, it couldn’t be.
Chase’s touch on her arm refocused her, and she released the tension with a meditative breath.
“Try another one.”
Rayne nodded, replaced the segment, and chose the fifth one along in the same case. She turned it over carefully and placed it back in the case so that she could use both hands to concentrate on its entire surface. She closed her eyes as she drew her fingers downward from the top of the strip to its bottom. She let out a short gasp when the metal revealed the beginnings of its hidden clues. She reached out and grabbed Chase’s arm. “There’s something on this one. Look.”
Chase moved closer and leaned in. “God, the indentations are so small. It looks like pitted metal.” She hovered over the strip with her fingers but didn’t touch it. “Little wonder no one’s ever paid attention to them before.”
Rayne looked across the table. “We need to shift everything so we can lay them out.”
Altman put his hand on her shoulder. “So they are real? I can pay the man?”
Rayne nodded, barely acknowledging him. She wanted to clear everyone bar Chase from the room to give them the space to concentrate. “Yes, yes. I’m as certain as I can be without extensive testing with equipment I don’t have to hand.”
“Good.” He pulled his cellphone from his pocket and tapped away. “I’ll make the payment now, Shavran.”
Rayne exchanged a quick look with Shavran. He was clearly unimpressed, and she suspected he’d be disinclined to work with him in the future. Though the number of zeroes he seemed to be drumming on his phone screen likely mitigated the irritation and offense Shavran might otherwise harbor.
“Chase and I will need the room when you’re finished with that.” Rayne tried to keep her impatience in check and out of the tone of her voice. From the look on Chase’s face, she’d failed. She looked across at G&T and flicked her eyes to the door to indicate they should leave. Ginn glanced sideward to Altman’s bodyguards and blinked. Clearly, she and her sister weren’t going anywhere until the rest of the room cleared out.
Shavran checked his phone and murmured his approval. “Until next time.” He bowed his head slightly to Rayne, offered a perfunctory handshake to Altman, and left the room.
“I’ll be in my suite if you need me. The boys will know to let you in, of course.”
The way he continued to refer to his two giant bodyguards, whose names Rayne still hadn’t divined, grated. He was acting as if he’d never had protection before. They seemed oblivious, too absorbed in their animated conversations with G&T to care how he addressed them. Their compensation package was probably large enough for them to let his immaturity slide. She wished she could do the same but the more time she spent with Altman, the less she liked him. As a client, he was fine—she’d had worse—but as a traveling companion, he was a little too tough to take and definitely better in small doses.
Altman turned and waited. His entourage clipped to attention, said brief good-byes to G&T, and headed out, one in front of Altman and one behind. She had no idea what level of threat Altman was expecting or why, but he certainly seemed to be enjoying the drama of the situation he’d created. Ginn and Tonyck waited a minute before they slipped out too.
When the door closed behind them, Rayne grabbed Chase’s shoulders and jumped on her. Chase caught her and she wrapped her legs around Chase’s waist. She kissed her long and deep.
“You want me to scratch this itch now?” Chase asked when Rayne broke away.
“Of course not.” She stroked Chase’s cheek with her silk-wrapped hand. “Don’t try to make out that you’re not as excited as I am to lay all these sheets out and start solving this puzzle.”
Chase grinned. “I wouldn’t dare. It’s like all my Christmases have come at once. I can’t wait to get started either.”
“Twenty-three Christmases.” Rayne unhooked her legs and Chase released her slowly. “One strip of copper scroll for each Christmas.” She began to clear the table of everything but the four individual acrylic cases.
Chase grabbed the giant attaché case. “Do you mind if I claim this?” She pulled it off the table and dropped it on a nearby couch.
“Any particular reason?”
Chase looked a little sheepish. “You’ll think I’m silly.”
“Probably. But you should tell me anyway.” Rayne ran her hand through Chase’s hair. The scroll decoding could wait long enough for a quick reconnection. Chase was incredibly cute when she was embarrassed. 
“It’s rugged and cool.” Chase gave it a light tap. “That’s why I want it. It looks like something you’d carry your Armageddon firearms in.”
Rayne bit her lip to stop from laughing. Why did Chase’s vulnerability go directly to her hot spot?
“Why are you looking at me like you want to eat me?” Chase asked and looked around the room as if she couldn’t handle the attention. “I thought you wanted to get to the scrolls?”
Rayne jutted her chin, petulance prodding her to choose a quickie with Chase over beginning the quest proper. “I do. Stop being so damn hot.”
Chase frowned. “What did I do?”
“Everything good. But you can’t have the case, I’m afraid. We need it to keep the Copper Scroll safe.”
Chase slapped her forehead. “Duh.”
Goddamn, she was adorable. Rayne summoned the required restraint from a mental pool deeper than the Blue Hole in Santa Rosa and turned back to the table. The sight that greeted her once again was truly breathtaking, and the discovery that awaited them was the beginning of a journey people had sought since the Copper Scroll was first discovered. She glanced at the Asyūt scroll on another table by the sofa. In truth, she had no real interest in the possible horde of gold and silver. Her focus was on the potential archaeological artifacts that might accompany the precious metals.
The realization hit her like a lightning bolt from Zeus. Why hadn’t she thought of it before? Had her dark dealings managed to bury her one true obsession? “What if the Ark is part of the Copper Scroll treasure?”
“Emeq HaMelekh?”
Chase’s whispered words reminded her that she’d shared her favorite theory of the Ark of the Covenant with Chase when they’d first worked together. Chase’s archaeological zenith was Zenobia, but the Ark of the Covenant had always captured Rayne’s attention. “According to the Emeq HaMelekh, the prophet, Jeremiah, directed five holy men to hide the wealth of Jerusalem and the Ark, and they inscribed the location on a copper plate: a luach nehoshet. What if this is it? What if the Copper Scroll and the Asyūt Scroll lead us to the Ark?”
Chase steepled her fingers and pressed them to her lips. “If it is, the treasure wasn’t supposed to be discovered until the End of Days and the coming of Moshiach.”
“Then we should look at the legend behind the artifact.” Rayne grasped Chase’s wrist as the clues she’d already seen began to come together. “The starting point could be Tel Maggido, where the battle of Armageddon is supposed to take place.” Her heart pounded against her chest, and her breathing quickened. If this was how Chase felt about Zenobia, how could she hold the Fiore theft against her?
To discover the Ark of the Covenant could define her new career, marking an end to her days tomb raiding for the highest bidder and launching her into the higher echelons of archaeologists worldwide. The pull of it seeped into Rayne’s blood and intoxicated her with possibilities.
 
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
Denizli, Turkey
 
CHASE PULLED THE case containing the Copper Scroll from the floor compartment of the plane and closed the door. When she stood and turned to exit the plane, she walked straight into a human equivalent of a brick wall.
“Watch it, squirt. It’s hard to see you down there.”
She looked up—damn it, why was everyone taller than her?—as she bounced back. Jeff, one of Altman’s beefy boys, stared her down. Brooding, hard-faced, and humorless. She doubted her ability to melt him with a charm offensive like she had with Tonyck. Her distant attitude had been seated in her mistrust of Chase’s intentions toward Rayne, but what was this guy’s problem? She’d walked into G&T’s suite last night on an errand for Rayne and found the four of them playing poker and drinking beer. In the brief time she was there, she counted over thirty empties. Jeff probably had a hangover, and that was why he was so grumpy. She maneuvered around his bulk awkwardly, thankful they were in a private plane that meant there was no crotch or ass decision to make. It also allowed plenty of room not to touch any part of him again.
She got to the exit door and took the narrow steps to the asphalt slowly, the awkward case making it difficult to do so with any style. Rayne, standing at one of two Jeeps, winked as she approached. 
“And I thought the Golden Trinity map had been cumbersome to haul around the rainforest.” Chase slid the case into the trunk and brushed her fingers over Rayne’s hip. “Am I supposed to keep my hands off you all the time?”
Rayne playfully slapped her hand away. “Unless we’re behind closed doors, yes.”
Chase huffed, tossed her backpack beside the case, and closed the trunk. “What if I pretend to be a guy?” She wiggled her eyebrows.
“Much as I love when you pack, we might both have to dress like guys so that won’t solve the problem either.” Rayne pushed away from the vehicle and opened the passenger door. “Tonyck’s driving. The windows are tinted, and we’ve got over an hour’s drive to Laodicea.”
Rayne slipped into the car and closed the door behind her. Chase was hot for Rayne too but making out with Rayne while the tank twins sat in the front with no glass divide? No, a stern stare from Tonyck was enough to dampen that possibility, and she’d never been one to put on a display. Chase went around to the other side and got in.
Ginn twisted around in the passenger seat. “Ready, lady boss?”
“Let’s go.” She tapped Ginn on the shoulder, and they set off.
Chase reached across the seat space between them and stroked Rayne’s thigh. “If the theories we worked out last night are right, and the seven churches of Asia Minor hold physical keys to the hiding place of the temple’s treasure, it could mean that it was hidden after the second Jewish revolt.”
“What exactly are we looking for at Laodicea?” Tonyck asked. “Everything’s moved pretty fast since you got the scroll yesterday.”
She wasn’t wrong. Chase was used to wading through red tape and getting approvals from Holly, then the board, and then the governments of whatever country she was going to. But once they’d figured out their first stop, Rayne’s assistant had their travel itinerary organized and they were moving within hours.
“We’re going to the ruins of the seventh church in the book of Revelation.” Rayne tapped on the copy of the Bible they’d borrowed from her hotel room. “The Asyūt scroll indicated that the only real clues in the obvious text on the Copper Scroll were the Greek couplets and triplets that feature on seven of the supposed locations of the treasure.”
“No one’s ever been able to understand why there was some Greek on the scroll when the rest was in Hebrew.” Chase edged forward on her seat. “But we solved the mystery—they’re mathematical equations to give us distances. And no one has ever paid attention to the minor indentations on the reverse of the Copper Scroll. But once you read the Asyūt Scroll, everything becomes clear.”
“Well, not that clear,” Rayne said. “The Asyūt Scroll tells us that there are seven artifacts distributed at seven locations—the number seven features heavily in the Bible—and the details for those locations were hidden on the back of the Copper Scroll—”
“The indentations formed a map of sorts. When we took into account the theory about the Ark being part of the treasure—”
“Wait. What?” Tonyck glanced over her shoulder before returning her focus to the road. “The Ark of the Covenant?”
“The very same.” Rayne reached forward and patted Tonyck’s shoulder. “We didn’t say anything about it earlier, because we don’t want Altman to know about it. We want to get him the treasure he’s expecting without seeing the Ark.”
 “Wow,” Tonyck said. “How are you not bubbling with excitement right now? This is the big one for you, isn’t it?”
Rayne’s eyes welled a little. “It’s difficult to keep it in, for sure, but we can’t risk the Ark falling into Altman’s hands, so we have to keep this strictly between the four of us.”
Tonyck saluted. “Understood, lady boss, not another word. But still, how did you get from the Scroll to the Ark to here?”
Chase was conscious of Tonyck’s reminder that Rayne was her family, and her obvious excitement for Rayne discovering her dream find was sweet. Tonyck’s gruff exterior hid a very soft spot for her “lady boss.” She looked at Rayne, who indicated for Chase to continue. “The indentations on the scroll are a map. We jumped from the End of Times writings to the Book of Revelations mainly because the Asyūt Scroll talks about seven locations, like I said.  There are seven churches in that book, and when we compared a map of them to the back of the Copper Scroll, it matched.”
“We’re headed to Laodicea, the seventh church, because it was the closest location to where we were, and if we’d misinterpreted the code, we didn’t want to travel further than necessary.” Rayne squeezed Chase’s knee. “But if we’re right, we can travel north, picking up the artifacts from each of the churches as we go—”
“And together, the artifacts should reveal the location of the treasure and be the key to somehow open a door or something to get to it.” Chase pushed back into her seat. When they said it all that fast, it sounded nice and simple.
Rayne placed her hand over Chase’s. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. If there’s nothing at the ruins, we might be on the wrong track altogether.”
Rayne was right. Someone had gone to an awful lot of trouble to engrave eight feet of erroneous locations to keep people away from their treasure and possibly the most important religious artifacts of all time. It was entirely possible that they’d also fallen prey to another false breadcrumb trail by misreading the code. The remains of the Laodicea church had been renovated and protected for years, and Chase hadn’t heard of any digs uncovering strange items that were unexplained. “How understanding is Altman going to be if we don’t find anything here?”
Rayne shrugged. “I’ve already explained that possibility, and he seemed okay with it. I think he’s prepared for this expedition to take months. Remember that the payoff could be in excess of three trillion dollars. He’s ready to be patient for that kind of money, and he understands that we’re working with documents that are nearly two thousand years old. It’s not an exact science, and he understands that.”
“What’s with his beefy boys?” Chase noticed Ginn glance in the rearview mirror at the mention of her two new best buddies. “Didn’t he know Ginn and Tonyck would be coming with you?”
“You and your alliteration.” Rayne leaned forward and increased the a/c in the back. Wisps of hair that had escaped her single braid blew in the more forceful gust from the air vents. “I’m not sure. He actually tried to dissuade me from bringing G&T at all. He thought his ‘beefy boys’ would be sufficient.”
Ginn glanced in the mirror and looked distinctly unimpressed. “You didn’t tell us that.”
“It didn’t matter, that’s why I didn’t say anything. There was no way I was coming without my trusty twins.”
Chase could feel Rayne’s slight hesitation and discomfort at Altman’s motives for wanting her to accompany him solo. “What’s his deal? Is he gay? Bi?” Maybe he’d hoped to turn their business relationship into something more personal and didn’t want the tank twins cock-blocking his advances. If that had been the case, he’d been strangely open to allowing Chase to join them, unless he’d envisaged a threesome.
“I’m pretty sure he doesn’t fit into any neat boxes like that. I don’t think he likes to limit his experiences or options that way.” Rayne squeezed Chase’s hand. “Hence his minor flirting with you.”
Chase shifted in her seat, the thought of him that way making her skin itch. “What? He was trying to fix me up with his maid, not him.”
Rayne turned Chase’s hand over and traced light patterns along her wrist. “Ah, Chase, you’re so beautifully naïve. He was angling for a scenario involving all three of you.”
Chase wrinkled her nose. His maid had been attractive and, if Rayne hadn’t been in the picture, would definitely have been her type for an evening’s entertainment. But the three-ways she’d enjoyed in the past were strictly women only. No man had ever interested her sexually. “Did he tell you that?”
“He didn’t have to. I can see when people want you, Chase.”
She let it go. Chase could relate, she definitely knew when people wanted Rayne, but that was easy because most people wanted Rayne. The way their jaws dropped cartoon-like and how they stopped mid-sentence to simply stare: seeing that wasn’t a special skill. But she had a little trouble knowing when women were into her so how on earth could Rayne tell? 
Rayne slipped her hand onto Chase’s thigh and strayed up toward her crotch. She fought to keep her ass on the seat and not push her hips against Rayne’s exploration. “Don’t.”
Rayne flashed a wicked grin. “I thought you wanted your hands on me.”
“I do.” Chase flicked her glance toward the front of the car. “But I can wait until the next hotel room.” She lifted Rayne’s hand and kissed her knuckles.
Rayne pulled her hand away. “Anticipation can be a powerful aphrodisiac.”
Chase swallowed. The look in Rayne’s eyes would have dropped her to her knees if she’d been standing. Chase grabbed a bottle of cold water from the center console and pressed it against her forehead before cracking it open and swallowing half of it in one go. The ice cool liquid coursed down her throat but did little to diminish the red-hot desire running through her veins. She wiped the escaping drips from her lips and offered the bottle to Rayne. She declined, and Chase finished the bottle. She turned her attention to the swiftly passing landscape, but it made her dizzy. The exhilaration of the past few days, the long plane journey, and too much recycled air combined to drag her eyelids closed. It wouldn’t hurt to take a quick nap.
 
***
 
The slamming of the Jeep door vibrated the glass against Chase’s head and startled her awake. 
“Hey, sleepy head. We’re here.” Rayne leaned over and stole a kiss before Ginn opened the back door. “Let’s see if we’re as clever as we hope we are.”
Rayne climbed out, and Chase followed. The tank twins immediately fell in behind with the beefy boys. Now she had a nickname for them, she didn’t need their last names. Referring to them by their first names seemed overly familiar, and since they’d made it clear they weren’t interested in being friendly with her, it was downright strange. Christ, she didn’t even know Ginn and Tonyck’s real names. That was even more bizarre, and it had become a bit of a quest. They refused to tell her, and Rayne wouldn’t give her any clues. Chase had decided it could only mean that they had super girly names like Francesca and Victoria.
She took her attention away from the “awesome foursome.” The self-appointed group moniker was childish, of course, but it didn’t stop Chase’s simmering jealously at how naturally they’d gelled. Their easy camaraderie almost made her wish she’d joined the military. Almost.
The site was busy but not teeming with tourists, most of them in tours walking around like automated ghosts, looking left and right in formation as their audio tour indicated they should study something of import. She glanced back over her shoulder. The tank twins and their new best buddies hung back, looking out of place and like a military attempt at a boy band gone wrong. They didn’t fit in, and they seemed content with that. No doubt a sense of invincibility borne from tours of Iraq and Afghanistan made a situation like this far from threatening. She bet the two guys weren’t really taking this job seriously.
“What’s the plan, Rayne?” Altman asked after he paid the entry fees for them all and declined audio tours.
Rayne pulled a rusty-red leather book from the leg pocket of her cargo pants and tugged off the elastic keeping it closed. She thumbed through the sticky tabs and folded the cover over. Chase tried to keep from smiling. What she found sexy about the process, she couldn’t put her finger on, but watching Rayne do almost anything made her feel like a horny teenager.
“We think we’re looking for these letters of the Greek alphabet, zeta and kappa. They could be anywhere, but it’d make sense for them to be on columns of the church ruins: easily found but easily mistaken for an architect’s signature or similar.”
“But they could also be on the city gates or walls, much of which has been excavated.” Chase moved closer to Rayne before she remembered where they were and stepped back. She withdrew her own leather journal and flipped to the page where she’d scribbled the couplets and triplets of Greek letters from the Copper Scroll. If they’d figured it correctly, the seventh couplet related to the seventh church named in the book of Revelations.
“And it doesn’t matter that we’re starting at the final church?” He tapped the leather satchel that hung from his shoulder. “I brushed up on my Bible study on the way here.”
Chase was beginning to see hints of the inquisitive boy child that Rayne had said Altman was trying to reconnect with. “We don’t believe so, no. We’re looking for seven artifacts that will work together at the final destination to give us access to the treasure.      The scrolls gave us no reason to suspect that the order we find them in will make any difference.”
“So lifting one from this church won’t cause a chain reaction whereby the earth swallows the other six?”
Chase chuckled at Altman’s half-serious question. He’d watched too many Indiana Jones movies and was probably thinking a giant rock to roll after them at some point. “Nope. For something like that to occur, all seven locations would need to be connected somehow, most likely underground. If there were a labyrinth of tunnels beneath Turkey that stretched nearly four hundred miles, archaeologists would have already found it with their geo-scanning.”
“And when we find the Greek letters?”
Rayne closed her book and slapped it gently against her palm. “It’ll show we’re definitely on the right track to finding your treasure, Aya. After that, we wait for nightfall and do a little star gazing to get the general area.” She gestured back to his boys. “And finally it’s drone time and a little geo-scanning. We find a well, cave, or cavern, we find the first piece of the puzzle.”
Unless it’s already been found. Everyone who’d ever come up short looking for the Copper Scroll treasure assumed it was because the location had already been looted. The Asyūt scroll told a different story of deceit. They were counting on each of their newly identified sites remaining hidden for the past two thousand years.
“And that’s why we have C4?” Altman asked.
Rayne nodded. “We don’t have the time to excavate properly. We don’t have permission to dig at all. If we find something now, we’ll be coming back for it tonight when the site is closed.”
Chase looked away. She was going against every archaeological rule she’d ever vowed to follow. Could she come back from this? If they found the treasure, even the Ark of the Covenant or other religious artifacts, would the means be justified? Would the community accept what she and Rayne were doing because of the circumstances they’d come to find themselves in?
Rayne unfolded a piece of paper she’d pulled from her book and handed it to Altman. “This has all seven of the Greek letter combinations from the Copper Scroll, just in case it’s sent us off track. We’ll split up and cover as much ground as possible.” She gave him another two pieces of paper. “Give those to Jeff and Hank. The more eyes looking for these, the faster we’ll find them.”
Chase loved Rayne’s optimism but didn’t share her faith in the beefy boys’ power of observation. The only Kappa they knew was probably the sneaker company. 
Altman took the extra sheets. “Sounds perfect. Is there a prize for who finds the letters first?”
“Sure.” Rayne gestured to the Jeep. “I’ve got a bag of peanut M&Ms in the car.”
Altman huffed. “I’m allergic to nuts, Rayne, that’s not funny.”
Chase couldn’t determine if he was being serious or not. “I’ve got some Milk Duds. If you win, you can have those.”
Altman winked and patted Chase on the shoulder. “I knew there was a reason I allowed you to tag along.”
“And I thought it was my excellent code breaking skills.” Chase said but Altman was already walking back to his heavies. “The twins are shadowing you, yeah?” She was all for having everyone search for the letters, but they needed to keep Rayne safe. She was probably okay in tourist areas, but Chase didn’t want to take any chances. This was a Muslim country, and a mixed gender group might attract unwanted attention.
“Yeah. Are you sure you’re going to be okay on your own?” Rayne moved as if she were about to touch Chase but didn’t.
“Being in countries like these really make me appreciate my freedoms back home. And yeah, I’ll be fine.” She pulled her infinity scarf over her head and tapped the side of her Oakleys. “I’m in disguise.”
Rayne raised her fist. “You know I want to punch you, don’t you?”
“I do know that, but I don’t know why.”
“Because you’re so damned cliché, it’s too cute, and it makes me want to burst. It has to come out of me some way.”
Chase frowned. “And that can’t be with mouth-melting kisses instead?”
“Go. Before I do something that’ll get us arrested.”
Chase turned away to head up the dusty path to the far end of the city. The tall columns of the ancient ruins seemed like a good place to start. She wiped the sweat from her brow. This weather called for shorts and a tank top, but instead she was dressed in full length cargo pants and a long-sleeved shirt that she’d already sweated through in the ten minutes they’d spent talking with Altman. 
She checked her watch. They had eight hours to find the inscriptions before the site closed. Returning in the early hours of the morning was both exciting and daunting. Every other quest or adventure she’d been on, she’d done by the book. She had to trust that the tank twins and beefy boys knew what they were doing when it came to incendiaries. She and Rayne would have to get the dimensions of any caves or wells they found completely accurate to minimize the possibility of damaging what lay within, this time and every time. The research she and Rayne had done over the past twenty-four hours hadn’t led to any mentions anywhere that matched the description of the gears in the scroll. There was a chance it was so potentially unimpressive that if someone had uncovered it, they might have left it where it was, mistaking it for a piece of junk. Clever, really. The world’s largest undiscovered treasure haul opened by nondescript chunks of scrap metal.
Chase unclipped the water bottle from her bag and sipped at it. She only had two liters to last the day without returning to the Jeep, and she didn’t want to do that. They were all working together to the same end goal, but Chase’s competitive edge pushed for her to find the clue before anyone else, including Rayne, even if that meant a little dehydration. She worked through the possibilities of the Greek couplet. They were the sixth and tenth letter of the alphabet. Sixteen, not divisible by seven, which seemed to be a huge feature of the Asyūt scroll clues. Seven had always been a hugely important number in biblical terms, but its relevance here was unclear. She looked up at the columns. Some of them still stood thirty feet tall. She stood at the entrance to a part of the city that apparently wasn’t important enough to have a description or information plaque, and she counted the columns. Eight on each side. Sixteen total: coincidental? Her heart jumped. Could this be it? She went to the base of the first column on her left and circled it, looking for engravings, however faint or faded. The stone was pitted, worn by sandstorms and rain. She prayed the letters hadn’t been washed away over the centuries and the clues weren’t lost to time.
She circled it again, slower this time, searching higher. When she reached a height where her naked eye was no longer effective, she pulled her binoculars from her backpack and scanned higher still.
Nothing. 
Archaeology was a game of patience and wouldn’t be rushed. She moved onto the next one and repeated the process.
And the next.
And the one after that.
By number ten her neck ached, and she rolled it, the movement creating an audible cracking that made her wince. She shook it off and refocused. Pain would go away, this discovery would be forever. She edged around it, inch by inch.
What was that? Almost invisible toward the join between the circular blocks that had been stacked on top of each other to create the pillars, she saw engraving. Unmistakable Greek lettering. It was the couplet, hiding in plain sight, no doubt mistaken for a builder’s mark. Zeta and kappa. She pulled her cell from her pocket and fired off a quick text to Rayne. She sank to her knees in the dust and grinned. 
They were on their way.
 
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
IF ONLY TONYCK had parked behind Altman instead of parallel to him. That might’ve saved her this discussion while they waited to begin the next part of their operation.
“I don’t understand. I thought constellations weren’t given names until the second century.” Altman sat in the back seat of his Jeep and turned his tablet this way and that as it shifted from landscape to portrait.
Rayne leaned back, wanting to close the window of her Jeep and leave him to his confusion. Once again, she wished that he wasn’t in search of his inner child and that he’d simply commissioned her to do this job so that she and Chase could get on with it without explaining every little moment of action and logic. “We’re using the Greek names for ease. The indentations on the Copper Scroll were a map of the seven churches of Asia Minor, and the Asyūt scroll talked about the North star. What we call the rest of the stars doesn’t really matter.”
She breathed a little easier when Chase placed her hand on her shoulder and moved forward so that Altman could see her. Chase’s mere touch could calm and soothe her soul like she was some kind of human whisperer. 
“Would you like to see the math, Mr. Altman? I’ve finished working it out.”
“I’ve never been a numbers person, Chase,” Altman said. “I’m happy to take your word for it.”
He settled back in his seat. Apparently, Rayne wasn’t the only person she had that effect on. She turned to Chase, whose legs were buried in paper and maps. “Where are we headed? Other than over in that direction?” She pointed to the North star in relation to the column.
“I’ve used both early descriptions of a cubit to calculate the distance we need to travel. We’re looking at between 4.73 and 5.66 miles, according to the seventh clue on the Copper Scroll.”
Rayne raised her eyebrows. “Nearly a mile? That’s quite the difference, Chase. Can we not narrow it down any further?”
“Nope. But it’s not like we have to dig that whole mile up, is it? The drone will do the work for us.”
“Unless there are tunnels.” Rayne didn’t know where her sudden bout of pessimism was drawing its energy from, but she wasn’t a fan. This was the fun part where there was no pressure. Altman wasn’t a huge pain in the ass even if his presence was unwanted. And there were no bad guys chasing them. She was adventuring with Chase, exactly like she’d wanted, so what was with her negativity?
“That’s unlikely. Neither of the scrolls mention tunnels. Caves and wells, yes, but no labyrinth of tunnels. The geo-scanning almost makes this no challenge at all.”
Chase grinned like a kid who’d discovered where her parents hid the Christmas presents, and warmth spread through Rayne’s chest, reminding her why she’d asked Chase to join her on this job. 
Rayne looked out her window, past Altman’s Jeep. The sun was sinking over the distant mountains, casting a pinkish glow that outlined their craggy peaks and gently bruised the slowly darkening sky. She loved this time of day in more rural areas, distanced from the constant movement of big cities. At home, there was no dip in activity, no break between the day’s buzzing and the evening’s craziness. Out here though, where the only light pollution came from the bright screens of their tech, dusk was a peaceful affair that pushed away human activity to make way for creatures of the night. That presented a potential problem for what they had planned. Any light and noise they made was in stark contrast to their otherwise silent surroundings. They had to hope that no police or military patrol would wander their way.
The last tourists had left three hours ago, and the staff team an hour after that. A quick recce and a few questions from Ginn had determined that a lone security guard patrolled the area overnight and he mostly stayed in his security cabin watching subtitled reruns of Friends. The plan was to wait for nightfall before flying their drone to the column Chase had found. The video feed would show them the position of the North Star, and one of the twins would fly the drone toward the North Star for the calculated number of miles.
It all sounded so simple when she thought it through that way. 
“Are you ready, lady boss?” Ginna asked.
“Let’s do it.” They got out of the Jeep, and their movement prompted Altman and his boys to disgorge from theirs. Tonyck readied the drone and checked the video feed to their three tablets. She gave two to Rayne and shoved one in the pack hanging off her shoulder. She and Ginn walked ten feet away from the rest of them and set the drone down before returning to join them. Ginn retrieved the remote control from the back of the Jeep and got it airborne. Its noise was impressively minimal. 
Rayne hitched up and sat in the cargo section of the Jeep to watch the video feed in relative comfort. She edged back so her knees touched the bumper guard, pulling her feet from the ground. Her cargo pants were tucked into her socks and boots: less contact with the ground meant less potential for Turkish desert nasties to crawl up and munch on any exposed flesh. She picked up the two tablets and handed one to Chase. “Would you hand that to Aya, please?”
Chase did as she was asked then joined Rayne in the cargo space, though she didn’t have to edge as far back to keep her feet off the ground. 
“You should really replace those boots, Chase. I’ll bet a wily scorpion would find their way into them in seconds.”
Chase twisted her feet back and forth like a kid on a swing. “No way. They’re my lucky boots. Who knows what might happen if I throw them away and callously replace them with a fancy new pair?”
Rayne laughed. “How long have you had them?”
“You’re flogging the proverbial dead horse, babe. Noemie’s been trying to get me out of these boots for years. She even brought me some fantastically priced special Army-issue boots, but they’re stuffed in the back of my wardrobe. I’m not parting with these until the soles fall off.”
Ginn approached and gave Chase’s feet a gentle kick. “Seriously, dude, you look like a homeless person in those boots.”
Chase waved her off. “You can all say what you want. Me and my trusty engineer boots will not be easily separated.”
Altman joined the party and stood next to Tonyck. Hank held his tablet, looking bored and disinterested. He and his buddy were probably hoping for some trouble to cross their path. They didn’t look like the type of guys who were happy taking a paycheck without firing off a few rounds to protect their charge. She looked at Tonyck and Ginn who stood behind her, maintaining the drone twenty feet above ground. Had they been bored over the past year? Their recent commissions had been far removed from the excitement of their Brazilian and Syrian adventures. She decided to check in with them when they were back home. She didn’t want them disgruntled and demotivated. They’d said they were happy working with her, but they’d spent every spare moment with Hank and Jeff. She prayed the disinterest of Altman’s boys wouldn’t rub off on G&T. She wasn’t sure quite what she’d do if they left. Chase had her academic career, so she wouldn’t be open to spending the full year doing this. Without the twins, Rayne would go backward in more ways than one. And more than that, the bitter specter of loneliness that hovered in the wings would no longer be held back, and Rayne would once again be facing daily life by herself. Just like when she was a kid.
“Rayne?”
Ginn’s deep voice reached into Rayne’s darkness and pulled her out. “Yes? Go on.” Rayne smiled in response to Ginn’s frown. She must’ve disappeared visibly for her to notice. Usually, it was Tonyck who recognized Rayne’s forays into deep thought. 
“Okay. It takes six seconds for real-time processing of the data. According to your scroll, we’ve got to scan three meters deep, so I reckon you’re looking at around two to three hours.” Ginn slapped Altman on the back, and he steadied himself against the Jeep to stay upright. “Luckily this man can afford the very best in new technology. The same distance would take three times longer with the scanner we had.”
Was Ginn so easily impressed? She coughed as if she’d recognized Rayne’s displeasure.
“We’ll get to it, lady boss.” 
Ginn wrinkled her nose in that incongruously cute way. How someone of her size and build could look anything but intimidating was unfathomable but somehow, she managed it.
Chase pulled a blanket out, opened it up over their legs, and tucked it around Rayne’s lower body. “We better wrap up if it’s going to take that long.”
Rayne snuggled up to share Chase’s body heat. She laid the tablet on her knee, leaned against the back of the rear seat, and watched the image change as Ginn flew the drone toward the column. The night vision made the landscape look eerie, like something from a cheap, low budget horror movie. She nestled back into the unforgiving hardness of the seat and pulled her legs completely into the space. Chase moved back with her and tucked the blanket around their legs again.
“You're so sweet and chivalrous. How did I get so lucky?”
Chase laughed. “I think that’s my question.”
“Ugh, you two. It’s enough to make me regurgitate my lunch.” Altman raised his hand like he’d had a lightbulb moment. “Speaking of which, there’s some sushi left over from dinner, and I’m a little peckish.” He turned and began to walk away. “Shout if you stop feeding on each other enough to need real food.”
“He’s got sushi? In the desert?”
Rayne pointed to the roof, indicating the cargo box on top. “We’ve got all the gear so that he could fit a fridge in his.”
“The guy sure knows how to rough it on an adventure like this.” Chase tucked her feet under her butt and wrapped her arm around Rayne. “I hope whoever hid this gear key thing used the smaller cubit measurement.”
“Anticipation can make the discovery even more remarkable.” Even in the reflected blue light from the tablet screen, Rayne could tell from Chase’s expression that she was no longer thinking about the treasure. 
Chase leaned across and kissed Rayne’s cheek. “I had to wait years for you, and the anticipation made discovering you more than remarkable.”
“Like I said, you’re so sweet.” She closed her eyes for a moment, wanting to see Chase’s words in her mind so that she could pull them down and lock them into a memory bank to keep forever. These feelings, Chase’s adoration, these moments were so new and unfamiliar. Could she dare to hope that this really was her new forever?
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
CHASE WATCHED THE steady progress of the scan come to life as the drone reached the five-mile marker. There’d been no sign of the landscape changing. The drone had dipped and risen over valleys and craggy hills, keeping a constant bearing toward the North Star. The tank twins piloting skills were as sure and steady as the rest of the talents they had in their lockers. She wondered if either of them had piloted drones from the military site in Las Vegas, waging a violent war against a country and its people thousands of miles away, or whether their experience had been more up close and personal. She could never ask, of course. Neither of them talked about their time in the military, and Chase didn’t know whether that was because they were traumatized by it, were ashamed of it, or didn’t want to brag. Whatever it was, she’d only made the mistake of asking about it once and the instant shutdown had indicated that she should never ask again. She gauged them as being in their late thirties, early forties, but she didn’t know when they’d left the military or under what circumstances. Maybe one day she’d break the inner circle and they’d trust her enough to share that part of their lives with her. Or maybe that’s a line they’d never cross because she wasn’t one of them.
Not like Altman’s guys. The four of them could talk for hours, in low voices that occasionally broke out into raucous laughter. It rankled that she was jealous, but she owned the emotion, knowing that it came from not having a real best friend as a kid. She hadn’t been a loner, far from it. She was always a part of a big group of friends, but a best friend eluded her, and she’d never been part of the cool gang. And that’s what the tank twins and beefy boys were now. She glanced at Rayne, asleep and resting against her shoulder. She’d fared better than Rayne, and she treasured that. Rayne’s childhood had been a lonely, almost desperate time from what Chase could gather from the occasional snippets she’d shared. It was little wonder Rayne had been so emotionally closed off for much of her life. Chase should remember that when she was frustrated with Rayne’s lack of communication.
When she focused back on the tablet, she had to stifle a yell. She pressed her comms unit. “I think you just went over something. Did you see it?” she whispered, not wanting to wake Rayne. She hadn’t slept much over the past few days, and that worried Chase, as it should everyone else. A tired Rayne was a cranky Rayne. 
“Yeah. The drone is six seconds ahead of the feed though. There’s nothing to be gained by circling back for another look until we’ve covered the total distance,” Tonyck said.
Chase could only make out Tonyck’s face from the glow of the tablet screen when she turned back to the Jeep. The sun had long disappeared behind the mountains. The night sky, inky black for miles, had swallowed the city ruins in its darkness, and a million stars and planets shimmered on the black canvas. “Okay. I’ll power up the laptop.”
She tried to ease and stirred, muttering something unintelligible, a sleeping habit Chase had discovered early in their nights together. She waited for a moment before trying again, but this time Rayne’s eyes flicked open.
“What’s happening?”
Goddamn, she was cute when she was sleepy. There was a softness, almost an innocence, in her features that fell away as she woke fully. “We’ve seen something on the geo-scan. I need to get the laptop running so we can check over the data while Ginn keeps the drone flying.”
“How many miles in?” Her voice croaked slightly. 
She reached for a bottle of water, and Chase waited for her to wet her throat before she answered. “Just over 5.3, I think.”
“They were using the longer cubit?”
“Looks that way.” Chase grinned as she removed her arm from around Rayne’s shoulders. “Can you believe we’re doing this?” She pulled the laptop from her backpack and powered it on, doubling the light in the back of the trunk and instantly attracting a few more flying creatures. She pulled her sleeves down a little further and itched the side of her jaw. Nothing had landed on her, it was merely a psychosomatic reaction to their proximity. Crawly things, flying or otherwise, equaled random itching she likened to a physical version of Tourette’s.
“Doing this together or doing this at all?”
“Both.” Chase logged on and navigated to the scanning software after linking the tablet to the laptop. “Are you enjoying it? You know, me working with you in your world.” She was careful to maintain the pretense of their ruse in case Altman or his boys were within earshot of their conversation, but the question had been on her mind all day. She needed to know that she hadn’t glorified their Trinity adventure into something more than it was and that every quest with Rayne would be as amazing. More than that, she’d been concerned that it was the constant threat of death that had excited her the most, and that a relatively simple decode and clue following search wouldn’t reach the same heights. 
Rayne looked as if she’d reached into her brain and understood everything Chase hadn’t said. “I love it. All of it,” she said and placed her hand on Chase’s neck.
The sensation tingled along Chase’s spine and spread across her whole back, making her shudder. 
Rayne’s eyes sparkled mischievously. “I do love having that effect on you.”
“I’m a fan.” Chase scrolled through the film, trying to get to the point where she thought she’d seen an anomaly in the landscape. “It’s nice being able to do this all leisurely instead of under enemy fire or with a crazed psychopath following our tracks.”
“Indeed. But if we don’t have any action, Altman might be disappointed to have wasted his money on Hank and Jeff. They look like they might actually fall into a boredom coma.”
“I can’t imagine what it must be like to go from fighting wars to guarding a rich guy on a treasure hunt,” Chase whispered. She didn’t want the beefy boys overhearing her and taking offense. They were already barely tolerant of her; God knows what they’d be inclined to do if they heard her talking about them.
Rayne leaned closer. “I’ve been thinking the same of Ginn and Tonyck. What if being around Altman’s guys makes them realize how much they miss the harder action?”
Chase shrugged. “You’d know best. They never talk about their past to me. I wouldn’t know if they’re relieved to be doing something less life-threatening or not.”
Rayne stroked circles on Chase’s shoulders. “You sound wistful. Does it bother you they don’t talk to you?’
“I guess. It’s silly, really.” She lowered her voice further. “I shouldn’t expect them to talk to me about anything. I hardly see them, and they’re your people. They look after you, and they don’t need to be bothered by my weird need to be part—”
“Oh my god. That could be it.” Rayne patted Chase on the back with increasing force. “That could be what we’re looking for. Look at the shape.”
Chase stopped scrolling and focused on the screen. Taking into account the height of the drone above the ground, the dark spot in the mountainside looked narrow and long with a right angle like the tunnel Rayne had described at the Asyūt scroll location. Even better, it was clear from the images that there was no exposed entrance. If it hadn’t been breached and it was the hiding place for the Laodicea gear, the odds were good that it was still there.
“We’ve gone six miles, lady boss.”
Chase looked up and saw the tank twins approaching, or rather, the tablet’s light floating through a night as black as the devil’s soul. 
“We didn’t see anything other than the black mass at around five and a half miles,” Ginn said as she became visible from the light emanating from the trunk of their Jeep. “Do you think that’s it?”
“It’s got to be. It’s almost identical to the shape of the Asyūt tunnel.”
Ginn chuckled. “I guess we won’t be going in unless Hank blasts us a chunk-size hole.”
“They’ll need to be careful. We can’t have any gung-ho Roadrunner and Wile Coyote destruction that blasts the artifact into smithereens.”
A bang against the Jeep made Chase jump.
“We know how to do our job, thanks, Stinsen.” Jeff’s voice boomed through the darkness.
Great. She was Stinsen while Rayne was a respectful Ms. Marcellus. That wouldn’t bother her usually, but Jeff’s menace was clear in his emphasis on her name. She could’ve done without pissing off the guy with the ability to blow her into the next century. “I know that. I’m just say—”
“No need to just
say anything. You stick to the math, little guy, and let us handle the big boys’ toys.”
Tonyck smacked Jeff on the back. “We’re in safe hands. Rayne’s not worried.”
Chase swallowed against the feeling of being cornered and isolated at the same time. Tonyck’s commendation of Jeff’s aptitude plus her blatant dismissal of Chase’s importance in the bigger picture stung. She thought they’d sorted their issues before they left US soil.
“Rayne is worried.” Rayne inched her way out of the back of the Jeep and tossed aside the blanket that had been wrapped around their legs. “Rayne will remain worried until the gear of Laodicea is in our hands.” She gestured to herself and Chase.
Chase didn’t need Rayne fighting her battles—most times, she’d downright despise it—but there was something incredibly impressive about the way four veritable giants shrunk under Rayne’s intense glare. Rayne jumped out of the Jeep onto the dusty ground, and Chase could’ve sworn the four of them jumped back a little. She smothered a grin, which she got away with because all their attention was fixed on Rayne in anticipation of her next instruction. Altman was bankrolling this operation, but it was crystal clear everyone knew who was actually in charge. Chase shifted the crotch of her cargo pants as the hotness of Rayne’s authority traveled to an unexpected destination.
She glanced at her watch. Crap. The scan had taken longer than expected, and the sun would be rising in less than two hours. They needed to get to the tunnel, blast an entrance, retrieve the artifact, and get out of there. Chase tapped her wrist. “We should get going. There’s not much of the night left if we want to get out of here before sunrise.”
“You should wake Aya and update him on our progress,” Rayne said, looking at Jeff and Hank. “If he’s not strapped into his seat when we’re off-road, he could end up with some broken bones and that’s your department.”
“Yes, ma’am,” the two of them chimed together in military fashion as if Rayne was their commanding officer.
Chase walked around the Jeep and opened the door for Rayne, who gave her a demure but lustful look and climbed elegantly into the back seat. Chase went around the front so she didn’t have to face off with the beefy boys or Tonyck again, but Ginn came around the corner before she could join Rayne.
“Ignore that asshole, Stinse.” Ginn laid her shovel-sized hand on Chase’s shoulder. “He’s sensitive.”
“Whatever you say, Ginn.” It wasn’t the adjective Chase would use to describe him, but she appreciated Ginn’s effort to be friendly. She slid into the seat beside Rayne and broke out into a wide smile. She was trying to be cool with everything that was going on, but her excitement threatened to burst from every pore of her body. The lure of illicit actions for the greater good was a potent poison, and she was rapidly becoming addicted. The charade she’d started as cover to convince Altman she was part of the shadowy world Rayne navigated was quickly becoming her reality.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
FIVE AND A half miles cross country, even on the best suspension system Altman’s money could buy, wasn’t Rayne’s idea of fun. She didn’t know why she hadn’t driven. Being in the back was always less comfortable and being in charge was almost always preferable. Ginn navigated, but Chase followed their progress along the route provided by the drone scan, getting more animated as they drew closer. Now she was practically vibrating in her seat, making Rayne sickeningly gooey and warm inside, like a toasted marshmallow. God, what had Chase done to her?
Rayne hadn’t been warming to Altman’s guys before, but the way Jeff had spoken to Chase sealed both of their places in the box marked dick tips. She didn’t want to dwell on it since they had a long way to go and a lot of time to spend together on this quest. They seemed to respect her, and perhaps that would be enough to keep the peace. She was impressed that Chase had managed not to react to Jeff’s prod. She probably felt outnumbered. She could be gung-ho and tetchy, but she wasn’t suicidal. 
“We’re nearly there,” Chase whispered and pointed to the tunnel on the tablet.
“Nearly there, lady boss,” Ginn said a moment later. “Have you flipped a coin to see who’s going into the tunnel?”
She’d barely finished speaking, but Rayne could feel Chase’s vibrations rise a few notches. The urge to tease her was too strong to resist. “You’ve been working hard at the gym and bulking up. I’m not sure you’ll fit if it’s anything like the tunnel in Asyūt.”
Chase’s eyes widened. “I’m not that big. I can squeeze into tight places.”
Rayne tried not to react to the potential double meaning or that Chase was downplaying her size when she was usually desperate to be bigger. “We don’t have the time to risk you getting stuck.”
Tonyck pulled the Jeep to an abrupt halt. “You better figure it out quick.” She turned off the engine and got out.
Chase put her hand on Rayne’s thigh as she moved to open the door. “I can do this.”
Rayne didn’t doubt that for a second. “Let’s see what it looks like when they’ve got through the rock face, or soil, or whatever it’s going to be, okay?”
“Okay.”
Rayne got out of the Jeep and used a flashlight to see where G&T had gone. It took her a few moments to locate them at the face of a small mountain with Altman’s guys alongside. She shone the light on the other Jeep and the back door popped open.
“Oh, Rayne, this adventuring is exhausting.” Altman yawned, covered his mouth, and stretched his short arms to the sky. “And it’s cold.” He hugged himself. “I’m almost inclined to fly back to Cyprus and wait at the hotel until you’ve been to all seven churches and have the keys, or gears, or whatever it is you’re after.” He waved his arms in the air theatrically. “Would that be a complete cop-out?”
“That would be entirely your decision, Aya, and we’d completely understand.” Rayne wanted to say, Hell, yes, off you go back to your plush penthouse with your two guard dogs. Nothing would make her happier than continuing this quest without them. 
Altman huffed. “No. I’m no quitter, well, not yet. I do need my beauty sleep though. Do you think this will take long?”
Rayne gestured toward the four shadowy figures in the distance. “Let’s find out.” She walked toward the group, with Altman and Chase following closely behind. “We can’t take any chances with something like this, Aya. The charge Jeff sets will move earth that hasn’t shifted for centuries. We’ll need to wait as long as we can to ensure the integrity of the tunnel hasn’t been compromised.” She swung her backpack around to the front of her body and pulled out the mini breathing apparatus that gave five minutes of oxygen. “I’ll have a couple of these, but if the tunnel collapses, I don’t want to have to use them while I wait and hope your guys can get me out without blowing me up.”
She heard Chase’s breath catch beside her, and Rayne reached into the darkness to claim her hand to give her a quick squeeze, hoping to convey she was laying it on thick for Altman’s benefit. She didn’t need him hurrying his guys along so he could get back to his gazillion thread count Egyptian cotton sheets and catch up on his “beauty sleep.” Christ, if that was the goal, he’d need to sleep for a thousand years.
“That tunnel better be wide enough for me,” Chase whispered.
“How’s it looking?” Rayne directed her flashlight toward G&T and didn’t respond to Chase’s verbal nudge.
“Jeff’s calculated the amount of C4 needed to get through to the tunnel. We’re probably going to have to shift some rock with our hands to expose the entrance, but with all of us doing it, that shouldn’t take long.” Ginn tilted her head. “Then it’s all you again, lady boss.”
“Okay. We’ll get the gear ready to go inside.” She turned and took Altman by the arm. “You’ll be safer back in the Jeep for now.”
Altman pulled his jacket tighter around his body. “And warmer.”
They walked back to the vehicles, and Altman dutifully retreated to the toasty interior of his still-running Jeep.
“Before you say anything else, you can get ready to go through the tunnel this time.”
Chase bounced on her heels and took Rayne’s hands. “Yes!” She narrowed her eyes. “Was it always your plan to let me do it?”
Rayne wiggled her eyebrows. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. You’ll never know. Now get ready, hot shot. You’ve got to find the first artifact that will open the door to what might be the most important find in religious and archaeological history.” With every word Rayne said, Chase’s smile grew wider: how she loved her child-like enthusiasm.
“What?” Chase asked. “After coming down from Zenobia, I need to rediscover my mojo.”
Rayne supposed she was right. Finally finding something you’ve searched for all your life could be a double-edged sword and a zenith that would be hard to reach again. That was partly why Rayne had more or less buried her fascination with the Ark of the Covenant and thrown herself into finding anything and everything else, with nothing meaning much. That, and the money offered for every other job she’d ever done.
“Cover your ears,” Tonyck shouted.
She and Chase obliged in time for the low, thudding blast that shook the ground. The tremor reached their feet and caused them both to stumble slightly. In the vast emptiness of their surroundings, Rayne expected the explosion could have been heard and felt for miles. Another good reason for working under the cover of darkness. 
“Let’s go.” Chase grabbed one of the tunnel packs and sprinted off toward G&T.
Rayne tapped on Altman’s window and waited for him to retract it. “Are you staying here while Chase goes into the mountain?”
He zipped his fleece bodywarmer all the way to his neck. “How long will she be?”
“That depends on how smoothly it goes. I’m hoping for thirty minutes, as long as the tunnel walls weren’t compromised by the blast. Otherwise, we might have to do a little structural engineering.” Rayne laid it on thick, not wanting the distraction of his constant whining about the temperature or the bugs, and she could see it was working by the way he almost snuggled into the plush seats of his Jeep. “I can send Hank and Jeff back to keep you company.” She may as well push for a complete restoration to her small team. It’d taken her a while to get used to having G&T hovering around her every move, but another two were making her itch for freedom and space even in hundreds of miles of open desert.
Altman began to roll his window upward. “No, thank you. I’ll enjoy the peace while I can.”
Rayne headed over to the assembled group, where Chase was already harnessed and roped up, replete with a headlamp. Hank and Jeff were on their knees, inspecting the tunnel. “Not too much rubble to shift?” she asked.
Jeff stopped what he was doing and looked up. “Nope. I drilled around the back a little and set charges to blast forward and out of the mountainside. It worked pretty good.”
His self-congratulatory smile indicated he had no need for additional praise.
“That’s my man.” Tonyck slapped him on the back.
Who are you? Rayne didn’t recognize this version of her stable, steady bodyguard. She was usually so restrained, but she was acting as if Jeff was her idol. If she didn’t know her preference for the ladies, Rayne might even have thought she was flirting with him, such was her apparent reverence for his every move. “No need for any emergency scaffolding?”
Jeff might be a bit of a dick, but Rayne appreciated his talent with explosives. So many people mistakenly thought that blowing things up was easy, but it was often harder to tear something down than it was to build it. And with Chase going in there, she welcomed his expertise even more.
“No, ma’am. She’ll have to be careful to stay away from the tunnel walls as much as possible.” He gestured toward the mountain. “I can’t vouch for the construction of something over two thousand years old, obviously, but it’s looking good.”
There he goes with the ma’am again. Rather than a mark of respect, it made her feel older than her years when Jeff looked a decade older than she was. “Great.” She looked to Ginn. “Are you happy?” Rayne didn’t miss the fleeting look of surprise in Tonyck’s expression—she always checked the older sister’s situational impression first—but Rayne needed an objective assessment, and she wasn’t sure that she’d get that from Tonyck right now. Ginn looked as confused as Tonyck did surprised, and Rayne made a mental note that she should consult Ginn equally. She didn’t want her thinking that she valued her opinion any less. 
“We’re good to go, lady boss. If the tunnel was going to collapse, it would’ve done it already. But it’s looking pretty solid.”
“O-kay.” Rayne took a deep breath and tried to release the unfamiliar tension from her shoulders. This was what they did. It’s what they’d always done, and Chase had been doing it without her for a decade. She didn’t need her mother hen act, or whatever this was. Love, perhaps? Her feelings for Chase had grown exponentially since the Trinity quest, and apparently that meant her anxiety in dangerous situations ramped up too. Damn, this love thing could be inconvenient.
Chase touched the small of her back. “I’ll be fine.”
Rayne stepped away from Chase’s touch. She wanted to focus on retrieving the artifact, not opening the gates to her irrational fears. She tapped her watch. “We don’t have much time before dawn. Check your comms.”
Chase tested her throat unit. Rayne and the rest of the team muttered various versions of all clear. 
“The comms might not work the whole time you’re in there because of the thickness of the rock and soil,” Ginn said. “So don’t panic if things go dead—I mean, if they go silent and you can’t reach us.” She pointed to the rope. “We’ve got you.”
Chase left Rayne’s side and approached the entrance to the tunnel. She switched on her headlamp, got on all fours, and began her crawl. 
Rayne released her breath when the worn soles of Chase’s boots disappeared completely. She picked up the slack on Chase’s rope, the friction of it across her fingers somehow comforting. While it was moving, Chase was safe, she supposed. She closed her eyes, concentrated on the sounds of the night: the distant noise of nocturnal animals scratting around, the absence of traffic noise, of bird calls whispering on the wind. 
All the time, the rub of the rope kept her grounded. 
She looked upward, thinking of the riddle they were unraveling. The sky was incredible, smattered with bright stars that people associated with tall tales of Greek gods, women in chains, and mythical beasts. She’d always marveled at the imagination of those who had somehow connected the celestial dots to create a whole world of magic and mystery, drawing together constellations to suit the stories they wished to tell. Even from the Griffith Observatory, Rayne couldn’t tell the Big Dipper from the Lion if her fortune depended on it. Chase could, of course. She had a knack for seeing patterns in anything: numbers, words, or stars. Rayne knew her ancient languages, but Chase’s visualization gave her the edge when it came to cracking cryptic codes. 
And the slow progress of Chase’s rope kept her bubbling worry beneath the surface.
Until it didn’t. She gripped the rope tightly, as if that might choke her fear. Chase would have to stop moving when she reached the end of the tunnel. She’d have to locate the artifact and stow it safely in her pack to make her way back out of the tunnel. Rayne checked her watch again and realized she hadn’t set the stopwatch going when Chase entered the tunnel. She thought back to Asyūt. How long had she taken? She let go of the rope and picked up the pack Chase had taken from the trunk to check the pockets. Her heart jumped into her throat when she found the wrist strap with the small oxygen tank attached. Chase had been in such a hurry to get inside that she’d forgotten to take the one thing that could keep her alive if the tunnel walls collapsed. 
She dropped the pack to the floor, and as she did, she saw the rope dancing in the sand like a sidewinder snake. She snatched it and tugged in the slack with both hands as Chase moved toward them. Crippling, destructive thoughts swirled and transformed magically into wondrous anticipation of the artifact Chase was returning with. This wasn’t like the locations treasure hunters had found thanks to the Copper Scroll, buoyed momentarily before discovering the cache already emptied. They’d broken beyond the hoax that some archaeologists believed it to be and found their first tunnel, clearly untouched. How many Bedouin had passed by this location, totally unaware of the importance of what lay beyond this rock face? 
Chase’s pack emerged from the tunnel entrance before she did. Hank moved to collect it, but Rayne waved him away. “It’s best that you don’t touch whatever she’s found. It could be incredibly fragile.”
He backed away. Rayne’s heart soared when Chase’s dusty face was illuminated by her flashlight. She rushed to the entrance and helped her out.
“I got it.” Chase’s eyes sparkled in the moonlight. She pushed her backpack into Rayne’s arms. “Look. It’s beautiful.”
Rayne opened Chase’s pack slowly. Chase trained her headlamp on the opening while Rayne reached inside. Her fingers met something hard and cold, and she pulled it out carefully, making sure she didn’t catch it on the sides of the bag. An artifact this old could crumble into a hundred pieces and without any pictorial representation of what it should look like, it would take months to jigsaw it back together.
Burnished metal. Greek letters. Aramaic script. There was no mistaking that it was created by the same hand or hands that had engraved the Copper Scroll. She tentatively traced her fingers across the rough and uneven surface of its rounded shape with cog-like burrs protruding from a third of its circumference. It did look like a gear of some kind. “Chase, you did it.” 
Chase cupped Rayne’s face in her hands. “We did it.”

If Rayne’s hope could manifest into light, she’d be glowing and none of them would need a headlamp. She held piece one of the puzzle that might ultimately lead them to the Ark of the Covenant. Dare she dream that they might actually find it?
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
CHASE HADN’T MEANT to eavesdrop. It wasn’t her thing, sneaking around and listening in on conversations she had no right to hear. She heard the deep bass of Hank’s voice but couldn’t hear what he was saying from the hotel hallway leading into the bar. That wasn’t what stopped her. It was something in Ginn’s voice that sounded off when she’d responded, so she’d slowed down and hung around outside the door to the hotel bar. 
Now she was caught as to what to do. Her loyalty was to Rayne, who’d shared her concern that the tank twins might be growing tired of working with her. Chase didn’t buy that. It was clear to her that both of them adored Rayne and would do anything for her. They were dedicated to her well-being, and Chase hadn’t seen any scenario where they’d leave. But the topic of conversation she was now a silent, uninvited party to was discussing that exact thing. And the way the beefy boys enthused about being mercs for hire made it sound attractive even to Chase.
Screw it. Chase took a few, silent steps back before she began her approach again. She pushed open the door with a little too much force, and it banged into the walls, making all four of them look her way.
“Hey, Stinse. The boss lady send you down for us?”
Ginn’s assumption that Chase was merely there to serve as a messenger between them stung like salt in an open wound, but she tried not to show it. “Nope. That’s what your cell phones are for.” She didn’t succeed. She shouldn’t have opted for being a smart ass. Ginn’s frown turned into a bit of a scowl, and she turned back to her beer and the other three. Way to go, alienating the only one of them who did more than barely tolerate her. She scrambled for something to say that might engage them but inspiration failed her, so she headed to the bar. “Can I get a bucket of ice, please?”
The female bartender filled a steel bucket and dropped it onto the bar heavily. It seemed everyone was a tad grumpy around here. Chase pulled her wallet from her pocket, took a twenty lira note out, and pushed it toward the bartender. “For your trouble.”
The bartender looked down at the note and back up at Chase. She scrunched her upper lip toward her nose like a bad smell had exploded in the room. Chase flipped open her wallet again. A twenty seemed like a good tip simply to provide a tub of ice but she could’ve miscalculated the exchange rate. Not likely, but still. “Hey, Ginn, what’s twenty lira in dollars?”
“Less than three dollars.” Tonyck’s response was lightning fast. “You’re being a cheapskate if you only gave her twenty.” She gestured toward the bartender. “That’s why you’re getting that face. You’re such a charmer.”
Ginn looked vaguely apologetic for her sister’s math prowess. What kind of bartender expected more than three dollars for getting a bucket of ice? She snapped her wallet shut, shoved it in her back pocket, and grabbed the ice. She didn’t bother with another attempt at friendliness with the bartender and headed for the door, wishing that she’d called for room service like Rayne had suggested.
One of the guys muttered something she didn’t catch, and the rest of them erupted into laughter, even Ginn. She ignored it, not wanting to entertain her paranoia. The beefy boys probably had a heap of jokes and hadn’t made some disparaging remark about her to get a cheap laugh. “See you later, guys.” She got more grunts in response and a “Later, Stinse,” from Ginn. She’d take that over silence, and she left them to whatever conversation they’d been in the midst of, in two minds whether she’d share it with Rayne.
When she got back up to their suite, Rayne was hunched over the Laodicea gear with a spotlight trained on it. Well, not hunched. Rayne didn’t hunch over anything. She was far too graceful and elegant for that. Strands of her long, dark hair had slipped from her braid, and she blew them out of her way with an exasperated-sounding huff. Chase closed the door quietly and Rayne didn’t look up, such was her concentration. She approached her, placed the ice bucket carefully on the table beside Rayne, and kissed her bare shoulder.
Rayne jumped and knocked her head on the edge of the lamp. “Jesus. You scared me.”
“Sorry, babe.” She kissed Rayne’s forehead. “Don’t worry, you’re still as beautiful as ever.”
Rayne smiled. “You’re sweet. Did you get your ice? I don’t know why you didn’t call for it.”
“Mm, yeah, I did. I’ll call next time.” 
Rayne turned from the table, grasped Chase’s wrists, and turned them slightly to examine her abrasions. “You should’ve kept your sleeves pulled down.”
Rayne trailed light kisses from Chase’s wrists to her elbows. Her skin was raw and bruised from crawling along the tunnel, as was part of her stomach where her shirt had ridden up. She’d been oblivious to the irritation at the time, but on the way back to the hotel, it had started to smart something wicked. And when she’d gotten undressed to shower, the pain really kicked in.
“Go lie on the bed, and I’ll ice you down.”
Getting messed up wasn’t so bad when Rayne seemed happy to play nurse.
“Don’t get any ideas. I’m still mad at you for your gung-ho crap last night.”
“We’ve done this already. I feel suitably chastised.” Chase actually felt like a child being told off by a harsh teacher. She’d taken the first dressing down because it had come from a place of love and concern and because Rayne had waited until they were back in the suite before she fully launched into Chase. The sharp, barbed, and clipped comments and responses to anything Chase had said on the ride back were clear indicators she’d upset Rayne in some way, and the sisters’ glances in the rearview mirror showed their amusement at regular intervals, but she hadn’t totally embarrassed Chase in front of them. She was further grateful that Rayne had said nothing at all in front of Altman and his heavies.
But enough.
“We’re supposed to be the ones who know what we’re doing, Chase. We can’t afford to make mistakes, especially ones that might end with someone seriously hurt.”
Chase heard Rayne’s concern clearly above the censure, but her own stubbornness wanted to be heard too. “All right, I’ve heard you. And I heard you last night. And Ginn and Tonyck heard you too. I forgot to take a piece of kit into the tunnel. But I didn’t need it, and no one else figured it out, so where’s the harm?”
Rayne arched her eyebrows impossibly high, a sure sign Chase was about to get it with both barrels. She held up her hands before the inevitable onslaught began. “No. I’m not doing this again.” She turned and grabbed her shirt and scarf from the back of a chair and headed toward the door.
“You’re walking out on me?” Rayne’s voice rose a few octaves.
“No. I’m walking out of this lecture, because I’ve already heard it all.” Chase opened the door and stepped into the corridor. “I’m not an amateur or paid employee to be dressed down. I’m a professional too, but you seem to forget that.”
“If you close that door, you’re not coming back in here tonight.”
Chase hesitated and considered how likely Rayne was to make good on her threat. She flashed backed to the hotel in Brussels when Rayne had kicked her out after finding out about Zenobia. She didn’t blow very often, but when she did, her temper was fiery and determined, and she never backed down. Chase slammed the door behind her and stared at the thick wood between them for a moment, unsure that she’d done the right thing. She probably couldn’t surf the couch in anybody else’s suite, and she dreaded to think what even a basic room here would cost. She pulled her shirt on, wrapped her scarf around her neck, and took her phone from her pocket. There was bound to be some place affordable where she could rest up for the night. Rayne would’ve calmed down by the morning, and they had a flight to catch to Ephesus at noon.
She slipped her phone back in her pocket. It was still early. She could hit the local market and grab some food. She pressed her hand to the door like loved ones do to glass in prisons, but she doubted Rayne was on the other side doing the same thing. Chase was surprised she hadn’t heard anything break already. A silently seething Rayne was a far more dangerous prospect than when she took her anger out on inanimate objects. Chase strangely found that version of Rayne easier to handle, and her rage often turned quickly to sexual energy. The making-up always blew Chase’s mind. Raging Rayne’s passion was like a fire that consumed everything in its path, and Chase gladly stepped into that backdraft.
But silence. Silence, she didn’t know how to handle. She nibbled the inside of her lip and let her hand drop. She could eat, have a few drinks somewhere, and find a cheap place to rest for a few hours. And she could bring back some lokum tomorrow as a peace offering. Surely Rayne wouldn’t be able to stay this mad for long. Plus, they had to put on a professional front. If Altman scented discord, he might insist that Chase no longer accompany them, and they’d both be screwed. 
Chase finally turned and headed down the corridor. Some cooling time would be good for both of them.
 
***
 
Chase passed a sixth sign directing her to the mountain cable car as if it were the most exciting thing the city had to offer. After an hour of aimless meandering, turning left and right along streets and alleys with no sense of a destination, Chase was contentedly lost. Though the sun had yet to retire for the day, its heat had receded, and an evening wind had set in, causing her to button her shirt fully and be thankful she’d had the forethought to grab her scarf before she’d stormed out of their hotel room.
She’d been stubborn. But Rayne had made her point, and Chase wouldn’t forget to check her kit again. Her anger was directed toward herself too. Being careful and prepared were two of her favorite things, but she’d been caught up in the energy of the situation and rushed into the tunnel. Looking back, it was a wonder she’d put a harness and rope on. With six more tunnels and the beefy boys breathing down Chase’s neck, Rayne was right about not being able to make mistakes, but Chase needed her to understand that talking to her like she was a naughty child wasn’t appreciated. She ignored the irony that running away from their confrontation had been somewhat childish.
Chase’s stomach rumbled, reminding her that she’d promised it some food over an hour ago. The scent of spices and roasted meat filled her nostrils, encouraging more mutiny in her gut. She twisted and turned through a series of increasingly narrow streets sniffing like a weird human bloodhound. Tarpaulins and muslin sheets stretched across the air over the alleyways to provide a rudimentary shield from the elements. New and bright red Turkish flags were draped here and there, providing a stark contrast to the tired, green coverings where holes yawned lazily and frequently, providing little protection to the slabbed stone flooring that stretched down the streets and veered off in all directions. She passed several shops with hundreds of boxes of shoes stacked waist high outside and another with a dozen half body dummies displaying the latest styles of faded jeans with fake designer labels and their other halves, strangely armless, placed on the pavement dressed in men’s shirts.
She took a left, and the tarpaulins were replaced by an arched structure that afforded more protection from the heat but darkened the street considerably. Just ahead she spied a street food cart in the center of a crossroads. As she got closer and saw the colorful selection of cheese, meats, and jalapeños on flatbread shaped like canoes, her stomach growled its approval. In rudimentary Turkish, she ordered one loaded with cheese, peppers, and roast lamb, paid the vendor, and told him to keep the change. She shoved her wallet in her back pocket, picked up the local version of pizza, and headed back the way she’d come to a long, wooden bench situated off one of the main alleys. Dusk was beginning to drop, and the awnings twinkled with lines of naked bulbs that gave the whole place a bit of a Christmassy feel. The bustling of a busy day drifted away, and soon, Chase was alone on the bench with only a few people seeming to hurry past, probably on their way home to someone special.
She pushed the last bite of the delicious pide into her mouth and screwed up the napkin. She should be on her way back to the hotel for her someone special. Who was she kidding thinking she’d stay out all night? Avoiding a situation had never been her style, especially when there was so much riding on it. Her mom had taught her better than that. Chase resolved to head back to the hotel and settle the situation with Rayne, whose fear for Chase’s life meant that she was probably struggling with her reaction too. What little Rayne had shared with Chase about her childhood and teenage years had been drip-fed as if Chase might run away if she heard the whole story in one go. She should cut Rayne some slack and be more understanding of how she reacted to things around their relationship. It wasn’t like Chase was an expert on being in a couple, but she had been loved and taught the value of love by her family, as opposed to Rayne being brainwashed into thinking it was weakness and all relationships were “business transactions.”
During her musings, the sun had set and dusk had become nightfall. The alley was desolate but for the occasional scraps of paper that blew in the languid breeze. She pulled out her phone to find the quickest route back to the hotel, back to Rayne. When she looked up from her screen, a group of three guys came into view and stopped on the corner about twenty yards from her. Hairs stood to attention on her neck and instinct kicked in to warn her that something wasn’t right. She glanced back at her phone, and her heart settled a little seeing that the route didn’t take her past them. She took them in again in her peripheral vision. Maybe she was being overcautious, and they were on their way somewhere just like she was. They’d stopped pretty abruptly though, and their hushed voices didn’t inspire Chase to believe their intentions were pure.
Chase took one last look at the route to memorize it and said a silent prayer that her pigeon-homing ability wouldn’t desert her. She slipped it into her pocket and zipped it closed. If she was going to end up running, she didn’t want it bouncing out of her pants and smashing on the stone. She checked her other pocket for the Swiss Army knife she always carried with her, a gift from Noemie, and prayed they wouldn’t get close enough for her to resort to brandishing it.
One of the group shouted out to her, something about her having a light. She set off in the opposite direction and called over her shoulder that she didn’t smoke. She made sure her back pocket was buttoned over her wallet and quickened her pace. Predictably, and disappointingly, she heard their heavy footsteps slapping on the stone. They weren’t running, not yet, but it was only a matter of time. Chase could all but smell the threat of aggression in the air. Lone tourists were easy pickings and probably a rare occurrence, so she’d made their night, no doubt. Damn it. If she made it back to the hotel even without losing her wallet and phone, Rayne would go ballistic at her again for going out on her own.
Their footfall quickened, and Chase increased her pace in response. Whistles and shouts for her to slow down echoed around her, and she broke into a run as she turned the corner into a narrow alley. All the shops had closed, their keepers were long gone, and no lights other than the overhead bulbs lit her way or gave her hope that she could seek safety within their walls or behind the barrier of their locked doors.
Whooping and hollering followed her progress, the group obviously enlivened by the unexpected hunt. Chase ran around another corner and lost her footing on some washed stone. She slammed into the back of a discarded refrigerator and hit the ground hard. Fueled by adrenaline and the danger of imminent physical attack, she scrambled back to her feet and launched herself forward. She’d taken over an hour to get to that bench, but she was determined to beat Google’s estimated arrival time of ten minutes to get back. She managed to get purchase on the slippery ground, glad that she’d pulled on her tennis shoes to go down to the hotel bar rather than her engineer boots.
Chase accelerated and dared to acknowledge that the group’s noise seemed to be growing more distant. She rushed out of an alley into a wider sidewalk and almost ran headlong into two lanes of traffic. She dodged the Vespas and trucks and scooted across the road, the hotel street in sight. When she got to the other side, she risked a quick stop to look back. The guys emerged from the alley and looked left and right before spotting her across the road. Their exertion was clear on the damp patches under their arms and on the chest of their shirts. One of them doubled over and retched in the gutter.
Satisfied she was free and clear, she gave them a mock salute followed by a more exuberant middle finger before jogging off up the side street. She glanced back again to double check that they hadn’t followed her and slipped into the hotel quickly. The tank twins and Altman’s beefy boys were still in the bar where she’d left them, and she didn’t bother to address them, choosing to pass by quietly. Still running on her flight response, she ignored the waiting elevator and took the stairs two at a time.
Chase knocked on Rayne’s door rather than use her keycard. She wanted her to let her in willingly, not begrudgingly.
“Chase? What happened?”
Rayne’s concern in both her expression and her voice loosened the twist of tension biting into Chase’s heart, and she reached out to pull Rayne into a hug.
Rayne held her at arm’s length. “Chase,” she said, more firmly this time, “what happened to you? Why are you so sweaty?”
“I’m sorry for running out on you.”
Rayne arched her eyebrows. “And have you been running around the city since you left?”
Chase bit her lip and rolled her neck, the impact of the solid refrigerator creeping into her body. Along with the late night tunneling and little sleep, she felt like collapsing onto their soft, welcoming bed, if Rayne would let her pass. “I walked into town to do some exploring and some calming down, and I ran into a little trouble with a group of locals.” Chase stopped. Did she want to admit that she’d run away instead of standing her ground?
Rayne put her hand on her hip, her expression more serious. She grasped Chase’s chin with her other hand and turned her face left and right as if she was inspecting for any damage. “And?”
“I had to…” God, this was hard. When had her self-esteem become so inextricably linked to her ability to fight? Rayne would understand but the words wouldn’t make it past her teeth. 
Rayne’s expression softened. “You escaped so that you didn’t get hurt.” 
Escaped. That sounded so much better than ran away. Escaped was dressed in a certain heroic virtue. Rayne took Chase’s hand, pulled her inside, and closed the door. She pressed her body against Chase, kissed her hard, and slipped her tongue insistently into Chase’s mouth. The pain subsided, overtaken by lust and longing, and Chase responded, desperate for Rayne’s lips, eager for her kiss. Rayne pulled Chase’s shirt open and pushed it over her shoulders. She grasped at the hem of Chase’s T-shirt and tugged it off, and her hands clawed at Chase’s skin, burning trails of hot desire.
“You make me so mad because you’ve made me love you so hard,” Rayne whispered between hungry kisses.
Chase murmured her apology and gave herself over to Rayne’s raging passion willingly and completely, her irritation at Rayne’s earlier treatment disappearing into smoky memories she’d struggle to reclaim. They had issues to resolve, ways to figure out how to be around each other, sure, but all of that was worth it for a few moments of this.
Chase picked her up, and Rayne wrapped her legs around Chase’s waist. “I need you,” she whispered. And she meant it with all of her heart and soul. Chase didn’t just need sex, this immediate and electric connection, she needed all of Rayne, and she’d spend the next few hours showing her exactly how much.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
Selçuk, Turkey
 
AFTER THE FLIGHT to Izmir and the short drive to Selçuk, Rayne was glad to have the opportunity to stretch her legs. Both she and Chase had been there before separately, but she was hoping to spend some quality time wandering the Roman streets together—with the sisters in close attendance, of course. She’d tried hard not to overreact to Chase’s incident in Denizli and had channeled her fear into passion instead, and they’d had amazing sex as a result. But in the aftermath, as she lay in Chase’s arms, every time she closed her eyes, a movie ran in her mind. Chase being pursued. Chase being caught. Chase hurt. She’d been lucky, that’s all. So Rayne wouldn’t be taking any more chances whether they were in cities, towns, or more rural areas. Part of the reason she’d first employed G&T was to protect her. Oscar Owen’s threat had shaken her steadfast confidence and drawn her attention to the dangers of doing her job alone, with or against the people who were part of that world. This was an unsafe place to be American and adding female and queer to the equation made them even more vulnerable. Having Ginn and Tonyck ten steps behind them evened the playing field somewhat.
It was too late to visit Ephesus and cover the extensive ruins fully, but Altman and his boys had gone anyway. He’d said that he still wasn’t “feeling the quest” yet and wanted to have a go at finding the Greek letter triplets without her and Chase. He wasn’t asking permission, but she’d happily agreed. With another five churches to visit, the gears to decode, and the final location to find, a little breathing space was welcome. She doubted he’d find anything and suspected that he’d quickly be distracted by the long legs or fine bone structure of a passing tourist. He’d found the time to entertain two women, one guy, and one person Rayne wasn’t prepared to label. His appetite rivaled that of her friend Kera’s, and hers was legendary though even she’d settled down recently. 
“This was a great idea, babe,” Chase said. “I love the feel of this place. It’s like you can hear the whispers of its forebears in the wind. The history practically seeps from the stones.”
She loved when Chase spoke so poetically. Rayne lifted her hand to touch Chase but pulled up short. Damn. She stuffed both hands in her pockets. It was too easy to forget where they were. They’d already received some questioning looks from a few locals, and they couldn’t afford any trouble that might get them thrown in jail where they could be held without cause indefinitely. “We should probably use our names to talk to each other when we’re out in public.”
Chase sighed heavily. “How can we be in the twenty-first century and still have countries so behind the times?”
Rayne laughed but there was no humor in it. “There are plenty of places in the States that are just as backward than this country when it comes to people like us, Chase.”
“I guess you’re right. We’re almost as divided back home as we were during the Civil War. Let’s hope this new administration can pull us back together.”
“Ever the optimist, that’s what I love about you.” Rayne pushed her fists deeper into her pockets. “The division has always been there, don’t you think? Cheeto Chief simply gave them the permission to come out of the woodwork.”
“We have to pray that they’ll be pushed right back in.” Chase pointed to a building thirty yards away. “Is that us?”
Rayne checked her phone for the reservation. “Yeah. Altman said his boys would check everyone in and put our luggage in our rooms.” She turned back to G&T, but before she had the chance to speak, Ginn raised her hand.
“We’ve got it, lady boss.” She held up her phone. “Hank already sent us the room numbers and QR codes to get in. We don’t need to go to reception at all.” She walked beyond Rayne and opened the door for them to enter.
The small entrance and modest frontage belied the luxury within. The delicate scents of jasmine and rose danced in the air, promoting a sense of relaxation. “Is there a spa here too?”
“Sauna, Turkish bath, steam. This place has the works. The masseuse comes to your room if you want them to.” Ginn gave Tonyck a hefty shove. “I’ve got a crick that needs working out of my neck. You should hit the bar when she comes knocking.”
Tonyck shoved her back. “What if they send a guy, asshole?”
Ginn’s brow furrowed. “Why would they? I don’t want a guy.”
Tonyck rolled her eyes. “Because they’ll assume that’s what you want.”
Rayne waved her hand between the two of them, feeling less tolerant of their joshing than usual. “Perhaps you could continue your argument in the elevator. We need to get up to the room so we can continue deciphering the Laodicea gear.”
The sisters looked adequately sheepish but still gave each other one last punch before they moved past Rayne and called the elevator.
Ginn leaned against the mirrored wall after entering one of the six available elevators that arrived first. “I’ve sent the QR codes to both your phones.”
“Thank you.”
Chase shot her a puzzled look, and Rayne knew exactly why. She normally had more patience for their antics, enjoyed them even. But in the short time they’d been spending with Altman’s team, Rayne had felt an increasing distance. They were still as attentive as usual to their roles, but they seemed to have taken a step back, almost returning to how they’d been when she’d first employed them. She wondered if Hank and Jeff had questioned their professionalism, and this was how they’d chosen to respond. Whatever it was, Rayne didn’t appreciate it and hoped it didn’t disintegrate further over the course of their quest.
They got out one level down from the penthouse. Rayne took out her phone and pulled up the email with the QR code, but G&T were already ahead of her, opening the suite and making sure it was safe. It still made her feel a little presidential. She had no idea what or who they were expecting, but she let them do it anyway.
“We’re in the room adjacent if you need us, Rayne.”
They left, closing the door quietly behind them.
“Have they done something wrong?” Chase asked as she opened the door to one of the suite’s two bedrooms. 
“No, not wrong as such.”
Chase placed her backpack gently on the low table by the couch and dropped into the soft-looking leather. “Then what?”
“I can’t quite put a finger on it. They’re acting differently but not in a way that’s wrong.” She kicked off her shoes. “Does that make any sense?”
Chase glanced away. “It makes perfect sense.”
Rayne sat on the arm of the sofa with her feet on Chase’s thigh. Chase leaned back and began to stroke them softly. Her silence and the way she’d avoided Rayne’s eyes aroused her suspicion. “What do you know?”
Chase rubbed her chin. “Know about what?”
Rayne dug her heel into Chase’s thigh. “Spill it, Chase. You know something.”
Chase ran her hand over the back of her head. “It’s probably nothing. What are you worried about?”
“What’s probably nothing? Have they said something to you?”
Chase huffed and wrinkled her nose. “Like they’d say anything to me. I’m not part of their little gang, I thought you knew that.”
Despite all her accomplishments, Chase still wanted their approval and acceptance. It would’ve been sweet if Rayne wasn’t otherwise concerned. “Okay. What have you heard?”
Chase looked away, making it clear to Rayne that she’d definitely overheard something she wasn’t supposed to.
“Come on, Chase. You told me we couldn’t have any secrets if this was going to work.”
Chase tilted her head. “That’s a dirty tactic. I wasn’t talking about these kinds of secrets.”
“So you do know something.”
Chase threw her hands up in the air, clearly exasperated at having been worked into a corner. “Fine. But I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you to worry about what is probably nothing. When I went down for the ice yesterday, I heard the beefy boys talking with Ginn and Tonyck about the mercenary work they do. Tonyck seemed pretty interested, but I think she was probably just playing along. I’m sure they’re happy working with you, Rayne. They’ve never given you any reason to doubt that. They could’ve gone the merc route instead of joining you, but they didn’t. They’re not like Hank and Jeff.”
“It’s not like every job they’ve done with me is completely legal, Chase. What makes you think they’re so different from Altman’s idiots?”
“Integrity.” Chase rubbed Rayne’s calves gently. “Your work hasn’t always been legal, no, but it’s never involved reckless murder and needless violence, has it? Hank and Jeff are killers for hire. Ginn and Tonyck are soldiers for hire. There’s a big difference.”
What Chase was saying made sense, and when Turner had intimated that he’d happily decimate any indigenous people who got between him and the Golden Trinity, they’d baulked and said that they’d never sign up for anything like that. She closed her eyes and enjoyed Chase’s impromptu massage. As she drifted, she tried to pinpoint her concern. Everything had been moving too fast lately, and she was fighting years’ worth of history to let the twins and Chase deeper into her life. She’d come to think of Ginn and Tonyck as older sisters. Chase had become singularly important to her in ways she hadn’t yet come to understand. Her fears of abandonment were kicking in. Her parents had taught her to value independence and self-reliance over all else. But having Chase and the twins in her life had her acting against all of her parents’ lessons. If she pushed the twins away before they had the chance to walk away, she’d grieve their loss less deeply, but she’d be in control. But she didn’t want to think that way anymore. She opened her eyes to see Chase smiling at her, a look of adoration and love in her eyes clearer than she’d ever seen, than she’d ever known possible.
“You’re probably right.” Rayne gestured toward Chase’s backpack. “Shall we get back to figuring out the code on the gear?”
“You mean the Laodicea gear that no one else in the world knows exists?”
Rayne laughed at Chase’s playfulness. “Yes. That gear.” She swung her legs off the sofa and pulled the backpack toward her. Damn, she loved her job.
 
***
 
“Now I’m invested, Rayne. Now I’m feeling it. I can’t believe it. I’m as giddy as a young colt. Such excitement.”
Rayne patted Altman on the back. “You did amazing, Aya. I honestly didn’t think you’d find anything, especially in such a short window.” They’d come back just before dark, and the group had quickly made their way to the starting point to begin the drone run as soon as it was dark. This time, the scan showed the start of the L-shaped tunnel well below ground, so she’d have to drop into a hole to begin the crawl.
“I knew that. And I think that’s what spurred me on. I don’t know why, but I wanted to prove to you that I could be worth something other than bankrolling the whole venture.”
She admonished herself for begrudging his presence. Hunting for treasure, for something no other person has been able to find in centuries, was exhilarating, and she’d been a little irritated that he hadn’t shared that up to now. But now he was bouncing around, clearly reconnected with the younger self he’d been in search of. She’d underestimated him, which was something her parents had instilled in her never to do. Never underestimate your opponent, Rayne. And to them, everyone was an opponent even when they claimed to be your friend. 
“You’ll be wanting to go through the tunnels next,” she said as she pulled on her harness and tugged on the waist straps to tighten it quite a bit. She must’ve picked out Chase’s harness. Her solid frame was a few inches greater than Rayne’s.
“Oh, you’re perfectly safe there, Rayne. The only small, tight spaces I like are on humans.” Altman gave an exaggerated wink. “You wouldn’t get me down there,” he pointed to the dark hole she was about to go down, “if my fortune depended on it. Ugh, no.”
“Luckily, it doesn’t,” Chase said. She clipped the carabiner onto Rayne’s harness and twisted the barrel until it secured the catch. “Do you have your oxygen cannisters?”
Rayne arched her eyebrow. “What do you think?” She twisted to the left slightly and pushed her hip toward Chase to show her belt attachment which carried two of the small units.
Chase smirked and gave the rope a gentle pull. “Just checking.”
“Check yourself.” Rayne turned on her headlamp, and Chase shielded her eyes.
“Are you trying to blind me?”
Rayne shoved her lightly. “Don’t be so melodramatic.”
Ginn cleared her throat. “Are you ready, lady boss?”
Her use of the affectionate moniker widened Rayne’s smile. “Everything looks good.”
“There’s water at the bottom of the hole, but it’s impossible to tell how much,” said Tonyck. “It could be from recent rainfall. If your comms fail, tug on the rope three times and we’ll pull you out. When you’re ready to come back, it’s the same three tugs. Tug twice for more slack. Got it?”
“Got it.” Rayne fed the extra rope through the descender.
“And don’t forget to lock that off when you reach the bottom so we can control the rope.” Tonyck shouldered past her sister and checked all the connections to Rayne’s harness.
Rayne warmed to the attention from them both. Her cooler attitude to them back at the hotel seemed to have done the trick, and the ensuing dash to the ruins for the scan and the off-road drive to this site had been far more familiar.
Chase passed her an iPad to check over the scan of the area one more time. The crevice looked like it was approximately the same depth as the previous tunnels were long before they’d diverted at a right angle to the left. It was roughly the same diameter too, which meant she’d have no room at the bottom to turn around and go forward into the next section of tunnel. The only way around it was to go down the initial opening headfirst. She couldn’t imagine how they’d dug this so many centuries ago.
Rayne returned the tablet to Chase and approached the opening as she pulled a saddle pack on and strapped it tight across her chest. The giant slab of rock that had concealed the entrance for nearly two thousand years lay to the left and reminded her of the illustrations of Christ’s tomb. Jeff hadn’t wanted to risk blowing it, because debris from the blast would almost certainly have ended up inside the tunnel and blocked the angled turn. They could’ve retrieved it but the timescale was prohibitive, so they’d decided to heave it away. One Jeep hadn’t been enough however, and it had taken the added power of the second one to shift it inch by laborious inch.
“Are you sure you want to go in headfirst?” Chase touched the small of her back gently.
“Absolutely. It’ll be easier and faster this way, particularly for the second part of the tunnel. And I can turn around in the ante chamber once I’ve found the gear and come all the way back able to see where I’m going.” Rayne had plenty of experience of rappelling facing downward. The rush toward the ground was even more thrilling, but she’d done buildings, towers, and dams that way, not a hole that gave her barely six inches all around. If she took a deep breath, her breasts would probably touch the walls of the tunnel.
“Check comms.”
On Tonyck’s instruction, Rayne touched the receiver on her neck. “All good?”
The twins and Chase nodded.
Altman edged toward Rayne and peered over into the dark abyss. “Good luck, Rayne.” His voice trembled slightly. “Rather you than me.”
Rayne pulled her goggles over her eyes. “That’s a great pep talk, thank you.” She crouched down to her knees, snapped a glow stick, and dropped it into the hole. She could barely make out its neon glow at the bottom. She reached into the blackness with her left hand and began to drop into the void, using her right hand to control the speed of the rope release. Her headlamp lit the way, but all it illuminated was another stretch of pitch black before her. Time became furry as she descended, the sounds of the night muted. She was careful not to touch the sides of the tunnel, especially with her feet which she hooked around the rope above her. Compromising the tunnel walls would result in them collapsing around her, and Rayne would plummet to its base, breaking her arm and probably her neck. The dark scenario she envisaged surprised her, and she pushed it away. 
Goosebumps prickled her skin with the discernible temperature change, and she shuddered lightly. The air had cooled around her considerably, and her breath misted in delicate clouds she could see in the light from her headlamp, giving the impression that the soil was smoldering around her. She couldn’t imagine how they’d managed to create this almost perfectly circular tunnel with the tools of their time or how long it had taken them. Years, possibly even decades, had gone into creating these safe havens for the gears that would eventually lead someone to the treasure of the Copper Scroll.
She took a shallow breath as the neon glow of the safety stick brightened, but as she drew closer, she could see it was submerged in water. She slowed her progress, nearing where the hole angled off. The tunnel was completely filled with water. She released her descender again until she could touch the surface. “Damn, that’s cold.”
“Are you okay?”
Chase’s voice, full of concern, filled her ears and was almost deafening in the deathly silence this far beneath the surface.
“Yeah, I’m fine. I’m at the bottom, but the tunnel is full of water, and it’s bloody cold.” She reached out and felt for the bottom of the tunnel, and her braid dangled into the water as it reached beyond her shoulder when she found the ground. She locked her descender off and slowly brought her right arm down to the pouch holding her oxygen tanks. She pulled one from its elasticated loop and stretched her arm until it was out in front of her. She placed her lips around the mouthpiece and flicked the switch to release the oxygen. It hissed, and she took a short hit to ensure it was working properly. Satisfied that it was working, she clicked her stopwatch and carefully reached up to the rope to tug it twice for slack. 
“Nice and slow, lady boss.”
She took a sharp intake of breath when her head broke the surface of the water, and she forced away her body’s natural reaction to panic. She folded her body to match the angle of the tunnel and pressed downward until her back rested on the ground. Her hip caught on something sharp, halting her progress, and she wiggled to free herself. It finally released, and she began to turn over, gently using the tunnel walls for purchase, until she was face down, able to use her elbows and forearms to crawl. The water was still and murky, colored from the earth, making it difficult to see farther than a few yards in front of her. She concentrated on the number of times she edged forward, trying to calculate that against the expected length of the tunnel before she’d hit the ante chamber. She sucked in short bursts of oxygen, aware that there was only a liter available. It was more than enough to last the second part of the tunnel as long as she didn’t gulp at it. Chase had said the Laodicea gear was nestled in a small anthill like structure in the center of the chamber. As long as this gear was similarly situated and hadn’t been shifted because of the water, she’d be okay with the one cannister, leaving one for the return journey and an emergency one.
Her earpiece crackled as if someone was trying to talk to her, but the signal wasn’t clear. That wasn’t surprising given the tunnel’s depth, plus the water. She pressed on, and it wasn’t long before she emerged into the wider chamber. She twisted onto her back and reached upward to feel for an opening. She rose slowly, not wanting to smack her head on the roof and knock herself out. By the time anyone on the surface realized something was wrong and had made their way down, she’d be long drowned. 
She hadn’t made it fully upright when her outstretched arm touched sodden soil and her lips kissed damp air. She blinked to see three inches between the water level and the tunnel ceiling. Rayne turned the oxygen tank off and pulled it from her mouth. The air above the water wouldn’t be fresh exactly, but it was worth it to breathe normally. She went to push the tank into its loop on her utility belt and found—nothing. Thinking that it must’ve moved around her waist during her shuffle through the tunnel, she methodically checked along the length of the belt. 
Still nothing.
She checked again, slower this time. She closed her eyes to heighten her sense of touch and made her way around the belt, following each of the attachments to extra carabiners, glow sticks, and digging tools. But the extra tanks were missing. She traced her journey back along the tunnel in her mind. She’d gotten snagged on something sharp on the wall, but a sharp tug had released her. It had to have been the tanks. She’d lectured Chase on not taking the tanks even when she’d not needed them. Rayne had taken them but not taken good enough care. She pulled the tank she did have up to the surface and gave it a shake. It was impossible to tell precisely how much gas remained or how much she’d used. She checked her watch and stopped the timer. Five minutes forty-three seconds. The average was ten minutes oxygen, depending on how deep her breaths had been.
She took a lungful of the stale air and resolved that this wouldn’t be a good day for her to take up panicking. She pushed the tank safely inside the elastic of her underwear. However long it took to find this gear, she’d do it by using what little oxygen there was above the water. When she found it, she’d give the signal on the rope, and they’d pull her out. She thought back to the games she used to play with herself in the pool at her parents’ Italian summer house, sinking to the bottom and trying to stay submerged for as long as possible. She never made it beyond forty-two seconds.
Now wasn’t the time to doubt herself or work out the math. Finding the next gear was the first order of business. She pulled another glow stick and snapped it. The orange neon glow illuminated the foggy water. Rayne took another deep breath and sank below the surface to search the chamber. She moved along clockwise, beginning at the tunnel exit, gently feeling along the wall from top to bottom and back up again, taking in short breaths of air when she needed to. She found the exit again and had come up with nothing.
She sank again and pushed away from the wall to head to the center of the chamber. The combination of her headlamp and the glow stick revealed a central altar. Rayne found the top and traced her fingers along the surface. Her nails dug into something soft that spread across it, so she scooped it away. She retreated for another breath and returned quickly, not wanting to draw this out longer than was necessary. She repeated the process and on the fourth attempt, her fingers scraped against something hard. She found its edge and pushed around it. It began to lift, and she managed to dislodge it fully before rising to the top for more air. 
Dizziness kicked in a little, so she allowed herself a quick hit of fresh oxygen from her tank. She returned it to her waistband and lifted the item she’d uncovered to the surface. Her pulse quickened when she saw it was another gear, exactly the same size and shape as the one from Laodicea. She unzipped the saddle pack strapped across her chest, placed the gear inside carefully, and resealed the bag. She swam back in the direction of the tunnel exit and found the opening. She felt for the rope attached to her descender and began to loop the slack over and over until it became taut. She tugged three times to indicate topside to begin retrieval, figuring that she’d wait until the final couple of loops before she took a last breath, fixed the tank into her mouth, and hoped for the best.
The rope began to disappear at a gentle pace, and she wished they’d agreed on a code for a faster retrieval. She started her timer, flicked the tank back on, and readied herself. Three more loops. Rayne took a deep breath, put the tank in her mouth, and sank to the tunnel exit. She held onto the rope with both hands and tried to stay loose and relaxed as she was pulled into the ebony darkness, her headlamp barely illuminating a few yards in front of her. She swam along trying not to use the tank until she had to but found she was taking deeper, panicked breaths, so she took smaller ones instead. The tunnel stretched on and on, and there was no sign of the glow stick she’d dropped at the base. The appearance of that neon sliver of hope became Rayne’s singular focus as she forced herself not to count breaths nor the number of elbow movements she made as the rope’s slack pulled her inexorably forward. Her return to the ground level was inevitable, but it wasn’t fast enough.
She sucked on the tank, and it sputtered its final burst of gas into her mouth. She almost didn’t want to swallow it, knowing that there was no more. She released her left hand from the rope and reached ahead, trying to locate the tanks she’d lost, but that slowed her progress still further. She kept the tank in her mouth, more as a pacifier since its usefulness had ceased. The pressure in her head increased as instinct willed her to take a breath, to taste life again. Spots began to appear behind her eyes, and her field of vision vignetted. Her diaphragm ached against her ribs, and her throat convulsed. It felt like her lungs were reaching up her esophagus in an attempt to pry open her mouth and force her to breathe. Her eyes watered and pushed against their sockets. She released the rope and clamped her hand over her mouth, forcing it to stay closed, and fought with her natural instinct to open wide. There was no air, no safety, only dirty water that would fill up her lungs and suffocate her. She used her thumb to pinch her nose but could feel herself losing the battle against her body’s desire to gulp at something, anything. 
She released her nose and began a slow exhale, desperately attempting to control herself. Up ahead, through her rapidly dimming vision, there was still no sight of the safety stick. 
Her lungs were almost completely depleted, and she lost the fight to stop her mouth from opening. Dank, foul-tasting water entered her mouth, and her lungs convulsed against the invasion. In. But no out. There was no air, no oxygen, only water that slowly but surely filled her throat and lungs. The darkness somehow felt comforting now, wrapping her in its deathly embrace, and she felt herself slipping…
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
THERE’D BEEN NO verbal communication since Rayne had turned into the tunnel, but that wasn’t a problem. They’d had the three tugs to indicate they should begin to pull the rope, and Chase watched its progress as Ginn took up the slack steadily with no tension on the other end, a clear indicator that Rayne was moving along the tunnel.
But that had stopped. 
“Tonyck, I need your help. Now.”
A quick scan of their expressions indicated their concern. Tonyck ran to Ginn, and they began to pull the rope upward, but now it looked like there was weight on it: deadweight. The moonlight shone on their bare arms, and their muscles and sinews strained with the sudden effort. “What’s happening?” 
Ginn looked up. “She’s unconscious.”
Chase sprinted to the rope and took up a position behind them. In seconds, they were synced, pulling as one unit. “How fucking long is this rope?” 
“Is something wrong?” Altman appeared at their side.
“We think Rayne’s lost consciousness. The rope. Went taut. Have to pull her out,” Chase managed around heaves.
“Hank! Jeff!”
Altman’s call drew his guys from the Jeep, and they fell in behind Chase to form a row of five in a one-way tug-of-war. Except this was a tug-of-life, and Rayne was on the other end, unconscious or worse. There were no markers on the rope, and Chase had no idea at what point in the tunnel Rayne might’ve somehow lost oxygen or hit her head.
“We’ve got her,” Tonyck called. “One more pull.”
Chase’s heart dropped to her boots as Rayne’s still, limp body emerged from the hole in the ground. When they’d pulled her onto the dirt, Chase dropped the rope and rushed to her side. She pulled off Rayne’s backpack, turned her over, and put her ear to Rayne’s mouth. 
She wasn’t breathing.
Chase looked along Rayne’s chest. No movement. 
She crossed her palms flat on Rayne’s chest and started compressions. She concentrated on counting down from thirty. Don’t you leave me.
She tipped Rayne’s head back, pinched her nose closed, and blew one long breath into her mouth. She tried not to react to how cold Rayne’s lips felt against hers, a stark contrast to their usual heat. Chase looked along Rayne’s body to see her chest rise, then repeated the process. C’mon, Rayne. Breathe.

Chase clenched her teeth when Rayne remained motionless.
“Keep going, Stinse,” Tonyck said and gripped Chase’s shoulder tight.
Thirty more compressions. Two more breaths.
Still nothing. Come back to me, Rayne.
Chase was down to twenty when Rayne convulsed and coughed, spewing out dark, frothy liquid.
“Yes!” Chase pulled Rayne onto her side, positioned her into recovery, and lay beside her. Rayne continued to cough and splutter, while Ginn and Tonyck slapped Chase’s back almost hard enough to dislocate her shoulder.
Rayne opened her eyes slowly and blinked a few times, before she seemed to focus on Chase. “Why do you look so worried?” Rayne coughed up more of whatever it was that she’d swallowed a lungful of.
“Oh, I don’t know, something to do with you not breathing when we pulled you up.” She stroked Rayne’s cheek tenderly and choked down the rush of emotions at seeing the spark in her eyes again. Rayne was such an accomplished diver that Chase hadn’t been overly concerned when she’d entered the tunnel. But seeing her limp, lifeless body as they dragged her out of the hole had proven she’d been too blasé, and Rayne’s reaction to Chase’s lapse in safety at Laodicea now made perfect sense. She kissed Rayne’s slightly blueish lips.
Tonyck got to her knees on the other side of Rayne and laid a blanket over her. “We need to get her warm.” She looked across at Chase. “Are you carrying her to the Jeep or am I?”
“I’ve got her.” Chase pushed up onto her knees, slipped her hands beneath Rayne’s body, and lifted her. Tonyck walked close by, and Ginn was already at the Jeep with the engine running and the door open. Chase placed Rayne gently into the back seat, tucked the blanket around her, and fastened her seatbelt. She shut the door and ran around to join her, pulling her close so that she could share her body warmth. Rayne shivered violently in her arms.
“The backpack,” Rayne said, her voice a hoarse whisper.
“We got it, lady boss,” Ginn said from the front seat as Tonyck pulled away and headed back toward the main road.
Rayne’s concern for the bag had to mean that she’d been successful in obtaining the second gear. Chase hadn’t given it a first, let alone, second thought. “Is there anything in there?” she asked, holding Rayne tight as if she might slip away if she relaxed her grasp.
“Feels like it.” Tonyck lifted the bag’s flap, unzipped the seal, and looked inside. She glanced back at Chase. “Looks the same as the first one.” She resealed the bag. “Something to look at later, though. We need to get the boss to a hospital.”
“No. No need,” Rayne whispered, her voice weak and hoarse. “Take me back to the hotel.”
Tonyck scoffed. “Sorry, lady boss, this is one of those rare situations where we don’t take orders from you.” She glanced at Chase through the rearview mirror. “You’ll find it in the fine print of our contract.”
Rayne grumbled. “Why would I write that?” 
She was clearly in no condition to argue the point. Chase kissed Rayne’s forehead. She was still so cold. “And even if it wasn’t in theirs, it’s in our unwritten contract.” Chase snuggled up closer and rubbed Rayne’s body through the blanket to garner some heat. She caught a glance from both of the sisters and acknowledged them with a quick nod. No matter what else was going on, everyone’s focus was sharply on Rayne, exactly where it should be. “How long to the hospital?”
“This says ninety minutes,” Ginn tapped the inbuilt sat nav screen on the dashboard, “but I reckon she’ll do it in sixty-five.” The pride in her voice belied the macho punch she gave Tonyck’s shoulder. “Whenever we needed to get out of a tight spot, Tonyck was our go-to driver. Ain’t nobody better.”
Tonyck grunted, but Chase saw the edge of a smile. She didn’t miss that it was the first time they’d shared anything about their military duties with her either. Any other time and Chase would’ve been touched and probably read way too much into it. Good thing all her energies were focused on Rayne. “As long as we get there safely and don’t attract any unwanted attention.” With the equipment they had in the trunk and the ancient artifact in Rayne’s backpack, the last thing they needed was police or military interest.
“Don’t worry, Stinse. We’ll be fine.”
Rayne trusted them, so Chase had no reason to doubt. She refocused on Rayne, who was sound asleep, breathing deeply. The simple rise and fall of her chest made Chase’s heart ache. What if she hadn’t been able to bring her around? What if Rayne had sustained brain damage through lack of oxygen? There’d been no other way to retrieve the gear. It wasn’t feasible for them both to have gone down, and there was no way Rayne would’ve let Chase go again since they’d already agreed to take it in turns and share the fun.
But this hadn’t been fun. This had hollowed her out, plucked her emotions from her chest and tossed them up in the air, plunging her into freefall. Losing Rayne, letting something happen to her…the thought opened up a black hole in her mind and threatened to suck her into a cold, empty darkness from which she couldn’t escape. She didn’t want to know a life without Rayne, not again, and definitely not with such finality.
Two churches done and five more to go. Chase hoped they’d had all the bad luck they were due, and the rest of the finds would go as smoothly as Laodicea. It wasn’t too much to ask, was it?
 
***
 
Chase plumped up the pillow behind Rayne’s back and waited for a moment while she shifted to get comfortable. When she was upright, Chase handed her a steaming cup of masala chai. “What happened?” She kept her question short for fear of the emotion choking her again.
Rayne sipped the lava-like liquid—it was as if she had an asbestos-lined mouth—and placed the mug on the rolling dinner tray over her hospital bed.
“It was an accident, that’s all.” Rayne picked up a cookie and broke a piece off but didn’t eat it. “Something snagged my belt along the lower tunnel. I tugged myself free and didn’t feel anything come away.” She put the cookie piece down and pushed the plate away. “I didn’t realize I’d lost the tanks until I went to stow the first one and the pack was gone. Is it ironic that I gave you such crap for not taking the tanks, but it was me who ended up getting into trouble because of them?”
Chase flopped back into a chair beside Rayne’s bed. “I’m not sure. I’ve never really understood irony. It’s like that nineties song all about it—wasn’t most of that just bad luck and not irony at all?”
Rayne laughed, and Chase’s heart swelled at seeing her more animated. Watching the doctors and nurses do tests on her while she lay there, prone and vulnerable, had frightened Chase more than she’d ever admit aloud. “I’d like you never to do that again, thanks.”
Rayne arched an eyebrow. “I’d like never to do that again, thank you very much. I’ve always thought that drowning would be the worst possible way to die, and now I know that it is.”
Chase shuddered, the image of them pulling Rayne’s lifeless body from the tunnel assailed her mind. Rayne took her hand and squeezed it as if she’d seen it in Chase’s eyes.
“I’m okay, sweet love.”
Chase cleared her throat and looked at the floor. “But you weren’t breathing.”
“We know this work has its risks, Chase. But that’s why we have each other, and why we have G&T.”
Rayne was right, of course. She usually was. But having a team, being prepared for eventualities and knowing what they were doing was dangerous didn’t prepare her for when something actually went wrong. She was reminded of Pablo’s demise in the rainforest. That whole adventure had them one step ahead of death, and it had somehow been exhilarating. But Rayne’s near death was like a sledgehammer to her soul. “Tonyck instructed Altman’s guys to clear the site. No one will know we’ve been there.”
“Other than the hole in the ground we didn’t re-cover,” Rayne said.
“Could be that the slab went back easier than it came loose.” What happened after Chase had revived Rayne had been a blur. She hadn’t given a second thought to the tunnel site. “Does it matter? Was there anything else down there?”
“I don’t think so, but it was hard to tell. I didn’t have the oxygen to do a thorough exploration, and the chamber was so full of dirty water that I could barely see.”
Chase retrieved Rayne’s backpack, opened it, and took the gear out slowly.
“Should you get that out here? Anyone could come in.”
Chase smiled. “They’re not likely to know what it is. We don’t know really know what it is.”
“Speak for yourself. I’m convinced that the seven pieces will stack together in the same order as the seven churches are mentioned in Revelations, and the location of the treasure will be revealed in Greek. I’ve been figuring it out in my sleep.”
“That’s impressive given that we only have two of seven pieces.” Chase wiped away some of the ingrained dirt from the edge of the gear. The markings revealed nothing. They appeared to be Greek script but were mainly dashes and shapes that hinted at a puzzle of some kind, but it was too early to fathom a reasonable guess as to what that might be.
Rayne pushed up on the bed and held out her hand. “I am impressive. Give.”
Relief ran through Chase afresh with every sign that Rayne was recovering and acting normally. She passed the heavy gear over, took a large, thick plastic bag from her own bag, and used a marker to label it Ephesus. Without having the two of them side by side to compare, it was impossible to know them apart. “We need to get it cleaned up and take photos like we did with the Laodicea gear. If you’re right and they fit together the way you think they might, it’ll save us a whole lot of time if we know which one is which.”
Rayne turned the gear over in her hands, getting muck and water on the white hospital bedsheets. “You don’t think I’m right?”
“I think it’s too early to tell for sure what language that is—if it even is a language and not just symbols—and you know that I don’t like to jump to conclusions. If the brain gets hooked on one idea, it struggles to make room for alternatives.”
Rayne passed the gear back to Chase to put in the bag she’d prepared. “Your brain has plenty of room for the alternatives, Chase, and so does mine.” She flicked the wetness away from the sheets but smudged the muck and made it worse. “We should go before anyone sees the mess you made.”
“Huh, my mess,”
Chase muttered. She packed the Ephesus gear into her bag and zipped it closed. “You’re not going anywhere until this evening. The doctor said she wanted to keep you under observation for twelve hours minimum.”
Rayne pouted and plucked a full cookie from the plate she’d pushed away earlier. “You could keep me under observation.” She gave Chase her most seductive look.
“That works in almost every other situation, but not after I just had to give you CPR.” Chase looked away when Rayne continued to give her the works. “Seriously, you’re incorrigible. And anyway, Ginn and Tonyck are guarding the door, and it’s not to stop people from coming in, it’s to stop you from getting out.”
Rayne bit down on the cookie and snuggled down into the blanket. “Fine. But time is money, Chase. Altman won’t be happy about this delay.”
“That’s where you’re wrong. He’s already called to make sure you were listening to the doctors. Seeing you that way, I think it really rocked him.” The bigger picture of what they’d set out to do encroached on her thoughts for a moment. “He’s actually an okay guy, which makes me feel a little bad about what we’re going to do when we find the treasure.”
“You’re too soft for this world.” Rayne placed her hand over Chase’s. “Even bad guys can be nice occasionally, you know. It doesn’t mean they wouldn’t dump you in the middle of a bullfight if it suited them.”
Chase moved her chair closer to the bed. Rayne knew him better, and she definitely knew this world better too. “You should sleep. The time will pass quicker for you that way.” She reached over and began to stroke her hair.
“You’re playing dirty. You know I can’t stay awake when you do that.” She closed her eyes. “Don’t go anywhere, okay?”
“I’ll be right here, babe.” Chase had no intention of ever leaving Rayne’s side.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
Pergamum, Turkey
 
THE LAST GEAR was almost within their grasp. Ten days, six churches, and a near-death experience, and they were so close to the final piece that would reveal the location of the hidden treasure. There’d been no further mishaps, and the other tunnels had been dry, thankfully. Now, the final clue was ready to be found. She and Chase had explored three tunnels each, but they couldn’t agree on who would go down for the final one. “Why don’t we flip for it?” She pulled a one lira coin from her pocket and balanced it on her thumb.
“Do you think you could move your office to the West Coast? Do you think Jenny would relocate? Ginn and Tonyck would follow you anywhere, that’s not a question.”
Jesus. Rayne flipped the coin in the air, caught it, and slapped it on the back of her left hand. “Heads or tails?” When Chase didn’t respond, she lifted her hand and looked down. “I say heads I win.”
“Rayne?”
She bit her lip. They’d had a few conversations over the past week or so about their living situation and the constant travel between New York and San Francisco to be together, but they faded into nothingness. No conclusions or solutions, they simply drifted into another conversation without agreement on a way to move forward. They certainly hadn’t gotten around to talking about relocation. “What’s gotten you thinking about that right now?”
Chase gestured around her as if Rayne should understand why her thoughts had run to such a faraway place. All Rayne saw was a blanket of stars on a canvas that was so black, it gave the impression of complete emptiness behind it. 
“There’s nothing else to do while we wait for Tonyck to complete the scan. And we’ve been talking around this issue and not actually saying an awful lot.” Chase reached out and touched Rayne’s face gently. “Doesn’t it bother you that we don’t see each other for weeks sometimes?”
Rayne cupped Chase’s hand. “Of course it bothers me, but I don’t see a way around it right now.” She took Chase’s hand from her cheek and kissed each of her knuckles. “Your work is at Stanford, and my base is New York because nearly fifty percent of my contracts are in Europe, Asia, and Africa. Neither of us are near retirement, so things aren’t going to change.” She wasn’t ready for retirement either.
“But you don’t know what work you’re going to get after this, do you?” Chase asked. “You might even have to get a regular job.” 
Chase laughed, but Rayne didn’t share her mirth. She hadn’t thought about what might be beyond this hunt. It wasn’t like she’d had the time to give much consideration to her future, let alone their future. Their plan was to double-cross Altman, and she wasn’t having second thoughts. She simply wanted to pull it off without bloodshed. Jeff and Hank were loyal to Altman, and she didn’t know what he’d promised them as a bonus so they couldn’t be bought. She understood his desire to have them there, for much the same reasons as she employed G&T: safety. But their presence complicated things if Altman had reason to suspect what they were up to. Their plan to alert the authorities so the treasure could be seized at the border should deflect any suspicion from them, and Rayne would trade on their existing relationship to point the finger toward Jeff and Hank, leaving them free and clear to negotiate their own way out of custody. The people in her world wouldn’t know what she’d done so the jobs wouldn’t stop coming in. She hadn’t signed up for a “regular job.”
“I do plenty of work that isn’t illegal, Chase.” She blew out an exasperated breath. “This really isn’t the time to do this. There’s so much more to talk about, and I definitely don’t want to discuss it here.” She glanced toward the other Jeep, where Altman was holed up eating lokum and sipping champagne. His success in Ephesus seemed to have satisfied the adventurer in him, and he’d proclaimed himself content to wait for all the puzzle pieces before he got involved again. 
“I didn’t mean it like that, Rayne.”
Rayne pulled her hands away and picked up a tablet to distract herself but saw nothing of interest. “Seriously, Chase, I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Please respect that.”
Chase clenched her jaw and looked away. “At all, or just right now?”
Christ, she was locked on like a pit-bull. “We’ll talk about it when we get home.” Though that was part of the problem; her home wasn’t Chase’s home and vice versa. Deep down in a place she didn’t want to delve into right now, she knew they hadn’t come up with a solution because there simply wasn’t one. They were both too engrossed in their jobs for either to move, and there was no compromise. They were already doing the best they could, which was better than a lot of couples in similar situations, she’d bet. They had the flexibility and the financial means to travel regularly.
Chase huffed. “Home.”
Rayne studied the scan a little harder and ignored the petulance in Chase’s voice. “Do you want to flip for the final gear, or do you have a better idea?” She didn’t feel sorry enough about their difficult conversation to placate Chase by letting her retrieve it. They weren’t in competition, of course, but the thrill of a new discovery never got old and was always too good to pass up without fighting for it.
Chase shifted to face her. The hint of disappointment was still clear in her eyes, but so was the glint of excitement for the prize of securing the seventh gear.
“Rock, paper, scissors, lizard, Spock.”
Rayne laughed loudly, and G&T and Altman’s boys turned to look. She offered a thumbs up by way of explanation, and they turned away to focus on the drone. “You’re such a nerd. What are the rules?”
“Scissors cuts paper. Paper covers rock. Rock crushes lizard. Lizard poisons Spock. Spock smashes scissors. Scissors decapitate lizard. Lizard eats paper. Paper disproves Spock. Spock vaporizes rock. Rock crushes scissors.”
Rayne shook her head at the complicated game and Chase’s rapid-fire response of the rules. “You watch too much TV, and I can’t decide if your knowledge is insanely hot or desperately sad.”
“Sure you can. I’m insanely hot.” Chase gave her a wicked naughty grin. “And I don’t watch too much TV, just the good stuff I can relate to.”
Rayne had only watched a few episodes of Chase’s favorite show with her, but she definitely knew none of the little group of geeks resembled Chase. But she was glad to be discussing something lighter than their living arrangements. “And you won’t settle for the regular version of this game?” She sighed over-dramatically when Chase shook her head. “Then the rules again, please.”
After Chase had repeated them once more, Rayne was confident she had them memorized and wasn’t at a disadvantage. She loved Chase, but she also loved the excitement of a hunt. Each of the gears had so far been unique and beautiful in their own right and being the first person to touch something after nearly two thousand years was truly a spectacular experience.
“Best of three?” Chase grinned.
Rayne nodded, counted the first game in, and won with her lizard poisoning Chase’s Spock. Chase won the second game with paper disproving Rayne’s Spock.
“Sure you don’t want to flip a coin?” Rayne gave her most serious poker-faced expression.
“I trust in Spock.”
Rayne narrowed her eyes. Had Chase given her tactic away and or was she bluffing? Chase counted them into the final round, and Rayne went with lizard only to be crushed by Chase’s rock. The joy in Chase’s face swept away the tinge of defeat. “You know that this means any solo work on the final location will be mine?”
“What? No way. I never agreed to that.” Chase pouted briefly. “I suppose it’s only fair. This is your expedition, and I’m only a hanger-on.”
Rayne giggled at Chase’s swift shift from indignation to giving ground. “You’re so easy.”
Chase huffed. “And you’re so mean.” 
She gave Rayne a playful push before pulling her close and pressing her lips to Rayne’s. For a brief moment, Rayne almost pushed Chase away. She’d gotten so used to keeping her hands and mouth off her, that any action outdoors had been ingrained as forbidden. Censoring their relationship due to cultural sensitivities had been hard but fear of retribution was an unsurprisingly powerful motivation. The stars were their only judges out here though, so Rayne relaxed into Chase’s arms and deepened their kiss.
“We’ve got it, lady boss.”
Rayne broke from Chase and looked toward Tonyck, who was waving a tablet in the air as if it were the Superbowl. They were one step closer to the archaeological equivalent of two millennia of Superbowls. She grabbed their tablet and jumped out of the back of the Jeep to join G&T. The tunnel shape was as distinctive as it had been on the previous six occasions and looked as innocuous. 
Ginn landed the drone. “History awaits, lady boss.”
Rayne patted Ginn on the back. “Indeed it does.” She turned to Chase. “Ready to claim the final piece of the gears?”
“Hell, yeah.”
They returned to the Jeeps and made relatively short work of the four-mile cross-country drive. Strangely, a lot of the terrain seemed worn down like a series of trails. Ginn said there were off-road competitions all over that part of the world, and the trails were probably left over from a previous race.
When they got to the site, Rayne’s elation faltered at what greeted them. The tunnel was in a mountainside, like the first one had been, but it looked like there’d been a recent landslide. Jeff took a measurement and turned to them, not looking hopeful. 
“The thickness of the barrier between the outside and the entrance is a lot wider than we’ve blown before.” He ran his hand along one of the collection of boulders at the base of the mountain. “This rockslide hasn’t done us any favors.”
Rayne checked her watch; they had two hours of darkness remaining. “Can you do it before daybreak?”
“I can’t guarantee that. It’s impossible to tell how stable the rest of the hillside is.” He gave one of the rocks a shove. “We should make lots of small charges before we try a big blast, or we could end up causing another rockslide. Everyone apart from me and Hank should go back to the Jeeps and wait.”
“Okay, see what you can get done in the next hour then reassess.” Rayne walked away, feeling unusually helpless.
When they reached their vehicle, Chase caught up and touched the base of Rayne’s spine. “It’s only a minor setback, babe. I don’t think much of them as people, but they do know what they’re doing when it comes to explosives.”
“I know. I’m just eager to put the pieces together.” Rayne opened the large utility case containing the six gears, packed securely in foam. She ran her fingers over the uneven metal edges and closed her eyes as if she was reading braille. She got in the Jeep, put the case on her lap and illuminated the gears with the headlamp. “So we wait, and while we do, we study.”
 
***
 
Rayne shared Chase’s reticence regarding Hank and Jeff’s characters, but as they’d proven throughout the trip, they knew their incendiary devices. Within the hour, they’d managed to blast the entrance open wide enough for Chase to enter comfortably. 
“Watching them work kind of makes me want to blow shit up.” Ginn leaned on the hood of the Jeep, staring at the cloud of dust.
Rayne covered her mouth briefly to avoid breathing it in. “I thought shooting things long range was more your style.”
Ginn inclined her head. “That’s about ending people though, even if it is the more civilized way of doing it. There’s a certain wild abandon and theatrics to what they do.”
Rayne tried not to be disturbed by the blasé way Ginn discussed killing people, something she was usually pleasantly reluctant to talk about. She and her sister had a military background, sure, and their past was certain to be bloody and violent, but Rayne had always been thankful they never felt the need to discuss it with her. She was content merely knowing they could take care of themselves and her should the need arise. And once again, she didn’t like the reverence the sisters were affording Hank and Jeff. “You’re the only person I know who could follow ‘blow shit up’ with a phrase like ‘wild abandon.’ Tonyck’s vocabulary is rubbing off on you.”
“Hey,” Tonyck said and punched Ginn in the kidney as she came from behind her. “Just because I look like a jarhead doesn’t mean I have to talk like one.”
Rayne held her hands up. Tonyck had the brains to go to college but Ginn wanted to follow in their father’s footsteps. Even now, Tonyck’s admission to Rayne that she’d only joined the military to keep her twin safe brought a ball of emotion to her throat that she struggled to swallow down. “It wasn’t a criticism, T, you know I love how you pervert stereotypes. I particularly love when you wear killer heels and scarlet lipstick.”
Ginn guffawed, which earned her another blow, this time to her gut.
“And you’re the only person that could get away with saying that.” Tonyck patted her sister, bent over double, on the back. “Looks like your mini hero is ready to go.”
Tonyck gestured behind Rayne, who turned to watch Chase approach as she checked the oxygen tanks were clipped to her harness. After Rayne had almost drowned in the Ephesus tunnel, Ginn had made sure the tanks were more firmly secured to their utility belts. As terrifying as that had been, the terror of losing communication with Chase in the first tunnel had been worse. “Ready to go?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Chase made the Spock sign for live long and prosper and grinned, clearly still high on her nerd game win to secure the final gear. The way she strutted toward them made Rayne suppress a giggle and clench at the same time. Chase managed to pull off damnably cute and incredibly sexy simultaneously, and Rayne loved her all the more for it. She also seemed to have dropped her despondency over Rayne’s unwillingness to discuss their long-distance relationship, leaving them both clear to enjoy the rest of the quest.
Rayne picked up the carabiner secured to the rope and clipped it onto Chase’s harness. She gave it a firm tug, making Chase stumble forward a little. “Are you drunk? I can’t let you go down this tunnel if you’re intoxicated, Chase Stinsen.”
“The only thing that’s intoxicating me, Ms. Marcellus, is you.”
“You’re so cheesy.” Rayne pointed to the tunnel after she’d checked her watch. “In you go. We’ve got less than forty-five minutes until dawn.”
Chase saluted, approached the tunnel, and sank to her knees. She glanced back. “I love you.” She turned to the tunnel, switched her headlamp on, and made her way inside.
I love you. Rayne watched the climbing rope slowly unfurling as Chase progressed along the tunnel.
Ten or so minutes passed in reserved silence.
“Looks like we’ve got company on the way, people.” 
Rayne put her finger to the comms unit on her throat. “Where?” She looked around to see Jeff thirty feet away, standing on top of a high boulder.
“Thataway,” he said and pointed. “They’re around two clicks away. And they’re definitely heading in this direction on our tracks.”
“You said the tracks were already there. Could they be on early morning maneuvers?” Rayne looked toward the Jeeps. Altman’s interior light was on. She was about to say something when Hank touched her shoulder.
“I’m on it,” he said as he ran past her.
“All lights off,” Ginn said.
“What’s going on?” 
Chase’s voice crackled in Rayne’s earpiece. She checked the rope to see that Chase had stopped moving. “Keep going, Chase. Get to the gear but don’t come out of the tunnel until we let you know it’s clear.”
“What do you mean, clear? What’s happening out there?”
The headlights on the vehicle were getting closer. “I don’t have time to explain. Do what I’ve asked, and we’ll get you out when we can.”
“Okay.”
Rayne heard Chase’s reluctance but didn’t have time for it. “Ginn. Tonyck. Hank.” Rayne pushed the remaining rope into the entrance of the tunnel while they gathered. “Move some of these boulders back in front of the tunnel.”
“Great idea, lady boss.”
The three of them set to work while Rayne jogged to Altman’s Jeep. “Stay calm, Aya. We’ll handle this. Are you carrying?”
He frowned. “Carrying what?”
 “A gun. Knife. A lethal weapon of any sort?” Rayne asked. He opened his jacket to reveal a holstered revolver. She doubted he even knew how to shoot straight. “Take it off, quickly.” She turned away briefly to see Jeff was collecting their blasting equipment and hiding it behind some of the rocks they’d moved. “Guys, don’t forget your weapons.” She leaned back into the Jeep, took Altman’s gun, and hid it in the concealed compartment in the back cargo section. “You need to stay in the Jeep unless they ask you to get out, okay? We were off-roading and got lost. We’re waiting until dawn before we try to find our way back. Tuck yourself under the blanket and pretend to be sleeping.”
“Okay.”
She saw the fear in his eyes and placed her hand on his shoulder. “It’s going to be all right, Aya.” She didn’t promise. She only made promises she was sure she had the power to keep. She closed the door on him. “Still heading our way?”
Jeff nodded. Rayne looked over to the tunnel entrance, now covered, and in the darkness, it showed no signs of having been shifted. G&T and Hank joined her, and she relayed the story to them.
“We’re a strange group to be traveling together,” Jeff said. “What’s the angle?”
“Aya and I hired you as protection because he’s super rich and super paranoid.”
Ginn wrinkled her nose. “You and Aya? Ugh.”
She shared Ginn’s distaste. “Do you want to play the role instead? Didn’t think so. You advised against going off-road, but Aya insisted, and he pays your salary. Got it?” She waited until they’d all confirmed they understood. “Hank, go and tell Aya the extra detail. I’ve told him to be sleeping.”
Hank saluted. “Yes, ma’am.”
She preferred it when Chase said it in her exaggerated Texan drawl. “Wait.” She pulled her neck comms off and gestured for everyone else to do the same. Tonyck collected them in a bag and jogged off to hide them behind yet another rock. Rayne wasn’t certain they’d remember to gather everything once they’d gotten rid of whoever was heading their way.
Rayne hitched up into the open back of their Jeep and threw a blanket out to Tonyck. She opened it, and they all sat on it. Perfect. A regular family picnic. In the middle of the night, and in the middle of nowhere. She pulled a candy bar from her cargo pants pocket. “Shame we haven’t got marshmallows and some graham crackers.”
Tonyck smoothed the edge of the blanket out. “That would have been nice, but I don’t think Stinse would’ve been happy about missing out.”
“I think you’re wrong there,” Ginn said. “She’s keeping her body fat low, so there’s no way she’d eat a S’more.”
Hank pulled a deck of cards from his top pocket and quickly dealt a round of blackjack. They’d all just picked up their cards when the vehicle they’d been worried about pulled around the corner, and their headlights nearly blinded them. Rayne raised her hand to protect her eyes. The truck came to a stop, and she heard boots hit the ground but couldn’t see anything since they didn’t bother to dim the lights. She guessed at military rather than police.
“What are you all doing here? This is a restricted area,” someone yelled in Turkish.
Rayne stood slowly, her hand still shielding her eyes. She heard the unmistakable drawing of weapons from holsters and safety catches clicking off, accompanied by more yelling for no one to move. “We went on an off-road adventure and got terribly lost. We’re waiting for sunrise so we can trace our tracks back to the main road. We’re so very sorry. We didn’t realize we shouldn’t be there. We’ll pack up and leave right now,” she said, also in Turkish. 
The sun’s light was beginning to chase away the darkness and color the clouds in soft hues of red and orange. It would’ve been beautiful had it not been for the two guns pointed at her head.
“Stay where you are.”
The barked commands made her teeth itch, but she counselled herself to relax. This was a country where foreigners could be held without charge for any reason the authorities wanted, though trespassing on restricted land was a fair issue. The headlamps of the truck were finally dimmed, and another set of boots hit the ground, firmly but more controlled, the approach of the person in charge. The figure emerged from the shadowy darkness, all six and a half feet of him, one hand on the hilt of his sidearm, the other on the handle of his nightstick. His military uniform became clear.
“You are American, yes?” the officer asked in English.
Rayne nodded slowly and didn’t move.
“What are you doing in my country?”
“My boyfriend and I are exploring the wonderful ruins.” Always tell as much of the truth within the lie as you can. Lauren taught her that. Rayne dismissed the intrusive memory. “You have a beautiful country.” 
He waved his hand dismissively. “Quiet, woman.” He looked in the direction of Hank and Jeff. “Which one of you is the boyfriend?”
“We’re part of their team of bodyguards,” Hank said. “Mr. Harrington is Ms. Brinley’s boyfriend.”
The officer surveyed the scene, and his gaze settled on the Jeeps. “And where is Harrington?”
Rayne took a breath. If he hadn’t made it clear before, his aggression was coming through with his attitude and the way he addressed them all. But she recognized there was no point to her speaking unless she was asked a direct question. There was little to be gained by irritating a group of guys with guns.
“He’s asleep in one of the SUVs.” Hank gestured to the one on the left.
The officer instructed one of his troop to check the vehicle, and he kept his gun in attack position as he approached the Jeep cautiously. She watched as he tapped the glass with the barrel of his gun. Altman didn’t respond and the guy repeated the motion with more force. The next time he did it, Rayne thought he might smash the glass. Altman slowly opened the door and came out with his hands in the air.
“What’s happening?” he asked, looking suitably groggy for someone who was supposedly just dragged from their sleep.
The army guy grabbed Altman by the upper arm and pulled him toward the group before forcing him to his knees. He remained stationed behind them both.
“This is ridiculous. What’s going on?”
He received a cuff around the head for his question.
“Be quiet, honey,” Rayne said. She didn’t reach out to him, certain that would earn one of them further punishment.
The officer appeared to study Altman. He began to laugh, quietly at first, but as his laughter grew more raucous, the other two joined in. Rayne failed to see the humor of the situation.
“You must have plenty of money to attract a woman like that, no?” The officer moved around their group and flicked his hand through Rayne’s hair.
She saw the brief reaction in G&T’s eyes and their clenched jaws, and she blinked to indicate that they should remain calm, though she didn’t need to instruct them. They were far more versed in this kind of altercation than she was, so it was more for her benefit than theirs.
Altman raised his eyebrows and looked offended. “Exactly what are you inferring?”
Rayne closed her eyes briefly. It had been too much to expect him to be okay with this kind of treatment. She suspected no one had ever told him what they really thought of his constant sexual adventures and his tendency to punch way above his weight. The officer was right. Money was indeed a powerful aphrodisiac, but she resented the implication that she was the kind of woman who’d be lured by a stack of cash.
The officer moved around to Altman and struck him with the butt of his pistol. Altman hit the floor, and Rayne went to his side to help. She was immediately pulled back by her ponytail and shoved aside.
“Do not move, American whore.” He prodded Altman in the ribs with his boot. “You think your money can buy you out of any situation, Harrington?” When Altman didn’t respond fast enough, the officer put a little more force behind his boot, and Altman grunted. “Answer me, Mr. Bigshot American businessman.”
“That’s usually the case,” he muttered and held his ribs.
Rayne groaned quietly. If he kept this up, they’d all be dragged off to some Turkish prison in the middle of the desert.
“Is that so?” The officer toed Altman’s shoulder and rolled him onto his back. “And how much do you think it would take to buy your way out of this situation, Mr. Moneybags?”
Altman made the mistake of moving to get up and was rewarded with a kick to the shoulder. He fell heavily and cried out in pain, making the three of their tormentors laugh heartily.
“You scream like a girl,” the officer said between guffaws.
Rayne clenched her fists and ground them into the dirt to keep herself from jumping up and smashing them into the officer’s smug face. She hated the male tendency to label all things weak as female. It was good Chase wasn’t here, because she might have had a little more trouble stopping herself from challenging the asshole.
The other grunt moved in closer, until he and his buddy flanked the officer. Rayne took the brief respite to study Hank and Jeff. They seemed relatively passive, despite the looming threat of whatever the hell this was turning into. Their hands rested by their sides, seemingly completely relaxed, and their expressions were blank like they’d zoned out. Was this what the US military taught their soldiers to do under duress and torture? Become vacant bodies?
“How much, Mr. America, to buy you and your pretty slut a way out?” The officer pressed his boot on Altman’s chest. “Make us an offer to go away and make it a good one. You do not wish to offend us. I have so far been very hospitable to you as a courtesy to visitors to our ‘beautiful country.’” He glared at Rayne as he reused her words. “But that could change if you disrespect us with your offer.”
God, being this helpless infuriated Rayne. If they allowed her to speak, she’d be able to negotiate their way out of this in a heart—
Rapid gunfire crackled through the night air, exploding the silence. The pungent odor of nitroglycerin assailed her nostrils, and warm liquid fell onto her hair and face and trailed down her forehead and cheeks before she was tackled to the ground. The sound around her deadened for a moment before muffled voices pierced the fog and the heavy thud of solid bodies hit the earth beside her. “What the—”
A few moments of confused silence passed.
“Are you okay?” Tonyck lifted herself off Rayne and held her chin gently.
She focused beyond Tonyck through the cloud of smoke as Hank and Jeff were already up and moving behind her. She turned as they fired off further rounds into the prone bodies of the three fallen military personnel. Their corpses shuddered with the force of the special, military grade bullets penetrating their skin and shattering bones. Rayne swallowed down the nausea that rose quickly. She’d seen enough dead bodies and bloody killings to avoid throwing up, but she’d never been desensitized to violence, and nor did she ever want to be. 
“I’m fine.” She got to her knees and checked on Altman, who was curled up in a ball with his hands pressed over his ears. Clearly, he hadn’t somehow authorized them to act. “It’s okay, Aya. It’s over.” And thankfully, it appeared to be. His guys had stopped squeezing their triggers, and the early morning had reclaimed its comforting silence. She’d deal with them in a moment, but her priority was settling Altman. She gently peeled his hands away from his head, repeating platitudes to relax him.
He looked up at her, still in a partial fetal position, and opened his mouth. “What happened?” he asked, his voice trembling.
His eyes darted around the scene like a startled rabbit. The inner child he’d been trying to get in touch with on this adventure was singularly present now. 
“We need to get you in the Jeep. Hank will drive you back to the hotel. Pack, and do it quickly. Get out of the country. We’ll meet you back at the Hotel Casale in Cyprus.”
Altman eyes were glazed and distant. “I don’t understand, Rayne.”
“It’s okay.” She helped him to his feet. “Your lovely mercs will explain what happened on the way back to the hotel.” Rayne glared at Hank and Jeff, who stood on either side of their fallen prey as if they were posing for a souvenir photograph. She clenched her jaw, repressing the rage. “Go.” She handed Altman off to Jeff, who took him by the arm and led him back to their vehicle. “Did you hear all that?” she asked Hank, keeping her voice calm and even unlike the storm swirling inside.
Hank gestured toward the dead men. “What about the bodies? Put them in their truck and set it on fire?”
“No.”
Tonyck’s firm command comforted Rayne as she tightened her fists and stuffed them in her pockets. 
“That could draw airborne attention. We leave everything as it stands. Wipe off the weapons you discharged and toss them out of the window when you’re on the main highway in about ten miles. When you get back to the hotel—”
“I know. Dump everything we’re wearing and get out of Dodge. I know the drill, Major.” Hank saluted, turned, and headed to Altman’s Jeep.
Tonyck touched her arm gently. “Are you okay, Rayne?” she asked when Hank was out of earshot.
She wrung her hands then dropped them to her side. “No. But I can’t deal with that now. We have to get Chase out of the tunnel and get out of here.”
Tonyck released Rayne’s arm and used her scarf to wipe the blood from Rayne’s face and hair. “She’ll have the gear. She’s your hero, remember?”
Rayne closed her eyes, grateful for Tonyck’s gentle tone and for the clean-up. “Yeah, she’ll have it.”
Ginn came into view. “I’ve got the comms.” She pulled a unit from the bag and handed it to Rayne.
Tonyck gestured to her sister. “Let’s get Stinse out of there.”
Rayne turned the comms unit on and fixed it quickly to her ear and neck. “Chase?”
“Jesus Christ! What the hell is going on? Why is the tunnel blocked?”
The vice around Rayne’s heart loosened at the sound of Chase’s voice. “Hey.” Rayne stopped herself from saying anything else, lest her voice crack and betray her inner fury and turmoil.
“I heard gunshots. Is everyone okay?”
“Yes, we’re all fine. G&T are going to pull the rocks from the entrance. I’ll explain everything on the way back to the hotel.” She glanced at the bodies of their short-lived adversaries. In the brightening light of day, the sand around them shone red with their spilled blood. So much blood. Their eyes looked up at the bruised reds and purples of the sky at sunrise but whatever hid behind them in life had disappeared to leave them vacant. She crouched beside each of them in turn and drew their eyelids closed. Regardless of their questionable conduct, Rayne felt the need to allow them some dignity in death.
“Someone came?”
Rayne ran her hand along the length of her braided ponytail, trying to cleanse it of the dead officer’s touch and laid it over her left shoulder. “Unfortunately, yes.” She walked away from the macabre scene to help the twins shift the boulders. The sooner they freed Chase and were on the road, the better. A quick hop across the Mediterranean Sea to Athens and then on to Cyprus once again. With the bodies behind her slowly chilling, she couldn’t wait to leave this country behind, thankful that this had happened at their seventh and final church stop. “Did you get the gear?” Rayne bent to pick up a manageable boulder and heaved it away from the pile.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Good. Are you okay in there?”
“Don’t worry about me, I’m fine. I’ll be happy to see you and the sun, of course, but I’m cozy.”
Between the three of them, with G&T doing most of the heavier boulders together, they cleared the entrance quickly. Chase crawled from the tunnel and hugged Rayne. She held on longer than she usually would, softening in Chase’s arms and reveling in her strength. She closed her eyes briefly and inhaled deeply. Chase’s fresh sweat, her coastal breeze cologne, and the almost sweet smell of dirt filled Rayne’s nostrils. For a moment during their short-term capture, Rayne had wondered if she might ever breathe her in again. She’d pushed it away, of course, but the niggle had scratched at her awareness for the entire episode. It wouldn’t be something she confessed to anyone, even Chase, anytime soon, and it bothered her that she’d had the thought at all. But that was love, wasn’t it? In any harrowing situation, fears for and about the one who held your heart were first and foremost in one’s consciousness.
“What the hell?”
Chase’s question startled Rayne from her drifting thoughts. She’d obviously seen the dead bodies. “I’ll explain in the car. We have to go, and we have to get out of the country.”
Chase shuddered in her arms. “This is Altman’s guys’ handiwork, isn’t it?”
Tonyck placed her hand on Chase’s shoulder and propelled her toward their Jeep. “Let’s go.”
She and Ginn gathered the rest of their equipment, and they got on the road. Rayne found herself saying a quick prayer, a little for the dead soldiers but mostly for their escape route to be clear. They had no idea whether the group were at the beginning or end of a patrol, nor the breadth of land they had to cover. The soldiers could be missed within the hour or not until the evening. As if hearing her thoughts, Tonyck floored it, and Rayne bounced in her seat, so she grabbed a hold of the door to steady herself. 
Chase took her other hand and squeezed it reassuringly. “We’re in this together, babe. G&T will get us out of here safe. It’s what they do.”
Rayne was grateful that Chase hadn’t yet pushed for an explanation of what she’d missed. She released the door, wrapped her hand around the back of Chase’s neck, and touched her forehead to Chase’s. “I love you.” As with missing her scent, Rayne had worried that she’d never get the chance to say that again either. “You know that, right?”
Chase kissed her. Her lips tasted sweet and salty, the best combination, and Rayne savored it.
“I do.” Chase winked.
“I should tell you every day, sweet love. I need you to know it, really know it.” Rayne let Chase go, and she sat back in her seat for the rest of the bumpy ride to the highway. She tried to sleep but images of the dead men’s empty expressions were ingrained on her eyelids. She focused on blacking them out. They had all seven gears so the path to the Copper Scroll’s treasure was in their hands, waiting to be discovered. But what should have been a relatively easy adventure had been tainted by the actions of Altman’s men. She’d deal with that when they were safely back on Cypriot soil. For now, she wanted to rest and feel Chase close to her: safe, comforting, hers.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
Hotel Casale, Nicosia, Cyprus
 
“THEY’RE A LIABILITY, Aya. For Christ’s sake, they murdered three Turkish soldiers—”
“Who might well have murdered us, Rayne. Think about that.”
The two of them had been “discussing” Hank and Jeff’s actions for the best part of an hour. Rayne wanted them gone, but Altman wouldn’t budge. Chase sipped her bourbon and settled back further onto the exceptionally comfortable couch in Altman’s penthouse suite. She’d expected luxury, but this was something else. The rooms practically smelled of money and class, and she’d never tasted a bourbon this smooth.
“You didn’t see what happened, Aya. You were curled up in a ball on the ground.”
“Ha. Exactly.” He pointed his finger at her as if she’d proven his argument. “And it was those three Turkish soldiers you’re so concerned about who put me there. And who knows what deviant plans they had for us all, especially you.”
Rayne looked exasperated. Exasperated and tired. The dark shadows around her eyes gave away the fact that she’d managed very little sleep since they left Turkish soil. She wouldn’t say it, but Chase suspected Rayne was probably suffering from nightmares, which was definitely to be expected considering what had happened while she was happily retrieving the final gear.
“They were shaking us down, Aya. A small bribe would’ve made them go away quickly.”
“No, no. They were intent on a violent course of action. Hank said he saw it in their eyes, and that’s why he had to intervene before any more harm came to us.”
Rayne huffed. “He saw what he wanted to see to justify firing his weapon. Now you’ve got three dead soldiers in the middle of the Pergamum desert, waiting to be discovered, if they haven’t been already. And what if the trail leads to you?”
“Hank says the bullets and guns are untraceable. The chaps are from an organization that are skilled in clearing up other people’s messes.”
Chase had assumed they were mercs working for a security outfit. She’d read about cleaning, and it was an entirely different business altogether. And while she saw Rayne was using Altman’s own freedom to frighten him, Chase was far more concerned about the possibility of the investigations of the Turkish military leading to them. Stanford let her get away with a fair few things, including breaking and entering to retrieve Zenobia, but they damn well wouldn’t turn a blind eye to her involvement in murdering government officials. Not that she was actually involved—she’d been blocked in a mountainside cave tunnel—but she’d thrown her lot in with Rayne and would never let her go down alone.
“What organization? What kind of people did you employ, Aya? Did you even do background checks and get references?”
Altman stood and went to the bar for a top-up of whatever cocktail he was drinking, a fancy drink with the umbrella, cherries, and slice of pineapple. It suited his eccentric flamboyance. She imagined he never drank anything as simple as a straight bourbon.
“Enough. Don’t insult my intelligence or my team.” He turned away from the bar and glared at Rayne. “Don’t forget you’re only a contractor.” He motioned between them. “This isn’t a partnership. I’m paying you to lead me to my treasure on my dime.” He sipped his ridiculous cocktail. “I could send you both home right now and contract another tomb raider to help me.”
Rayne raised her eyebrows. “We have a contract, Aya, and you have a stolen scroll in your possession.”
Altman stood a little taller, and his eyes widened. “Think very carefully about your next words, Ms. Marcellus, because that sounded suspiciously like a threat.”
Shit. This was going south unexpectedly. Chase had kept silent during the exchange, but they couldn’t go home now, not after they’d found the seven gears. They’d yet to decipher them fully and didn’t have the final location yet. If Altman cut them loose now, they’d have no way of securing the treasure for Jerusalem, its rightful owner.
Rayne held up her hands. “No. No, it wasn’t. I’m sorry.”
Chase rolled her shoulders and cricked her neck left and right. The tight spaces they’d been negotiating for the past ten days had wreaked havoc on her posture, but that was the least of her worries right now. She could sort that with a physio massage in the hotel spa. What was happening here was immense, with the situation on a knife edge. Rayne glanced her way and blinked, as if that might communicate what the hell she was thinking and doing. An apology was a damn good start. Chase bit her bottom lip to keep from talking. This was Rayne’s world, and she’d been working with Altman, and people like him, for almost a decade. Trust was an important part of any relationship, even more so when so much was at stake.
“Mm, I should think so.” He raised his glass to her and walked back to sit down on the couch opposite them. “You should know better, Rayne. I have an entire team of people on my payroll whose only job is to ensure the people allowed within ten feet of me are safe.”
“I know, I know.” She held up her hands in apology. “People like that, people quick to violence, they concern me. It doesn’t feel safe.”
Chase heard the pain in Rayne’s voice. Altman would’ve missed it, for sure, but it was there. Chase thought of Pablo. And before his death, that of his family’s. They were incidents that had clearly left their mark on Rayne. Chase wondered how much more she didn’t know, how much more hurt Rayne held, and if she’d ever trust Chase enough to share it.
Altman gave a smug, patronizing smile that made Chase want to punch him. He had no idea what Rayne had been through. And by all accounts, he hadn’t handled the situation with aplomb. She would’ve expected him to be more sympathetic. But if he wasn’t used to being involved in something like that and he had truly feared for his life, it was little wonder that he was fighting the beefy boys’ corner. He probably felt like he owed them his life. Something like that would likely result in him offering them the protection job on a permanent basis and they could name their price.
“Well, Rayne, they certainly made me feel safe, and they’ll be accompanying me on the rest of this quest.” He tilted his head as if that might help him look deeper into Rayne’s mind. “I truly hope that you will also stay the course. With your twins and Ms. Stinsen here, you should feel truly safeguarded.”
Despite it clearly being a platitude, Chase enjoyed the recognition that she was part of the team that kept Rayne safe. Old-fashioned, she knew, but the way her dad looked after her mom had imprinted on her a code for looking after the woman she loved, and she reveled in that responsibility.
Rayne turned briefly to face her. “You’re right, of course. I have the finest team.” She turned back to Altman. “This was my issue, no one else’s. I’m sure I speak for Chase when I say that we’d very much like to complete the quest with you.”
Chase nodded and realized it would be an okay time to finally speak. “Absolutely. I’d hate to leave this incredible journey half-finished.” And for you to end up with another country’s riches. “And selfishly, I want to be part of the team who discover a prize that’s baffled archaeologists and treasure hunters for decades even though no one will ever know.”
Altman did an almost childlike bounce in his seat. “Then it’s settled. The A-Team shall proceed together to the final stage—which is where, incidentally? Do you know yet?”
“Not yet, but soon,” Rayne said.
Soon? Chase choked down a startled cough. When were they supposed to have had the time to crack the code on the gears? Between hightailing it from Turkey and country hopping from there to Greece and on to Cyprus, they hadn’t exactly had the time, headspace, and definitely not the physical space to piece together the seven gears and decipher whatever was on them. Chase emptied her glass, thinking it’d be nice to take the bottle back to their suite while they worked on it later, and stood. “Speaking of which. We should get to that.” Though she wanted to get Rayne into bed for a few hours’ sleep. They both needed to get a little recuperation time, or it would take them twice as long to work out the location.
Rayne joined her. “Indeed. The gears won’t give up their secrets easily.”
“And you have everything you need?”
“We believe so, but we’ll call if we need any additional equipment, if that’s okay?” Sucking up didn’t come easily, but Chase recognized the need for Altman to feel fully in control of everything that happened from this point forward. She hoped his experience in Pergamum wouldn’t result in him losing his laidback approach, and that he’d stand back and let them get on with it, as he’d done thus far.
“But of course. Anything you need, Chase, anything at all,” he said as he stood.
She didn’t appreciate the twitch of his eyebrow and the drop in tenor of his voice. The man was insatiable and really didn’t appear to have a type, other than breathing.
“Thank you, Aya.” Rayne hugged him. “And again, please accept my apologies. My fear made me speak out inappropriately. I see that your people were simply protecting you.”
He held onto her for much longer than Chase liked, so she cleared her throat and placed her glass on the coffee table with a thud. “That is a fine bourbon, Mr. Altman. Top shelf.”
He loosed his grip on Rayne and gestured toward the bar. “Please. Take the bottle. I certainly won’t drink it.”
“Oh, I couldn’t.”
Altman stalked over to the bar, retrieved the bottle, and thrust it toward Chase. “You absolutely can. The drinks are included in the price of the suite however much I do or do not drink.” He held it out, and Chase hesitated. “Really, I insist. Consider it fuel for your code-breaking endeavors.”
“That’s incredibly generous, Mr. Altman.” Chase took the bottle. It might take a few days, but she’d enjoy every drop.
He squeezed her shoulder. “Aya, please. What do I have to do to get you to call me Aya?” His hand didn’t leave her body. “Goodness. You have incredibly impressive deltoids for a woman.”
Rayne stepped closer to Chase. “She has incredibly impressive deltoids period, regardless of her gender.”
Altman finally dropped his hand. “You’re absolutely right, of course, Rayne. How terribly politically incorrect of me. I really should know better since I’m a lover of all genders and presentations.”
Chase admired Rayne for her challenge. Altman appeared to take it in good spirit, and it looked like he wasn’t about to hold onto a grudge. Chase had no idea what history he and Rayne shared, how long they’d known each other, or how many times Rayne had worked for him. Whatever it was, Chase was happy that the situation had been resolved, and they hadn’t been unceremoniously dumped from the adventure.
“Oh, Rayne, what we three could get up to.”
Rayne gave him a playful tap. “How many times have I told you, I don’t mix business and pleasure?”
“I thought this little pocket rocket of hotness had changed your mind on that stance,” Altman said.
Rayne gave him one of her wickedly sexy grins. “The abuse of power works in my favor with her, Aya.” She grabbed Chase’s ass and squeezed.
“Mm. Your loss, Rayne.”
Rayne tilted her head. “I don’t doubt that for a second.”
Chase opened the door and clenched her jaw when the beefy boys glared back at her from their stations outside. She ignored them and turned back. “The gears won’t decode themselves, Aya.”
“Of course.” He dismissed them with a wave of his hand. “Hank or Jeff, go and find me tonight’s bedfellows,” he said, before turning his back on them and walking back to the bar.
“Yes, sir.” Jeff headed toward the stairwell.
“We’ll let you know as soon as we have a breakthrough, Aya,” Rayne said.
“No rush, Rayne. I’ve found the hotel staff to be remarkably entertaining.”
Chase gave a short laugh and followed Rayne from the suite. Both of them avoided further eye contact with Hank, and she closed the door behind them. She waited until they were in the elevator heading to their suite before she spoke again. “Can we talk about what happened in Pergamum?”
Rayne avoided Chase’s gaze. “Not yet. I’m not ready.”
“Then I’m getting you to bed before we touch those gears again.”
Rayne smiled, but her tiredness drained her face of its usually healthy glow. “Does everyone want to get me to bed tonight?”
Chase took Rayne’s face in her hands and kissed her. Rayne responded and pressed her against the wall of the elevator.
Chase reluctantly pulled away. “You look absolutely exhausted. I want you to sleep, but that kiss…”
Rayne placed her finger on Chase’s lips. “I’m beat, you’re right. But I always want you. I’m never that tired.”
Chase couldn’t help her low growl in response. “An orgasm or two would help us both sleep.” The elevator arrived at their floor, and Chase grasped Rayne’s hand to pull her into the room. This was an abuse of power she didn’t mind one bit.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
“IT’S MORE BEAUTIFUL than I thought it might be.” Rayne ran her fingers along the outer edges of the assembled gears. What had been mere bumps on the edges when they were single gears, now formed perfect Greek letters around the entire surface. Given the clues on the Copper Scroll, it seemed inevitable that the final language would be Ancient Greek.
Chase rested her chin on her hands and simply stared at it without words. Rayne understood her need for silent reverence. Being close to something this old was special enough, but the fact that they were the only people in the world, aside from the rest of their team, who knew it existed made this experience practically spiritual.
The seven churches in Revelations appeared in a certain order. Rather than following that order, they’d collected the gears in a route that was simplest, moving from the south through the north of Turkey. Between finding each gear at the churches, she and Chase had carefully cleaned the centuries of dirt from them. Even if they’d wanted to begin piecing it together, they hadn’t had the time, and it was imperative that they were restored to their original condition. One extra piece of caked-on clay could have jammed between the delicate inner workings of the gears and locked them together or worse, caused irreparable damage. As such, she and Chase were handling it as they would a newborn baby, and when they’d managed to fit them together, the rush had been incredible. 
“Shall we get to translating it?”
Chase looked up, glassy-eyed. “This is such an awesome moment.” She reached for Rayne’s hand. “What if the Ark is there as well as all the treasure?”
Rayne’s breath caught. She’d avoided dwelling on what they might discover and concentrated instead on each of the gears, a find of huge historical importance in themselves. She traced a soft line along the back of Chase’s hand. “We better hope God is in a good mood when we open it. I’d prefer not to be struck by a lightning bolt from heaven.”
“You’d open it?”
“You wouldn’t?” Rayne frowned, unsure if Chase was teasing or not. “Are you afraid your face would melt like in the Raiders movie?”
Chase looked offended. “No. I’d keep my eyes closed like Indy did.”
When she first saw the movie about two decades after its release, she developed a small crush on the actor, but she soon replaced him with butch women like Chase in her dreams. “I think you’d look great in a fedora and a shirt ripped open to your chest.” 
“That’s next year’s Halloween outfit sorted.” Chase smirked and wiggled her eyebrows.
“As long as you get a sexy scar on your chin from learning how to use a bullwhip.”
Chase grinned. “Kinky.” 
 “Anyway. I think if there are spiritual powers protecting the Ark, they’d know the difference between good and evil. And they’d know we’d be returning the Ark to Jerusalem, so we’d be safe.”
Chase raised her eyebrows. “You’re making me all teary-eyed with pride.”
Rayne shoved her. “Don’t be an ass.” She carefully pulled the tray with the assembled gears toward her. “The Asyūt Scroll says that we have to work out the location of the treasure from the inscription on the key, so crack open your ancient Greek.”
The two of them studied the letters and began to translate, with Rayne scribbling her version inside her pocketbook. “In a land of tigers? I’m sorry, I didn’t take zoology 101. I do know that tigers have never inhabited the continental US.” She tipped her head to one side when Chase raised her eyebrow as if to question her certainty. “Fine. I don’t know that for sure.”
“‘In a land of tigers, the greatest is water.’” Chase scratched her head. “The greatest tiger is water? That doesn’t make much sense.”
“It’s supposed to be confusing, or it’d be too easy to solve.” Rayne turned the key around to read the remaining carvings. “We know—”
“Nothing for sure: truth is hidden—”
“At the deep and tall point of the sea? No, wait, scratch that. Deep and tall point of the ocean.”
Chase bounced in her chair. “We’ve got it. But I don’t get the tall reference. That makes no sense at all.”
“In a land of tigers, the greatest is water. We know nothing for sure: truth is hidden in the deep and tall part of the ocean.” Rayne repeated it as she penned it into her book. “Okay, so what do we know about tigers and oceans? And how do they relate to Greece or Jerusalem? Those are our starting points. We’ll figure out the tall anomaly after that.”
“Sounds like a plan.” Chase tapped on her MacBook for a few moments before turning the screen so they could both view it. “Wikipedia rocks.”
“I’ll email Jenny to make a donation. What does it say?”
“Let’s see.” Chase scrolled down and pulled up a full-page photograph. “Mm, so tigers were everywhere in the second century. This is a historical distribution of all tiger species, including the extinct ones.” 
“Aren’t they all on the verge of extinction?” Rayne wasn’t a member of the WWF, but even she knew tigers had been hunted to the brink of annihilation. 
Chase gently nudged Rayne. “It looks like you were right: no tigers west of the Black Sea.”
Rayne tapped the map to zoom out. “There’s our first problem.”
“What?”
“There are no oceans in this area. All of the bodies of water in that map are lakes or seas until you get to the Indian Ocean. And if it is the Indian Ocean, have we translated wrong and tall means something else? It’d be a whole new quest if we need to find the deepest part of the Indian Ocean to dive down to. We’d have to be a hundred percent sure for Altman to invest the kind of money it would take to bankroll a quest like that.” She blew out a breath and leaned back in her chair. “Imagine the shift in sands that have occurred over two thousand years. Finding something down there would be all but impossible.”
Chase tapped on the arms of her chair. “No. There’s no way they’d dump the Ark and the treasure in the Indian Ocean. Plus, there’s no way they would’ve known where the deepest part of it was. Remember, they always intended to retrieve everything and bring it back to Jerusalem after the End of Days.”
“We mistranslated? It couldn’t be sea instead?” Rayne lifted the gear and looked more closely at the raised lettering. “It definitely reads ocean.”
“I agree.” Chase leaned in close and touched the part of the key they were struggling with. “But whoever created the scrolls and the gears has put the most emphasis on its Greek components. It was the Greek letters in the Copper Scroll that related to the starting point to find the tunnels. And the gears feature Greek letters to lead us to the final location—”
“You’re thinking that we look back at Ancient Greek maps to see what seas might have been referred to as oceans?” Rayne gently replaced the gear, turned to Chase, and pulled her in for a quick kiss. “You’re a genius.”
Chase flushed, and she glanced away. “I don’t know that I’d go that far.”
“You’re my genius.” Rayne pulled up another window and searched for the maps. She clicked through four or five images, and each one marked the waters as seas. “These maps don’t show any further east than Asia Minor.”
“None of them show the seas with their old names though, so they don’t help anyway.” Chase stood and paced the room. “Maybe we’ve missed something important on the Asyūt Scroll.” She hurried over to the table where the scroll lay, preserved in a sealed air-tight acrylic container, and Rayne joined her.
“This bit relates solely to telling the reader how to use the Copper Scroll to locate the gears, yeah?”
“Yep.” Chase glanced at Rayne. “And the indentations reveal the general locations of the gears as the seven churches described in the Book of Revelations. The mix of biblical references and Greek is baffling though, isn’t it?”
Rayne nodded. “It makes as much sense as any of it does. The history of Jews in Greece is traceable right back to the fourth century BCE, and they were probably present way before that. And the Jews have the Greeks to thank for translating the Torah and making the Hebrew religion into a world religion.”
“You think this is a thank you to the Greeks?”
“I don’t know what it is, but neither its logic nor origin matter to us in relation to finding it.” Rayne tapped the screen to flick through more pages. “The people responsible for this might have hoped that using Greek would confuse everyone. We can figure that out when we get home.” She didn’t miss the flash of despondency across Chase’s eyes at the mention of home. That would be a bigger puzzle to solve than this two millennia-old mystery. “Wait. The Caspian Sea. Wasn’t that called the Hyrcanian Ocean?”
“Of course. You’re right.” Chase pulled her laptop back and tapped away. “Hyrcania, a province of the Median Empire.” She scrolled the trackpad. “Ha. Look.” She beckoned Rayne over and pointed at the screen. “Tigers.”
Rayne joined Chase and read the section on the screen. “In the land of tigers.” 
Chase walked back to the Asyūt Scroll. “I still want to check if there’s anything we’re missing on here. There’s got to be something to explain the tallest point.”
“Okay. I’ll email Jenny to get us a geo-scan of the Caspian Sea and the surrounding area.”
Chase grasped Rayne’s shoulder. “The surrounding area…that’s it. Tall and deep. What about looking for sea caves in the mountains around the shoreline? They’d be tall above the water and deep below.”
Rayne pulled Chase into a kiss. “See, you are my genius.” But the countries around that shoreline didn’t feature in her go-to places. “Those are some seriously unfriendly border countries, especially for women. Anywhere that recommends we shouldn’t go out after nine p.m. doesn’t get my tourist dollars.”
“You’ve had experience of these places?”
“Unfortunately, yes. You and I have crossed paths on a few quests in the past few years, but for every one of those, I’ve been on twenty other contracts to countries all over the world. It’s in my interests to know where it’s safe for me to travel. Part of the reason I employed G&T was about me not feeling safe alone.” She rolled her shoulders, hating to admit the weakness of a lack of independence. “I can take care of myself in a lot of situations, but it’s easy to be outnumbered when there’s only one of you.”
“Mm, I get what you’re saying. Being chased in Denizli sucked, and the Pergamum episode terrified me, Rayne. Not during it, obviously, because I had no idea what was happening. But after you told me.”
Chase looked across at Rayne, and her fears were written in her expression. She didn’t have to say another word. “I know.” Rayne went to her and wrapped her arms around Chase's shoulders. “I was scared too, sweet love.” She closed her eyes and rested her head against Chase’s back. Apparently, today was a day for laying oneself bare. Her mind warred for supremacy between honesty and shutting down. Mother would not be proud.
“I can’t handle losing you. The mere thought of it wrecks me. And I wasn’t there when you needed me.”
And there it was again: Chase’s inbuilt heroism had been foiled, and she was struggling to reconcile it. 
“You know that you didn’t fail me, don’t you?” Rayne eased up and turned Chase to face her, but she avoided eye contact. Rayne placed her fingertip beneath Chase’s chin and gently forced her to meet her gaze. “Don’t you?”
Chase let out a long, troubled sigh weighed down with unreasonable expectation.
“Don’t be crazy, Chase. There was nothing you could’ve done even if you weren’t trapped in a tunnel blocked off with a ton of rocks.”
“You don’t know that for sure. I could’ve negotiated us out of there.”
Rayne huffed softly. “You don’t think I tried that? They were not men who listened to women. I was shut down every time I tried to speak. Even G&T knew to keep quiet, and you can imagine how hard that was for both of them.”
“You agree that Altman’s guys didn’t have a choice? Sure, they didn’t have to enjoy it quite as much as they apparently did, but if negotiation was off the table then killing them was the only option.”
“No, not true,” Rayne said. “Negotiation was off the table from a woman. Either of his bloodthirsty henchmen could have entered the bargaining stage that the officer had opened up. I don’t blame Altman—he’s not trained for situations like that, and he was scared—but they could’ve acted differently. But that’s not the point, that’s not what we’re talking about here.” She cupped Chase’s cheek and kissed her softly. “What we do isn’t without its risks, you know that.”
“Of course I know that. But knowing it and feeling so helpless when it happens are two different things. And more than that,” Chase placed her hand over Rayne’s, “I can’t lose you. What would I have done if you’d been killed in crossfire or…”
She didn’t have to finish that sentence either. Rayne knew exactly what Chase was thinking. She’d had the same thoughts herself. As a woman, they were impossible thoughts to avoid. The very thing that defined her as female could so easily be viciously exploited. The first thoughts of a violent man hurtled to that course of action before any thought of physical violence. It sickened her. She broke away, grabbed Chase’s glass of bourbon from the table, and tossed it down her throat in an effort to wash the taste of weakness away. “I don’t know what to tell you, Chase. There’s nothing I can say that makes what happened in Pergamum any more palatable.” Rayne wanted out of this conversation. Talking about it had set the replay going in her head when all she wanted to do was forget about it. “Of course I’d rather that you’d been with me, but it couldn’t be helped. You secured the final gear, and we escaped the country. Let’s move on.”
“It was my fault,” Chase said after a few moments of contemplative silence. “You should’ve been in the tunnel, safe. Away from harm.”
Now it made even more sense. Chase’s guilt for wanting to go into the tunnel in the first place was messing her up. Rayne took Chase’s hands in hers and held them against her chest. “I was happy to play the game, Chase. You didn’t insist.”
Chase huffed. “This is your rodeo, and you wanted to get the final gear. I shouldn’t have pushed.” Her shoulders sagged, and she leaned against the table as if her legs no longer had the strength to support her.
“And what would you have done if, having let me go for the final gear, the tunnel collapsed on me? Or if they did shoot everyone, and I ended up closed off in that tunnel forever? Don’t you see? What we do, all of this, it’s high stakes. But the payoffs are huge. We’re this close,” Rayne pressed her thumb and forefinger together, “to discovering the treasure of the Copper Scroll and possibly the Ark of the Covenant. We need to pull it together.” She ran her hand through Chase’s hair and held the back of her neck. “We have to be strong for each other. We have to be okay with knowing that on a quest like this, any moment could be our last.” She gripped Chase’s neck firmly. “But we’re living the life we wanted, and we’d go down doing what we loved with the person we love.” She swallowed and choked back the unexpected emotion bubbling at her throat, raw with the power of her words. “I wouldn’t want to go any other way.”
Chase looked up at her, and she saw only love. The guilt had receded. Rayne’s words had clearly had their intended effect.
“God, I love you, Rayne Marcellus.”
“And it hurts so bad because this feels so good.” She crushed her lips to Chase’s and sank into the passion of their kiss before she pulled away. “Now let me get that email sent to Jenny so we can go diving for treasure.”
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
GEOGRAPHY HAD ALWAYS been one of Chase’s preferred subjects at college, but even she hadn’t realized how many countries on the Asian continent ended in stan. While they’d waited for Jenny to come back with NASA intelligence and to organize their boat and diving equipment, Chase had Googled it and found its root, istan, was Persian for land. She was left wondering why more countries didn’t end in stan. 
There’d been an uneasy quiet since Rayne had met with Altman about the action of his guards in Turkey. He acted as if nothing happened, but Hank and Jeff’s reverence toward Rayne had been replaced with a seething, silent aggression. The tank twins interacted with them as per usual, and Chase had no idea what they’d have to do to forfeit their buddy status. A military connection was apparently carte blanche to act without consequence or judgment from fellow soldiers.
Now they were at the Turkmenbashi International Seaport meeting one of Rayne’s many connections. Altman had paid to set them up with a large fishing trawler and a counterfeit permit.
“I have the diving gear Jenny requested. It’s already on the boat.” Hazan waved toward the motley crew gathered around the room. “No point attracting any more attention than you already will.”
“Thank you, Hazan. You have the credit?” Rayne whispered and cast a sideway glance toward Chase.
After witnessing Altman’s dealings with the guy who’d secured the Copper Scroll for him, Rayne was right to check that he’d paid Hazan, particularly since he was one of her contacts. She’d told Chase that she’d spent many years developing a network of people across the world to help with her contracts. It was her reputation on the line, not Altman’s.
“Do I need to check?” Hazan asked.
“My backer can be a little lax when it comes to paying the bills,” Rayne said quietly.
He narrowed his eyes. “It is not like you to work for such a person.”
“There was no choice,” Chase said and received an untrusting look for her trouble. She pulled her top lip in with her teeth to resist saying anything further. Operating in this world, with everyone deferring to Rayne, was fast becoming a bugbear. It wasn’t that she didn’t like Rayne being in charge, it was more that Chase didn’t like anyone being in charge other than her. She was used to calling the shots, her opinion being not just asked for but heeded, and generally being the one people turned to. And that suited her old-fashioned sensibilities. She should care that she was a cliché in the twenty-first century, but she was who she was and had long ago accepted it. She was her father’s daughter, and she was proud of that.
Rayne shot her a warning look, and Chase resolved to remain quiet for the rest of the exchange unless directly addressed.
Rayne put her hand on Hazan’s shoulder. “As my colleague said, this is one quest for which I’d suffer many fools.” 
Hazan nodded. “Ah, I understand. The prize is greater than the cost of the journey.”
“One hundred percent, my friend, one hundred percent.” 
Rayne waited while Hazan pulled his phone from his pocket and set about checking his bank account, Swiss, no doubt. Chase went to the bar and bought a round of shots to keep the mercs sweet and distracted. She returned to Rayne and Hazan, and they toasted their business together.
“All is well, my friend. I have received the agreed compensation.” He gave Rayne a card. “Use this number should you have any trouble with your backer. I have a seaplane and can be with you anywhere on the Caspian within an hour.”
Rayne tucked it into her shirt pocket and patted it. “Thank you, as always.” 
They hugged briefly, and Hazan handed her a set of keys.
“Her name is The Argo. She’s moored on the fifth jetty of the largest harbor. Take good care of her—and yourself.”
Chase held out her hand, and he took it without hesitation. 
“Take good care of my friend,” Hazan said before pulling her into an unexpected bro-hug and patting her back firmly.
“You can count on that.” Chase broke off and nodded to him before Rayne took her elbow and guided her toward the door.
Tonyck opened it before they got there.
“We’re going to pick Mr. Altman up. Where do we meet you?” 
Hank’s neutral expression unnerved Chase more than his menacing glare. She repeated the location Hazan had given them, and they left to collect him. 
“We’ll grab our gear.” Ginn punched Chase on the shoulder. “Don’t go sailing off into the sunset without us, Stinse.”
Chase grinned. Ginn’s attitude seemed impervious to change no matter the environment or situation. “Sure thing, G-Force.”
Ginn frowned. “No.”
“G-shock?”
“Ginn works fine, Stinse. Don’t try so hard.” She gave Chase another punch in passing and left her with Rayne.
Rayne led the way to the boat in silence, keeping her head down. Her face was mostly covered by the peak of her baseball cap, and she’d tucked her braid inside the back of her jacket. Chase tugged her backpack straps tighter and followed quietly, doing the same. Avoiding unwanted attention was always top of Rayne’s agenda, but after Pergamum, she had added incentive. Chase glanced around, trying to survey the people and their surroundings without looking too furtive or drawing suspicion. She kept her hands by her side, ready to defend them should the need arise, but she wasn’t armed. Ginn wouldn’t allow it, though she’d half-promised to take Chase to a shooting range when they got back to New York. Chase was up for the challenge. She’d spent a great deal of her youth shooting paper targets, but she knew that was precisely Ginn’s reservation. Chase had no desire to kill a person, but she did want to know where to place a bullet in the shoulder or leg to incapacitate if necessary.
“This is it.” Rayne pointed to a shabby looking fishing boat with dirty sails and a thick layer of rust peeking above sea level. 
Chase halted as her mind flooded with memories of seeing Pablo’s rust-bucket of a boat in Tabatinga. She’d expected that to sink, but it had been Effi’s deceitful interference that had put an end to its lazy days on the Amazon. The Argo was like that boat’s bigger, uglier brother. “Do you have a thing for boats that should’ve been scrapped long ago? This thing looks as old as its namesake.”
Rayne climbed on board. “Boats like this one make it easier to blend in. This isn’t a rich country. If we hit the sea in a brand-new vessel, we’d attract far too much attention, and a lot of it would be the kind we don’t need.”
Chase followed and the deck creaked underfoot. “Okay, but does it have to be rotting from the inside?” She stepped more lightly in case the wood gave way beneath her.
“Careful. You’ll break a heel.” Rayne turned to go into the bowels of the boat.
Chase huffed. “You’re pushing your luck, lady boss.” She followed Rayne tentatively down the even creakier wooden steps into the cargo hold.
Rayne turned at the bottom of the steps to face Chase, who stopped two steps up, giving her a height advantage she wasn’t used to. “That’s more like it. We should have a platform like this all the time or a hover board so I’m always taller than you.”
“I’m pushing my luck?” Rayne placed a sharp fingernail on Chase’s collarbone and drew it down toward her chest. 
Chase bit her lip and murmured, “That’s not fair.”
“For the purposes of this quest, I am your lady boss.”
Chase loved the way they found time to play together even when the situation was serious. “In that case, lady boss, what should I do first?”
Rayne pointed to the collection of wetsuits, tanks, and other diving paraphernalia piled in the far corner of the hold. “Let’s get our suits sorted out. G&T will pilot the boat to the location Jenny sent through. I don’t care what Altman’s guys are doing as long as they stay out of our way and don’t shoot the coast guard.”
Chase led the way to the gear, most of which was covered with a heavy tarpaulin. She pulled it off and was relieved to see that the diving equipment was all new.
Rayne squeezed her ass as Chase bent to pick up a suit. “See, I spend the money where it needs to be spent.”
By the time they’d sorted through the pile to find two wetsuits in their respective sizes, they heard the tank twins on deck. Chase put the suits to the side with two tanks and masks, and they headed back up the steps.
“We have food.” Tonyck held up two huge paper bags that looked fit to burst.
“Excellent. I’m starving.” Rayne looked toward Chase. “Do you want to get the food set up in the mess while we wait for Altman?”
“Sure.” Chase took the bags and wandered in the direction she supposed the mess would be. When she found it, she placed the food on the large central table, along with the case of gears, and headed to the kitchen area for plates and glasses.
“Stinse.”
“Shit!” Chase swung around, startled by the nearness of Tonyck’s voice. “For a big woman, you’re surprisingly light on your feet.” She pressed her hand to her chest to still her pounding heart.
Tonyck slapped her on the back. “And for a hero, you’re surprisingly easy to frighten.”
“Hey now, I never said I was frightened.”
Tonyck didn’t look convinced. “O-kay, whatever.”
Chase turned back to the kitchen to continue, a little disconcerted by Tonyck’s apparent friendliness. “Is everything all right?”
Tonyck ran her finger along the countertop. “You tell me. How’s Rayne doing after Pergamum?”
So, that’s what this was about. Chase found it interesting how everyone had taken to naming the city when referring to the incident when everyone could’ve died or been taken to prison, and she could’ve starved to death in an ancient tunnel. Did it make it easier? More palatable and less terrifying?
Chase stopped what she was doing and looked at Tonyck. All she saw was concern—no, more than concern. Anxiety flickered across Tonyck’s eyes, ill at ease and unfamiliar. Rayne had told Chase that the twins had become like a family to her, with Tonyck as the natural worrier. But they’d had limited time together on this adventure, mostly due to the tank twins spending every spare moment with Altman’s guys. Was it her place to mention or question that development? Rayne was definitely hurting from the lack of connection. Chase knew that without it being explicitly said. 
“Why haven’t you asked her yourself?” She heard the bitterness in her voice, and from Tonyck’s expression, she was as surprised by it as Chase was. Tonyck looked at her as if she might pull both her arms from their sockets and smack her around the head with the bloodied ends, but the muscles of her jaw loosened, and her face became softer. 
“It feels like she’s taken a step back from us lately.” Tonyck clenched and unclenched her fists before stretching out her fingers on the countertop. “Like she doesn’t need me—us—anymore.”
Chase resisted the temptation to make some smart-ass comment about Tonyck actually feeling something and was reminded of her initial misunderstanding of Tonyck’s affection for Rayne as sexual. From what she was saying and not saying, and how her body language was talking up a storm, Rayne was as important as family to her. Chosen family. Chase had seen instances with her students when their families had disowned them because of their sexuality, where their friends had become their chosen family, and the strength of their bond had been just as solid as a familial one. 
Chase pulled some plates from a low shelf and placed them in front of her. “My question stands, Tonyck. Why haven’t you talked to Rayne and asked her how she’s feeling?” Chase saw the muscles in Tonyck’s jaw tense and untense repeatedly, like she was fighting an inner battle between listening to what Chase was saying and simply punching her way out of the situation.
“I told you, it’s like she’s deliberately put up a wall between us. It’s not like it used to be.”
Chase glanced up at her when she seemed to stop talking abruptly. Like it used to be before I came on the scene? She exhaled deeply. Not everything was about her or how she’d affected the dynamic. Everything had seemed fine since the Golden Trinity. “When do you think it changed?”
Tonyck wrinkled her nose and her brow furrowed as she considered the question. “So it has changed? She’s talked to you about it?”
Chase shook her head. “How was the vibe when you retrieved the Asyūt Scroll?”
“It was good. The job was short, but it was fun.”
“Okay. So you haven’t felt things have been changing for a long time?” Chase felt like she should sit in one of the sofa chairs dotted around and have Tonyck lie back on a couch for psych time. This wasn’t what Chase envisaged herself doing with Tonyck or her sister, but it seemed like progress for her to be opening up to her.
“No, just the past couple of weeks—”
“While you’ve been on this contract?”
Tonyck nodded and looked to be waiting for further illumination.
“While you and Ginn have been spending a lot of time with Altman’s guys?”
Tonyck narrowed her eyes, then opened them wide a moment later as if the penny had dropped. “Ah, I see what you’re saying.” Her nostrils flared a little. “It’s our fault.”
Chase rubbed her forehead. Getting between Rayne and Tonyck had never been on her agenda and nor had being Tonyck’s sounding board. Maybe it was her responsibility to smooth things over between them both. Could it be an unspoken expectation of their relationship? Or in doing so, would that be a breach of trust that Rayne wouldn’t appreciate? 
The silence must have stretched on longer than was comfortable, because Tonyck cleared her throat the annoying way people do to attract attention instead of simply speaking.
“I get that you might not want to say. Rayne’s a private person.” Tonyck sighed. “She doesn’t share much, and she expects total loyalty.”
Chase decided to approach the issue from a different direction, one that might not result in her getting into so much trouble with Rayne. “Do you like working for her?” She bit her bottom lip after saying for instead of with, but they did still collect a salary.
Tonyck frowned. “Of course. We both do. Y’know, she’s like family.”
“And you don’t have any other ambitions?”
Tonyck curled her lip into a dismissive snarl. “What are you talking about, Stinse?”
Chase rolled her eyes. This was why she liked to stay out of people’s personal dramas. But Tonyck was her people now. “You and Ginn have been spending a lot of time with Hank and Jeff. Are you tempted?”
“Neither of us swing that way, if that’s what you mean.”
Chase smiled at Tonyck’s grossed out expression, but when the thought hit her imagination too, she squeezed her eyes shut to push it out of her head. “No. God, no, I know that. I’m talking about their work. It seems like they do jobs not dissimilar from the stuff you all did in the military. Do you miss that?” What Chase could only describe as pain flashed across Tonyck’s eyes, and her expression went strangely absent, like a momentary void. It certainly didn’t line up with any notion Chase might have had about Tonyck having enjoyed her time serving her country.
She scrubbed at the back of her head. “That’s not a time I want to revisit, Stinse, let alone revive.” She looked everywhere but at Chase. “I don’t talk about that life, because I’d rather it wasn’t part of me. It’s something I had to do to keep Ginn safe, but you’re dead wrong if you think that I’m proud of that period of my life.”
Chase retrieved more plates and some cutlery to distract from the heavy tension in the air. Every fiber of her inquisitive nature wanted more details. Rayne had said that the twins had been Special Ops, but she’d given no more information. Chase had thought she was protecting their privacy, but Tonyck’s reticence now indicated that she’d simply not told Rayne any more than she needed to know. She’d never pegged Tonyck as a reluctant soldier. God, emotions were troublesome things. Tonyck’s courage encouraged Chase to set things right. 
“Rayne was worried she was losing you. You’ve both been so animated and energized around Altman’s guys that she thought you’d realized working with her was boring and wasn’t enough of a challenge for you.”
Tonyck grinned and began to laugh.
She didn’t stop. What had been a very intense exchange had transformed into something quite light-hearted, and Chase had no idea what had flipped the switch. Tonyck came around the counter and pulled Chase off her feet into the tightest, breath-inhibiting embrace she’d ever experienced. With her arms pinned to her sides, she couldn’t pat Tonyck on the back either, so she was straitjacketed with her legs swinging mid-air. Tonyck didn’t release her, and awkwardness set in. The only person she enjoyed this kind of proximity with was Rayne. “Any chance you might put me down?”
Tonyck dropped Chase the half-foot to the ground and clasped her by the shoulders. “Never speak of this,” she said, her voice deep and low.
She turned away and was gone within seconds. Her abrupt departure left Chase in the wake of a tornado. She pulled at her crumpled shirt, as if that might also straighten her head as well as her appearance. She didn’t stop a small smile while she began to prepare the table for lunch. It was progress, after all, and meant she could put Rayne’s mind at ease about the twins’ future. 
As she placed a stack of plates on the woodworm-addled surface, the boat heaved into forward motion and knocked her off balance. Her case tumbled off the table, but she managed to catch it before it hit the ground. She hugged it close to her chest for a moment before carefully placing it on one of the more padded chairs. She gazed at it for a while. She’d been carrying two-thousand-year-old artifacts around in it for almost two weeks, and it had gotten steadily heavier and heavier. And she’d tried to ignore the myriad archaeological rules they were breaking in doing so. The pursuit of the final goal made the means necessary, and once the quest was over, they’d be able to hand them over to the museum in Jordan, along with the legendary treasure. She hoped that would soften their initial anger at the theft of the Copper Scroll, which they’d also return along with its companion, the Asyūt Scroll. The curator would forgive them, she was certain.
Altman’s distinct singsong lilt drifted into her awareness. He had no idea what their true intention was, and she almost felt bad for their deceit. But his sense of entitlement made their duplicity more than bearable. And as long as Rayne’s plan worked, with Jenny putting the pieces into play remotely, they could be home in a few days.
Home. Where was that now? For so many years, it had been Stanford University and San Francisco. And she’d put down roots, more for Noemie’s benefit than her own. But Rayne complicated everything, and Chase was beginning to grasp that home might well be wherever Rayne was.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
“THE DETAILS JENNY sent over along with the GPR information means we think this is the possible site of the treasure.” Rayne traced her finger around the area shown on the screen, then tapped her finger on the tablet that showed the radargram image.
Altman leaned over her shoulder. “That looks like wrinkled silver foil to me. What are you seeing?”
“It doesn’t look much different to me, Aya, but the wrinkles represent reflections of electromagnetic waves in the voids between sand and air inside that mountain.” Rayne pointed at the large furrows. “There are several voids showing here, likely a series of chambers, and Jenny’s engineering experts estimate that they vary in size, but the largest is forty feet wide by ten feet high.”
“Are you telling us that the Jews built caves in this mountain and beneath this sea to bury their End of Days treasure?” Altman raised his eyebrows and pursed his lips. “I have faith, Rayne, but this seems like an awful lot of pre-planning.”
“No, that’s not the case.” Rayne pointed to the screen again. “It’s likely that the caves existed above the water line but changes in sea levels flooded them hundreds of years ago.” Rayne’s knowledge had been relatively recently learned on some downtime exploring the submerged caves off the eastern coast of Mallorca. She hadn’t known it at the time, but it was perfect practice for this quest. “After the second temple was destroyed by the Romans, I guess they decided to pre-empt further losses. And it’s been successfully hidden for nearly two thousand years, so I’d say they were pretty clever, wouldn’t you?”
“I suppose so. Your riddle directed us to the deepest part of the ocean, but we’re in relatively shallow waters, aren’t we?”
“Yes, but that’s where the tall part of the riddle comes in because the caves within the mountain drop deep into the sea. And I guess that once they discovered these caves at this coast, they were satisfied they’d found a suitable hiding place for the treasure of their temple.”
Altman clapped his hands together. “This is very exciting, Rayne. We’re so close. Part of me wishes I could go down with you, but most of me is happy to watch the video feed.”
Chase grinned. “You may not be able to see too clearly, but you’re right to stay safe and dry on board.”
“What’s the deepest you’ve ever dived, Stinse?” Tonyck asked.
“A little over forty feet.” Chase ran her hand through her hair, clearly expecting some pushback from Tonyck on her ability.
Tonyck huffed. “This cave is twice that depth. You’ll need to follow our instructions at all times. And when we find the treasure, remain calm, okay?”
Tonyck was being unusually accommodating to Chase’s inexperience, but there was no way they could deny Chase the dive. To get this far on the quest and not be involved in the actual discovery would be heartbreaking, and between her own experience and G&T’s Navy Seal background, Chase was in good hands and they’d minimized the risk. “We’ll keep you safe.”
 “Ginn will stay on the boat running point, but you’ll have to keep an eye on your own tank levels.” Tonyck pointed to her sister, who was preparing the winch for retrieval of whatever they found. 
Chase picked at a label on one of the tanks. “How long will we get underwater?”
“Depends on your air consumption,” Tonyck said.
Rayne tugged on the netting rig. “But if we can wrap this around everything, it could take just one.” The hoist she’d asked Hazan to provide was industrial strength, capable of raising tankers from the seabed, so it would have no trouble even if every talent of precious metal detailed in the Copper Scroll and the Ark were in the cave, though the Ark would be staying where it was on this expedition. “It’ll depend how tight it is down there and how the metal is stored or boxed.”
“As soon as we have the treasure, I’ll contact Jeff to arrange the appropriate passage out of the country,” Altman said. “I have space in the freeport at JFK ready for us to get it home.”
Rayne had many clients with similar spaces at freeports across the world, subverting their original purpose by using them as storage for illegal acquisitions. She’d visited a number of them. They were like luxury hotels for material possessions and housed millions of dollars’ worth of art and antiquities. And now they had the location for the authorities if they weren’t able to intercept Altman before he left the country. She exchanged a quick glance with Chase and was impressed with her poker face at Altman’s convenient release of vital information.
“Excellent.” Rayne gestured to Tonyck, who was already suited up. “We’ll go get our suits on while you finish up with the tanks.”
When they were back in the mess hall and away from Altman, Chase caught hold of Rayne’s wrist and pulled her close. “Do you think it’s strange that Jeff isn’t here?” she whispered.
“You don’t buy Altman’s explanation?” She hadn’t been anything other than relieved that at least one of the trigger happy idiots wouldn’t be on the rest of the quest with them. They seemed to feed off each other’s machismo, and she hoped that once separated, they wouldn’t be so quick to violence. “Why would you doubt him?”
“He seemed a bit, I don’t know, squirrelly when he was telling us why Jeff was working solo for arguably the most important part of the trip.”
“It could be residual anxiety from Pergamum. He might feel less safe with only one of his protection detail close by.”
“So why would he let one be absent?”
Rayne sat to pull on the specialized suit without falling over. A normal wetsuit was snug and could be hard to put on, but these suits were even worse. “He’s standing by in a seaplane in case there’s any trouble. It’s not like he’s let Jeff go off drinking.”
“I guess you’re right.” Chase picked up her suit and flopped into the seat beside her. “Things have been a little weird since Pergamum. It’s probably just me being paranoid.”
“I’m not worried. And it puts us at a number advantage too.” Rayne put her hand on Chase’s forearm and rubbed a little when she felt cold to the touch. “I’ve worked with Altman for six years; he has nothing to gain from him betraying us. This is a straightforward contract, Chase. There’s no Hollywood movie plot twists lurking around the corner on this one.”
Chase grinned. “Don’t knock those movies, sweet cheeks. They’re part of the reason I chose this profession.”
Rayne squeezed Chase’s forearm before returning to the hateful task of tugging on her scuba suit. “In that case, hooray for Hollywood movies glamorizing our modest career.”
“Modest? There’s nothing much modest about the life you lead.”
Chase chuckled, but Rayne sensed an undertone she didn’t have time to address right now. That saying about working with pets and children could be extended to partners. She dismissed the unkind thought. Rayne had wanted Chase to work this job with her, and it meant that they’d been able to spend time together, which had been wonderful. But it wasn’t all going to be roses and rainbows. Nothing ever was. She rubbed her forehead as if trying to stem the flow of her thoughts. She needed all her concentration and focus on the dive, especially with Chase having never gone so deep before. “Chase, I have to ask one last time. Are you certain you want to dive?” Rayne held up her hand when Chase opened her mouth to answer. “No one is going to think any less of you if you don’t do it, you do know that?”
Chase turned in her chair and took Rayne’s hands. “I really want to do this dive with you, Rayne. We’re talking about the treasure of the Copper Scroll. All the tunneling for the gears has led to this moment.” She looked away briefly. 
When she met Rayne’s eyes again, they were glassy, and Rayne’s objections threatened to fade. But this was a decision that shouldn’t be based on emotion, so she tried to remain objective. “That doesn’t mean you have to risk your life for it.”
Chase huffed. “What? And watch it on the video feed with Altman? No thanks.” 
She released Rayne’s hand and flopped back into her seat. Rayne let silence fill the air and waited for Chase to calm.
“Look, this isn’t me being a macho ass. I came on this quest with you because I wanted to share all of it. I know I haven’t done anywhere near as much diving as you, but I know how to follow instructions in dangerous situations. I promise.”
Rayne offered a tight smile. “Okay. Like I said, I had to ask one more time.”
“And like you said after Pergamum, what we do is dangerous, but it’s worth it. And we get to do it together.”
“Then let’s do this. Let’s find the most elusive treasure in the world.”
Chase blew out a breath. “The gold and silver may as well be tin if the Ark is down there too.”
“Wouldn’t that be something?” Rayne took off her watch and replaced it with a diving computer. “You finally get your holy grail with Zenobia, and I find mine in the same year. I don’t know how you come down from that or where you go after.”
“There’s always going to be something else that no one’s been able to find, Rayne. I don’t see either of us leaving those pursuits to others anytime soon.”
“If the Ark is down there, we have to leave it.” The prospect of doing so had settled like a bowling ball in Rayne’s stomach but saying it out loud nauseated her.
Chase looked apologetic. “I know. Altman would claim it as part of the discovery, and it’d be lost to the world again. But check you out, being all morally right.”
Rayne shoved her, not so lightly. “Who said I’d share it with the world? You’re making a big assumption. I think it’d look lovely in my office by the window, don’t you?” Rayne struggled to keep from laughing at Chase’s silence and confused expression. She slipped her hand around Chase’s neck and pulled her close. “I’m kidding, you muscly lug.”
Chase sighed heavily and sank into her chair. “I knew that.”
Rayne suppressed her desire to laugh. “Sure you did.”
The heavy thud of boots on age-old wood drew their attention to the door. Ginn appeared at the circular glass window and knocked.
“Are you guys ready? We’re all set upstairs.”
“We’ll be up in a few minutes,” Rayne said and waved her off.
“Tonyck came down to see me earlier. She was worried you’d put a wall up between you and them.” Chase seemed to hesitate, as if she wasn’t sure whether she should continue. 
Rayne stood and finished pulling on her suit. “You told them I thought they were going to leave me, didn’t you?” Rayne knew she called it right when Chase avoided eye contact.
“If, hypothetically, I had relayed that very real concern of yours, would I be in trouble?”
Rayne couldn’t help but laugh at the naughty expression on Chase’s face. “Do you think you should be in trouble, hypothetically?”
Chase shook her head emphatically. “Absolutely not. If I had spoken to Tonyck about the issue, it would’ve been from a place of love for you and because she came to me first.” Chase lowered her gaze then looked up at Rayne. “And no one should get in trouble for doing something like that, should they?”
Rayne pulled Chase up from her seat and kissed her hard. “You’re so damn cute.”
“So, not in trouble?”
Rayne caressed Chase’s cheek. “Not in trouble. What did you say?”
“I told her that you thought they might join Hank and Jeff after this quest. Tonyck confirmed that would never happen.” Chase frowned. “And she got kind of weird about talking about her past in the military.”
“That’s not surprising. She only joined because of her sister.” Rayne swallowed the ball of emotion that always came with the admiration of Tonyck’s actions for her family. “Whatever Tonyck had to do or whatever it was she endured, it scarred her emotionally as well as physically.” She pushed the onslaught of images at the possibilities and zoned in on the good news. “They’re not leaving?”
“Nope. They think of you as chosen family, Rayne. I don’t think they’d ever leave you. More than that, I got the impression that Tonyck would lay down her life to save yours. It was really humbling. And I know it wasn’t about me, but it still felt like progress for my relationship with them too.”
Rayne zipped her suit. “Thank you, that’s great news. You did a good thing, and no, I’m definitely not mad at you.”
Chase put her hands on Rayne’s hips and pulled her close. “I’m finding my feet with this relationship thing, y’know?”
Rayne traced her finger over Chase’s lips before kissing them softly. “Me too, sweet love, me too.” And ignoring all her parents’ teachings about relationships was thus far proving to be one of the best things she’d ever done.
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY
 
THE TEMPERATURE OF the surface water was pleasantly warm as it seeped over the neck of Chase’s diving suit. Something slipped past her ribs, and bubbles rippled across the sea in front of her. “Hey, there are no sharks in this sea, are there?”
Tonyck waded a little closer. “It’s a bit late to ask about the possible predators that you’re going to be sharing space with, isn’t it?” She whistled loudly, and Rayne looked over the edge. “Hey, lady boss. Stinse wants to know if we might be swimming with the sharks.”
Rayne jumped feet first into the water beside them both. “I won’t lie to you, Chase. It’s possible. Sharks have been on earth for almost four hundred million years, and this sea used to be connected to the ocean over ten million years ago.” She pulled her mask up. “Does that change your mind about doing the dive?”
“Not a chance.” Chase ignored the mischievous grin on Rayne’s face and tapped the dive computer on her wrist. “Are we going or are we hanging around catching some sun?”
Tonyck grabbed one of the straps on Chase’s tank and tugged it tighter. “Calm down, Sylvia Earle.”
Chase had no right to be compared to the “Queen of Deepness,” the best known female marine scientist and solo diving record holder, but she’d take it in the spirit it was given.
Ginn lowered the carabiner at the end of the rope connected to the hoist rig, and Rayne clipped it onto her diving belt.
“Let’s go. We’ll use hand signals mostly. Save your talking and air for the important stuff. And remember to stay between the two of us at all times, Stinse.” 
Chase nodded. Tonyck pulled her full mask over her face and indicated for her and Rayne to follow suit. Rayne pulled her mask back down, and Chase made the “okay” diving sign with the circle between her thumb and forefinger to show she was ready to dive. 
“Stay close, Stinse,” Tonyck said through her buddy phone before she flipped over and began to dive.
She and Rayne did the same. As soon as she was completely submerged, Chase relaxed. Being completely enveloped in water was like being swaddled as a baby, particularly as she went deeper and the pressure increased. She tracked Tonyck as she descended toward the seabed after a quick glance upward to check that Rayne was behind her. Chase tuned out the robotic sound of her Darth Vader breathing and focused on her surroundings, keeping her eyes on Tonyck for any hand signals. And considering that sharks were a possibility, Chase would be watching for Tonyck making an X sign across her chest.
The water became cooler as they descended, but she remained comfortable in the specialist suit. They were over halfway down, and it was taking all of Chase’s restraint not to power past her and race to the bottom. She wanted to find the hidden entrance and emerge from around the corner of a stalactite to view piles of treasure chests covering every inch of the cave floor, and for Rayne to swim across them and discover a stone altar on which the Ark of the Covenant rested. 
The actual Ark. And what if it did contain two tablets of stone with the Ten Commandments? The ramifications of such a discovery were huge and would seal their place in the great hall of archaeologists. It wouldn’t prove God spoke to Moses, but the Levitical priests would certainly claim it to be so. The debates and discussions, the claims and the counter claims would send a disruption of tsunami proportions through the educational and religious worlds.
And Rayne would have finally unearthed the one thing that captured her imagination more than any other archaeological artifact in the history of the world.
Up ahead of Tonyck, the seemingly infinite blue darkness changed, and Chase could make out a black hole in the rock of the mountain that plunged deeper into the water below them. She checked her dive computer; they were nearly at the depth indicated by the engineer’s report. Tonyck told them to slow down and level off. The three of them came together at the same depth and hovered in place. 
The murkiness cleared a little more as they neared what Chase took to be the cave’s entrance, and the combined power of their flashlights disappeared into its vast darkness. Chase’s heart thudded louder in her chest and pulsated in her ears, and she fought to slow her breathing. The treasure of the Copper Scroll could be just beyond the foreboding blackness. She caught hold of Rayne’s forearm, and when Rayne looked her way, Chase saw everything she was feeling reflected in her eyes. 
Tonyck grasped her other arm and squeezed. “Stay calm.”
She nodded her understanding, and Tonyck released her. They moved toward the hole painfully slowly, but Chase acknowledged they knew what they were doing, and that they weren’t progressing so gradually without good reason.
The hole was large enough for the three of them to enter with plenty of space, and Chase guessed the aperture to be twelve feet in diameter. She tugged on Rayne’s arm. “This is it.” 
Rayne held her hand firmly. Her touch settled Chase some, but her body still gently vibrated with the energy of anticipation. She concentrated on her internal thoughts since they were preserving air and not indulging in unnecessary conversations. It amused her that she was desperate to talk about the discovery as it was happening. Before the Golden Trinity, Chase always worked alone, and she’d never been one to talk to herself for company in the deepest, darkest catacombs or caves. Her sudden need to share the excitement with Rayne was unfamiliar yet natural. Sharing something of such importance with someone she loved increased its significance exponentially. These were the memories that would comfort them when they were no longer able to twist their bodies through tunnels or climb along rock faces to dig ancient artifacts from tree trunks.
In her limited peripheral vision, she thought she saw a dark shape shift past her right side. She swung around as fast as she could and came face to face with a curious seal. Chase was glad of the full-face mask when she gasped. It swam off, leaving Chase smiling and thanking the water gods that it wasn’t a shark. The cave ended as they came up against a wall of rock, and they began to swim upward inside the mountain. Chase broke the surface of the water and waited for Rayne to join her.
“Keep your masks on. This isn’t the kind of air you want to be taking into your lungs,” Tonyck said to them both.
Chase tried to adjust her eyes to the dim light. Tonyck removed the underwater lights, more powerful than their flashlights, and gave Chase and Rayne one each. They switched them on in unison, and the cave opened up into the chamber they expected. She focused her light on the rock that leveled off to form a stage of sorts.
A stage for the largest treasure haul in the history of the world. 
Chase couldn’t stop the gasp that almost made her choke on her tank air. Littered on the cave floor in front of them were wooden chests that stretched as far as their lights illuminated. Chase tapped Tonyck on the shoulder and waved her finger forward to get permission to go on ahead to one of the containers. Tonyck tapped her finger to her forehead again. Calm. I know. Chase did a little bounce, swam to the rock, and climbed onto it, careful not to trip on her short blade flippers. She went to the first trunk, got to her knees, put the light on the ground, and pulled a short crowbar from the sheath on her leg. She wedged it into the small gap beneath the lid and pried it open relatively easily. When she’d forced it off completely, she took a sharp intake of breath. Silver talents stuffed the chest almost to its brim. “Jackpot.” She glanced sideways to see Rayne and Tonyck working on two trunks beside her. Tonyck pulled out a handful of gold coins and waved them at Rayne.
Chase picked up her crowbar and light and walked to a chest on the far right of the stage. Same result. She made her way to another one deeper into the cave. More gold. Her heart pounded against her chest. She checked her dive watch. All was well with her air levels. 
“Get back here!”
She looked up to see Tonyck summoning her back to them, and she grimaced when she realized how far she’d gone, though Tonyck probably wouldn’t waste the air melting her ears with a dressing down immediately. 
When she got close to them, she pressed her palms together in apology. There were no sharks, but an angry Tonyck was far more dangerous. Rayne pushed Tonyck’s hand down and waved her finger toward the deeper part of the cave, where the mapping indicated they would have to swim down and back up to another chamber, but that was the limit of the technology. The only way of finding out what was beyond the range of the mapping was to swim to it.
Gold and silver were what Altman wanted, and he’d get it, temporarily, but the Ark of the Covenant was the real prize. It wasn’t in this cave, that much was clear. They’d check each cave and hope their oxygen levels wouldn’t stop their progress. 
Rayne unclipped the rig carabiner and passed it to Tonyck. “You start to load the chests, and we’ll continue into the next chamber.”
Tonyck saluted and began her task.
Rayne motioned back to the water. “Let’s go discover the Ark.” 
Chase followed Rayne to the farthest end of the rock platform from where they’d entered and the mountain wall rose up, as if to prevent further exploration. They sat on the edge, switched off their lights, and clipped them to their utility belts. Chase followed Rayne back into the water, keeping the mountainside on her left as she trained her headlamp on Rayne’s feet. They swam a similar distance down as they’d gone upward when Rayne indicated to slow down. Chase came alongside her, and Rayne pointed toward another abyss. They made their way through it for about one hundred feet before being faced with the mountain once again and up was the only direction of travel. It wasn’t long before Chase breached the surface to discover another rock platform, though this one appeared empty and held no secret treasure. “Let’s swim the perimeter and see if there’s another exit.”
They pushed off in opposite directions to explore the new chamber and came together at the far end of the cave.
Rayne pointed downward. “We need to dive. I couldn’t feel or see anything further than five feet.”
“Me either, but do you want to check the dry walls of this chamber for any hidden doors first? We don’t want to miss anything here in a rush to see what the mapping might not have shown us.”
Rayne rolled her eyes. “Fine.” 
Chase watched her swim to the edge of the rock and climb up onto it, shamelessly admiring her ass in the tight wetsuit. Rayne turned and arched her eyebrow. Busted. Chase joined her. She unclipped her underwater light and shone it onto the wall, hoping to see something on there that might guide them to the Ark. But there was nothing. “Looks like we’re diving again.” She ran her hand along the rock surface in case she’d missed something.
“Finding something like the Ark shouldn’t be simple, Chase.”
She wrinkled her nose. “I thought that hiding the gears might’ve been the hardest part.”
“You didn’t really want it to be that easy, did you?”
Since there appeared to be nothing in the chamber, diving into the unknown was their only option. Chase clipped her light back onto her utility belt and jumped back into the water. She made her way to the mountain face and keeping it on her left as before, headed down once again. They hadn’t progressed more than twenty feet when the mountain face faded away into another pit of blackness. Across and up again, she and Rayne followed the rise of the mountain on their left until they broke the water’s surface for a third time into yet another chamber.
Chase hitched up onto the ledge of the cave and helped Rayne up. They scanned it with their larger lights, and Chase grinned when she saw a flat wall ahead of them. Carved into it was what looked like a sidewinder snake in the sand. She grabbed Rayne’s hand, and they ran awkwardly across the slippery surface to the wall. Chase propped her light on the floor and focused the beam on the outline of the snake. This close, she could see the carved edges and central protrusions. It wasn’t a snake at all. She’d seen the same bumpy outlines of the rock elsewhere.
“The seven gears of the churches,” Rayne said, running her hand in the deeply carved crevices of the rockface. 
A circular chunk of rock emerged from the center of each individual setting, clearly for each gear to rest on. Chase unzipped the duffel bag strapped on the front of her body and pulled out the gears, locked together in the formation that had revealed the riddle of the location in which they now stood. “Looks like we have to separate these to fit them onto the wall. Then we’ll rotate them and open that.” She pointed to the apparent outline of a doorway.
She went to her knees and began to disassemble the gears and lay them on the ground.
“The pieces connected together in the order the churches appeared in the Bible,” Rayne said as she joined Chase on her knees. “Do you think it’s too much to ask that they’d fit into this puzzle the same way?”
Chase tilted her head. “I really hope so. Seven gears.” She did a quick mental calculation. “That’d be over five thousand possible permutations.” She tapped her dive watch. “We definitely don’t have the air for that.” She took a closer look at the wrist computer. Shit. The screen had cracked and bled, making it completely unreadable. More pertinent, she no longer had any idea how long she had left in her tanks. “Rayne.”
Rayne leaned closer when Chase offered her wrist for inspection. She checked her own watch then wrapped her hand around Chase’s wrist. The small gesture settled her concern.
“Mine’s still good, but we don’t have much time,” Rayne said. “Better make this quick and hope that the Ark is the other side of this wall. We don’t have enough air for more riddles either.”
Chase swallowed a small bubble of anxiety and focused on the task. She quickly separated the gears and lay them at the foot of the wall in the order they hoped they’d need. She got up and offered the first one to the wall, turning it this way and that until its edges matched the sculpted cradle. She pushed it onto the central mount. Rayne stood beside her, the second and third in her hands, and Chase took each in turn, rotating them until they nestled beside the previous gear in a formation that looked like it would revolve. They worked silently, progressing until they were all in position.
She took a lungful of tank air and winked at Rayne before she inserted her fingers and thumb into the holes on the inner area of the first gear, the same holes that they’d wondered what purpose they might serve when they were locking them together. The first clockwise turn engaged the second gear and began to rotate it anti-clockwise. As it did, a mechanism beyond the wall echoed loudly around the chamber. Chase’s heart raced as she continued to move the first gear and in turn, the third gear began to shift clockwise. The sounds beyond the door continued but the wall remained in place. Chase continued until the seventh gear moved clockwise, and a resounding thunk sounded and persisted. She removed her fingers from the wall and stepped backward as the mechanism took on unaided momentum and the crack around the wall’s edge became deeper. 
The door began to shift inward slowly, revealing the depth of the entranceway. Rayne moved forward slightly and touched the wall as it showed itself. When the opening was no more than three feet, the door ground to a halt. Rayne shone her flashlight into the depths of the entry, gave a backward glance to Chase, and walked in.
Chase followed without words, staying close behind Rayne as she navigated the narrow corridor. It came to an abrupt end and turned to the left, as had all the other church tunnels.
Rayne reached back, caught hold of Chase’s hand, and pulled her forward. Up ahead of them, on a rudimentary cave shelf, stood a trunk slightly larger than the ones they’d already encountered. Mounted on its top stood two large, golden angels facing each other with the tips of their wings touching. On the two corners Chase could see were two rings, through which a wooden pole remained. The gold plating was ornate, not muddied or damaged from the centuries it had remained completely hidden.
Chase squeezed her eyes tightly shut and opened them again.
The same vision greeted her.
The Ark of the Covenant.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
RAYNE REACHED OUT slowly, like her arm was moving through tar. She’d dreamed of this moment since first deciding on archaeology as her career, wanting to meld science with religion, wanting to find the exact artifact described in the Bible. Whether it was the world’s most popular fiction book or the telling of ancient truths, she didn’t care. She simply sought to find one of the most hunted religious relics of all time. 
Her mind focused on the Second Chronicles and the fate of Uzzah: struck by lightning for touching the Ark and not revering God’s holiness. If that were true, she hoped He couldn’t penetrate a sea and mountain walls. Which was crazy, of course; if she believed, she believed, and that meant He had unlimited power. She pushed the thought away as Chase caught hold of her wrist.
“Straight in?”
Rayne looked at Chase. “Rip it off like a Band-Aid, yeah. You take one side, and I’ll take the other.” Rayne could feel Chase’s uncertainty radiating. “I thought you were an atheist?”
“I am. Mostly. But this is the Ark, exactly as described in the Bible.”
“Could be a helluva replica,” Rayne said, joking but very much not wanting that to be the case. Some had reconciled with the idea that the Ark was in the St. Mary of Zion cathedral in Ethiopia but having managed to get past the “Guardian of the Ark” to look at it, Rayne knew that wasn’t true. She pointed to her dive watch. “We don’t have time for a debate. Let’s lift the lid, see what’s in there, and get out before we run out of air. We finish the contract with Altman, as agreed, then come back,” she swept her hand across the majesty of the artifact in front of them, “for this.” She gave Chase a light tap on her upper arm. “You’ve got your Holy Grail. It’s time for mine.” 
“I guess if anything goes wrong, we go out together.”
Rayne appreciated the romance buried deep in Chase’s pessimism. “Exactly.” 
They moved to opposite ends of the Ark, grasped the lid, and began to carefully lift. It resisted plenty but gave way eventually. She looked across the length of the ancient creation and locked eyes with Chase. The unspoken mix of anticipation, fear, and excitement were clear in her expression and once again, Rayne was struck by the thought that she wouldn’t want to be doing this with any other person in the world. “I love you, Chase.”
Chase’s expression softened, like every emotion fell away and left only love in her eyes. “I love you.”
With that, they lifted the lid completely, shuffled to the side, and placed it on the ground. 
Chase stayed in place. “You should look first.”
“So that if I burst into flames, you know not to look inside?” Rayne chuckled.
“Of course not! This is your find, Rayne. I’m happy to do it at the same time, if you’d rather.”
Rayne nodded. “I would rather, yes. And not because I’m scared, but because I want to share all of this with you.” 
Chase reached out and took Rayne’s hand. “I’m with you, babe, now and forever.”
Rayne closed her eyes briefly before focusing on the inside of the Ark. 
Her legs folded beneath her, and she collapsed to her knees. She caught hold of the edge of the Ark as Chase went with her to the ground. She’d seen what Rayne had seen, and the effect was the same. 
Two slabs of stone. Twenty by ten inches. Hebrew script. The ten commandments. 
Rayne couldn’t find words, could barely find breath. Her lifelong pursuit for the artifact she wasn’t always certain was real was right in front of her. The Ark was real. The Commandments were real. She could somehow feel their authenticity in her bones. She thought of Rabbi Eiger back in Brooklyn, who owned and displayed the fourth century stone copy of the Ten Commandments. He’d been quite the adversary over the years, always thinking that she’d sell the Ark to the highest bidder if she ever found it. He had no idea that, not wanting to jinx it, Rayne hadn’t actually spent any time thinking about what she might do with it. A small part of her couldn’t wait to send him photographs to tease him.
She unzipped the pack across her chest and pulled out her phone, snug and dry in its waterproof casing. She glanced at her dive watch. They were starting to push it, but she knew that the watches underestimated the air to give a small safety window. “Chase?”
Chase looked up at her and blinked a few times as if it was taking a while to focus and pull herself from the fog of discovery. “The Ark.” She pointed at it, her expression a picture of awe and amazement.
Rayne grinned. “Yep. Now move out of my frame. We need pictures before we get out of here, okay?”
Chase got to her feet. Neither of them had touched the stones inside. Even in such a state of elation, they both knew they shouldn’t because they weren’t wearing protective gloves. This wasn’t just a piece of history, it was history, and they couldn’t afford to contaminate it. They needed to get back to the ship, send Altman on his merry way with his gold and silver and return with the proper extraction tools.
Rayne circled the Ark, taking wide and close-up photographs of the outside, before doing the same to the stone slabs inside. She worked quickly against her desire to take the time to study every angle, every engraving, every inch of the intricate carvings. She put her phone away and looked at Chase, who was leaning against the wall of the chamber smiling.
“I do love to watch you work,” she said.
They made their way back through the narrow corridor into the main chamber to get back in the water. A few pit stops on the way up to make sure they didn’t get the bends and they’d be back on the ship, triumphant with the treasure and their secret. Tonyck would have been able to prepare some of the trunks to be pulled topside, but the sheer number of them would mean a couple of trips back and forth. G&T would handle that, with Chase’s help no doubt, leaving Rayne to make sure Altman was happy.
She and Chase made their way back to the first chamber, where Tonyck waited. As soon as she saw them, she tapped her watch theatrically. It was good to have her twins back and focused. She’d miss them more than she’d care to admit to anyone if they did ever leave her. Rayne scanned the cave and saw that the first trunks had already begun to move on the steel cable Tonyck had attached them to, heading for the surface. She swam toward her and patted her on the shoulder. “It’s there. We’ve found it.”
Even through her mask, Tonyck’s eyes expressed her enthusiasm. “That’s amazing, lady boss. I knew you’d find it.”
Once the final trunk was clear of the cave, they began their ascent. Rayne took the lead, knowing that Tonyck would ensure Chase was sandwiched between them. Aside from shoals of catfish and pike, the sea around them seemed rather desolate. This wasn’t the kind of sea Rayne liked to dive in. She preferred the warmer waters, not for the temperature but for the more interesting and colorful fish. On the slow rise to the surface, they were often the only thing that kept her from being bored to distraction. On this ascent though, as the trunks of treasure sailed inexorably upward to the boat, her thoughts were captivated with the insane reception that the discovery of the Ark would receive.
They’d passed their second checkpoint when a more interesting fish crossed their paths, and Chase’s curse rang loud in her ears.
“What the hell is that? On the right. What is that?”
Rayne turned as it swam past her. A little over half a meter long with nodes that looked like spikes running down its back and along its side, the fish also had four straw-like protrusions beneath its chin that looked like an old man’s whiskers. She laughed and fogged up her mask a little. “I don’t know, but it’s not a shark, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“I wasn’t worried, I was interested.” Chase’s reply was a little too quick to ring true.
“Like I said before, you’re a bit jumpy for a hero,” Tonyck said.
Natural balance had been restored. Goddamn, she loved this life. When they broke the surface water, Ginn was ready and waiting and already in a wetsuit. Rayne climbed up the ladder, pulled off her mask, and embraced her. Altman looked up from the deck where he was down on his knees, elbow deep in gold and silver.
“You’ve done me proud this time, Rayne. What a way to go—”
He seemed to stop mid-sentence and jumped up to pull her into a tight hug. Rayne put it down to excitement, and who could blame him? He thought he was in the process of taking possession of the largest treasure haul in known history.
He released her and took a small step back but held onto her shoulders. “Is this everything, or is there more?”
Rayne controlled the roll of her eyes at his incessant greed. “There are two more trips to make, minimum. G&T can handle those while we get it loaded into your shipping container.”
He squeezed her shoulders. “Perfect.”
Rayne turned to check on Chase. The twins were already tanked up and ready to go again. Chase clipped the steel cable onto Tonyck’s utility belt.
“Are you not going back down with them?” Rayne asked.
“Nope. I’ll help load up the trunks on this end. They can handle it down there.”
Rayne raised her eyebrows, not convinced by Chase’s sudden lack of enthusiasm for diving. “It wasn’t a shark.”
Chase scoffed. “I know that. But it’s not like Nemo and Dory are down there, is it? We’ve done the exciting bit.” She gestured overboard. “The rest is grunt work.”
“It’s grunt work here too,” Rayne said. “The trunks won’t load themselves.”
“I know that. But here, I get to see you bending over and lugging trunks around. It’s not a hard choice, is it?”
“You’re not going to be all butchy and insist on me sitting down to watch you do all the heavy work?” Rayne wrinkled her nose. “I was kind of looking forward to watching you toss the trunks around and get all pumped and swole.”
Chase harrumphed. “I’m not swole. Tonyck and Ginn are swole. I’m ripped.”
“There’s a difference? I don’t care as long as I see your sexy arms and chest rippling.”
“Carry the trunks together with one of you at either end so you can drool over each other all day long,” Hank said as he came between them. “But let’s get on with it. I’m missing the LA smog and Mexican food.”
Rayne huffed. “Fine. We’ll quickly change, and then we can get this done.” She winked at Chase. As soon as this part of the adventure was over, she wanted a few hours of one-on-one time with her lover to celebrate finding the Ark of the Covenant. She couldn’t quite believe they’d done it. She wanted to spend the next few hours staring at the photographs she’d taken in the cave but that wouldn’t get her closer to being able to stare at the real thing, so she headed downstairs to get out of her diving gear. 
The following three hours zipped by in relative silence, as everyone bar Altman loaded the trunks onto the shipping container. G&T had emerged from the water with their final load thirty minutes ago, and Hank had packed the final trunk, closed the door, and secured it with a padlock. Rayne made a mental note of the freight container’s identification sequence to email Jenny.
She wiped the sweat from her forehead with the sleeve of her shirt. “I need to get showered and changed. And I could do with something to eat,” Rayne said. 
“Too bad the shower is barely big enough for one person.” Chase grinned. “I’m going to help Ginn get the diving gear rinsed off, but I’ll be thinking about you.”
“I know you will.” Rayne gave Chase her very best seductive smile and walked away, knowing full well Chase would be watching every step.
 
***
 
Rayne emerged from the small changing room feeling refreshed and clean. She swept her hair up and tied it in a bun. She picked up her small leather toiletries bag, opened the door, and came face to face with the business end of a gun. She looked along its barrel to see Hank grinning at her.
“Glad you could join the party.”
Rayne scanned the room and saw Chase tied to a chair in the center of the mess hall. Altman sat a few feet away, a gun casually resting in his hand. And Jeff was back, standing by the base of the stairs on guard. His gun was trained on Ginn and Tonyck, both with their hands secured behind their backs and looking extremely pissed off. Rayne was reminded of the Golden Trinity adventure where they ended up in a similar position. Perhaps they weren’t so great at this part of their job.
“I’m sorry, Rayne.” Altman tapped the butt of his gun on the arm of his chair. “This has indeed been as marvelous an adventure as I had hoped it would be, but now that we have the treasure, I’m afraid I have to fulfil my contract with Nigracatus.”
“What?” Rayne threw her bag to the ground. “Are you kidding me?”
Chase looked from Rayne to Altman and back again. “What the hell is going on? Who or what is Nigracatus?”
Rayne laughed, but it was completely devoid of humor. “Remember when I told you there might be consequences for your actions with Zenobia?” She raised her eyebrows and put her hands on her hips. Chase nodded slowly. “These are the consequences.”
Of course this wouldn’t make sense to her. She and Rayne were supposed to be the ones double crossing Altman. Had he figured that out and always been one step ahead of them this whole time? If that was the case, he was a hell of an actor; his concern for her well-being back at Ephesus had been Oscar-worthy. 
“You can survive this if you make the right move. Go,” Hank said as he pushed her forward toward Chase and Altman. 
Hank’s statement was cryptic, and she finally got it. “You’re Nigracatus’s people, aren’t you? You’re not his bodyguards at all.” 
Hank was in no position to be offering her hope. Bile burned Rayne’s throat. She had no bargaining power at all. If Altman hadn’t been involved and it had just been Hank and Jeff, they might have been able to buy their way out, but this? She should’ve got out of this business after the Golden Trinity.
Rayne looked at Chase again and kept her smile in place, hoping to offer some reassurance that she could talk them out of this situation.
“So, this is decision time, Rayne.” 
Altman stood and paced the creaking wooden floorboards dramatically, clearly enjoying himself. He’d said he wanted to find his inner child again, but it looked like he was settling on his inner actor instead. 
“What are you talking about, Aya? Why are you even involved?” Rayne’s stomach roiled, and her mind frantically searched for a way out.
Altman gestured toward her with a flourish of his hand. “I intervened on your behalf, Rayne. You should be grateful.”
“Should I?”
Altman held up his hand. “Before you talk yourself into something you’ll regret, you should hear me out.” 
He gestured to Hank, who walked toward Chase. He holstered his gun, pulled a knife from his belt, and pressed it against Chase’s neck. Rayne saw the panic in her eyes: panic she was clearly trying desperately to control. With G&T incapacitated, the situation was looking more desperate with each passing second.
“What can we do to make this right, Aya?” Rayne focused on Altman. Words and persuasion were their only hope now, although if she was right, and the guys were from Nigracatus, they didn’t answer to Altman at all. “I promised to get Isabella the Ruby of Rahdir as soon as I returned from this trip with you. You’re getting the Copper Scroll treasure. Isn’t everyone winning?”
“Would that were the case, Rayne. You see, Nigracatus contacted me after I’d added the Asyūt Scroll to my inventory with them. As you know, they like to have all the details, so I told them you were the one who’d found it for me. They wanted to use you to get to Chase, and you made that easy for them when you brought her with you for this little adventure. They don’t want her ruining their profit margin, you see, and she cost them far too much money for it to go unpunished.” He narrowed his eyes. “I’m not sure I believe that she really wanted a piece of this world or if she’d fooled you into thinking that’s what she wanted so she could double cross both of us.” He waved toward Hank and Chase, to Jeff, and then to Ginn and Tonyck. “Seems like a suicide mission to me, given our company, but the righteous often overestimate themselves. Anyway, after you and Chase showed up at my home, I convinced Nigracatus to let me use Chase’s expertise before they disposed of her. They will, of course, get a share of the treasure. Hence, their employees being here to make certain it goes where it needs to.”
Altman sat back in his chair, and Rayne clenched her fists. Her powerlessness sickened her. No matter how fast she was, she’d never get close to Hank before he could draw his knife across Chase’s throat. “I don’t see the point of killing all of us.”
Altman pursed his lips and looked mortally offended. “We’re not killing all of you, Rayne. Tush, how could you think that of me?”
Rayne allowed the tiniest sliver of relief to creep into her thoughts. She offered a big, charming smile. “So what’s all of this about? If Nigracatus wanted to frighten us, mission accomplished. You can assure them we won’t cross them again.”
Altman pointed his pistol at Chase. “She is what this is all about, Rayne. She is the one who stole Zenobia from Isabella. She is the one who has to pay for the transgression.”
“Okay, we can do that.” This was progress, a chink of light even. The scare tactics were just part of Altman’s theatrics. “What’s their price? We can get them whatever they need, Aya.”
Altman sucked in a breath and contorted his face in an expression that made Rayne think that it wasn’t going to be quite so simple.
“Their price, my dear Rayne, is the proverbial pound of flesh.”
Rayne scoffed. “How very Shakespearean. Seriously, Aya, what do they want?”
Altman stood and put his gun in his shoulder holster. He approached Chase and put his hands on her shoulders. “I am being serious, Rayne. Your agreement with Isabella stands—I made sure of that, which is why you should be grateful—but Nigracatus can’t let something like this slide.” He squeezed Chase’s shoulders. “It wouldn’t be good for business, you see. All manner of ruffians would see it as weakness and chaos would reign, Rayne.” His grin dissolved into a soft, self-congratulatory laugh.
The realization of what Altman meant by decision time hit her like a wrecking ball. Her stomach churned, and her legs softened beneath her, threatening to give way. “What are you going to do, Aya?”
“Well, I’m not going to do anything. I haven’t got the stomach for that kind of violence, despite what rumors you might have heard.” He waved his finger at Hank, who grinned widely. Clearly, he didn’t share Altman’s unease with bloodshed. “But that’s not what you should be worrying yourself about, Rayne. No, no, no.” He moved around Chase’s chair and approached Rayne. He gripped her upper arms gently. “You have to decide your next move. I think it’s a no-brainer, really, and I feel rather foolish asking you the question. But I will.” He released her, draped his arm around her shoulders, and stood by her side. He waved dismissively toward Chase. “She has to die today. You do not. The ship is rigged to explode—dramatic, I know, but they don’t want any evidence, and we’ve already moved the shipping container onto the vessel Jeff returned on. You don’t have to be on it, Rayne.” He motioned to G&T. “And neither do they.”
The ground opened up beneath her, and everything fell away. Hank, Jeff, and Altman, all disappeared. Ginn and Tonyck faded softly into the background. Her focus fell solely on Chase, her helplessness and anger radiating like a humming energy around her. “Chase.” Rayne took a breath. This was it. This was how her life ended, in a fireball before they sank to the bottom of the ocean.
Chase’s lips quivered. “No, Rayne. Don’t answer. Please. Let me answer for you. I want you to leave.” She looked down at the floor and back up again, and her eyes glistened with tears. “You have to leave.”
“Super, that’s wonderful.” He tilted his head toward Chase. “So very chivalrous, Chase, all the way to the end. I applaud you.”
“No!” 
Altman looked at Rayne. “No, what? Decision made, Rayne. It’s time for us to leave Hank to do what he’s been instructed to do.”
Rayne glanced toward G&T. They were shaking their heads but neither of them said anything. They knew her well enough to know that nothing they said would change her mind. “No, I’m not leaving, Aya. I can’t.” She focused on G&T, her employees-turned-family. There was no way they were dying here too. “But you’ll take Ginn and Tonyck off this boat and not harm—”
“Rayne, that should be our decision,” Tonyck said.
“No,” Rayne said. “No, it’s not. You don’t get to die for me, and this is the second time you’ve come a little too close to that. You ended up in cuffs in the rainforest too. Perhaps it’s time to get out of the protection business.” She loaded the barb with as much detachment and frostiness as she could muster, and her heart broke a little when Tonyck’s expression registered it had hit the target. “It’s my decision, and you’ll do what I say.”
“Rayne, you have to go,” Chase said. “I’m the one they want to punish. There’s no reason for you to die here too. Please, babe. Please leave. Don’t make me watch you die alongside me. Please.”
“Listen to her, Rayne. You shouldn’t die because of something she’s done. Nigracatus don’t want that. They know that you’re worth more to them alive than dead. You’re paying your debt to Isabella, and that’s enough.” He sighed dramatically. “Come now. I’m sure Chase doesn’t want to drag this out any longer than necessary.”
Altman’s talk merely solidified Rayne’s decision. If Chase couldn’t live, Rayne couldn’t live without her. In the fog of this dire situation, that much became crystal clear. 
“You’re wasting your breath, Altman. Pull up another chair. I leave this boat with the love of my life one way or the other, but I’m not going without her.”
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
HANK TOOK ENTIRELY too much time to fix Rayne’s wrists together as she stared down at Chase. “This might be romantic for some, but it seems like a waste to me.”
“Leave it alone, Hank. Rayne has made her decision, and we shall respect it. Would that you might ever be lucky enough to experience a love this powerful and selfless,” Altman said and patted Chase on the shoulder. “Facing your death will be less daunting with the woman you love sharing your fate, no?”
Her fate. The notion hit her like a gut punch. All of this could’ve been avoided. Rayne had warned her that she’d meddled in affairs she didn’t understand. Now she understood them perfectly. Fiore had set the dogs on her, and Rayne had been caught up in it. Chase shrugged his hand away. “Don’t touch me.”
“Why is it that when people are tied up, they still think they can call the shots? It’s completely beyond me.”
Altman laughed and Hank joined in. Chase wanted to smash the smug expressions off their faces. 
“Jeff, would you like to escort the twins onto our boat?” He flicked his wrist in their general direction. “I’m afraid you’ll have to remain secure until the dastardly deed is done. We’ll drop you off a good distance away and leave you with the means to free yourself, don’t worry.” Altman gave Chase another pat on the shoulder and walked toward Rayne. “I’m truly sorry it had to end this way, Rayne. You were really quite spectacular in so many ways. I can’t say that I ever saw this outcome. Who would’ve ever believed you’d fall in love with anyone other than yourself?” 
He went to stroke her cheek, but Rayne moved away from his touch. “You can shove your sentimentality in the same dark hole you keep your humanity, Altman.”
Jeff waved his gun toward the exit. “Let’s go.”
The twins seemed to pause for a moment before he roughly shoved them both toward the stairs.
Ginn pulled away. “Fuck off, asshole.”
“Come on, guys.” Jeff pushed them again. “Don’t make me smack you around. I’ve got too much respect for you both for that.”
“Please, Ginn. Leave,” Rayne said, a slight tremble clear in her voice.
Tonyck glanced back as they reluctantly climbed the steps. “I’m sorry we couldn’t protect you, Rayne.”
“We love you, lady boss,” Ginn called back.
Chase didn’t miss Rayne’s chin tremble slightly, and she avoided eye contact by looking up at the ceiling. Hank pushed Rayne forward with force, and she stumbled but regained her balance. He took a chair and put it back-to-back with Chase’s.
She clenched her jaw. “That’s super considerate of you, Hank. Thanks for allowing us to spend our last moments not being able to look in each other’s eyes.”
He pushed Rayne into the chair and came back around to face Chase. “So sorry.” He punched her across the jaw before he went back to Rayne and used paracord to secure her to the chair.
Chase tongued the inside of her mouth, tasting blood, and bit back a number of smart-ass responses. She’d be no use to Rayne unconscious. She pushed away the nagging thought that she’d be no use to Rayne ever again. Hank walked past Chase once more and pulled a tarp in the corner of the mess hall to reveal four drums. The explosives label on each of them didn’t leave Chase doubting Altman’s threat that they were going to blow the boat. She watched silently as he rigged a timer that sat on top, facing the ceiling.
“I have to give you twenty minutes to make sure we’re clear of the area,” Hank said, turning to face Chase. “But I can’t decide if giving you more time would torture you less or increase your pain. What do you think?”
“Hank, come,” Altman said. “I didn’t sign up for unnecessary sadism. If we need twenty minutes, put twenty minutes on the clock. No more, and definitely no less.”
Hank grunted. “Party pooper. Unnecessary sadism is a mercenary’s version of a cash tip.”
“Regardless. We’re on a schedule, and I have a plane to catch.”
“Don’t intervene on our account, Altman,” Chase said. More time with Rayne was always preferable, especially when it was their last time. Chase shuddered, and gooseflesh erupted across her body. She and Rayne had come together for the Golden Trinity and now the Copper Scroll would tear them apart. It made her wish she’d majored in psychology instead of ancient history. Then neither of them would be in this mess. Mess? Talk about understatement. A mess was not bringing the right tools to a dig. A mess was your cat peeing on your pillow because you left it alone too long.
Hank cuffed Chase across the top of her head as he left. “Catch you later, squirt.”
“One more chance to change your mind, Rayne.”
“Go to hell, Altman,” Rayne said. “And don’t say ‘You first.’ Don’t be all clichés and chinos.”
Chase waited but no riposte was forthcoming. Instead, the light tripping of his shoes sounded on the creaking wooden stairs, and the room soon fell into silence. She wanted to fill the air with words of love, of romance, of undying dedication. But nothing came. Her ambition had caused their demise. She’d failed Rayne. What was she supposed to say now? An apology would sound hollow and hardly seemed appropriate. Sorry for effectively killing you? Sorry for putting my career in front of our love? They were worthless sentiments now. In the distance, she heard the chug of another boat kick up before slowly fading as it traveled further away from them.
“Chase, remember what I said after Pergamum? I said I wouldn’t want to go any other way, and I meant it. I’ve adored every single minute of the past year with you, and I’m only sorry I didn’t see you for all that you are sooner. I wasted time, precious time that I could have had with you. But this year has been the best year of my life, and if it turns out that it was my last…well, then I’m still the luckiest woman alive to have shared that time with you.”
Chase struggled to control her breathing and fought to choke back the sob pushing to explode from her throat and fill the ship’s hull with her agony. It couldn’t end like this. They couldn’t end like this. “I don’t know what to say, Rayne. I wish I could look into your eyes and tell you that you’ve always been the one. Even when we were practically enemies, I couldn’t get you out of my heart or mind. And I didn’t want to.” Chase closed her eyes and pictured Rayne in front of her. Cold tears spilled down her cheeks, and her chest heaved. “You’re my life, and goddammit I really wish you’d gone with the twins, but now I get to tell you I love you. Every moment we’ve been together since the Trinity has been amazing, and life was getting better and better. I hated being so far from you. And I know it was a short plane journey, but it felt like we were at opposite ends of the Earth. I wish…I wish I hadn’t wasted that time. I should’ve been with you. I should’ve always been with you.”
“I think you did know what to say. You always cut to the heart of things.”
Chase’s eyes sprang open. Cut.
My knife! “Can you move your hands at all?”
Rayne shuffled against her for a few moments. “A little. Why?”
Chase lifted her ass off her chair and inched back to get as close to Rayne as possible. “Do you think you could reach my back pocket?”
“You want one last grope before we’re blown to the heavens? At least God won’t be pissed that we discovered the Ark before it was supposed to be revealed.”
Chase grinned. “You think after all you’ve done, you’ll be going up?”
“Asshole.”
“I’ve got my utility knife in my back pocket,” Chase said. “They were so quick to dump me in the chair, they didn’t check my pockets.”
Rayne pushed her against her. “Another reason why I love you. You always have a knife.”
Chase levered herself on her left ass cheek while Rayne fumbled to access Chase’s pocket. Seconds that felt like minutes passed as Rayne worked her fingers in. “That’s it.” Chase felt the knife move.
“Don’t move an inch. I’ve got to use my fingers like pincers.” She poked around in Chase’s pocket. “I can’t get my thumb inside.” More poking around. “Don’t you laugh or say anything dirty. I couldn’t handle that right now.”
Chase suppressed a giggle, like being told what not to do meant she must immediately do that exact thing. It was the last thing she expected to feel in possibly her last moments of life. The thought sobered her, and she froze as instructed.
“Nearly got it, baby.”
“You are the most amazing woman in the world.” Chase needed Rayne to hear that. In this moment, a true life and death situation, nothing could be left unsaid. The clock was against them, but there was hope. Chase always had hope.
And as she drew on that fine thread, she felt the knife slip from her pocket.
“I got it. And you’re the most amazing woman in the world.” 
Rayne tapped Chase’s ass with it, and Chase sat back as she opened her right hand to feel for it. She’d never been so relieved to hold four inches of Damascus steel wrapped in olive wood in her life.
“Let’s argue about that when we get off this tinderbox.” Chase pressed the safety catch with her thumb and pulled out the blade with her other hand. Focusing on the braided cord between her own wrists, she set to sawing at it whilst keeping it taut between them. She felt the tension slip slightly as her blade sliced through one strand, and another, and another.
“Any progress, sweet love?”
Chase admired the complete lack of fear in Rayne’s voice, as if she were simply asking how dinner was going because she could smell burning meat. She shook her head at the poorly chosen metaphor since the ship was set to barbecue their asses any moment.
“I’m getting there, babe. Don’t worry.” Her words were as much for herself as for Rayne.
“I’m not worried. I know we’ll get out of this. You’re my hero, remember? You were made for this kind of thing.”
Chase wished she could share Rayne’s confidence. She hadn’t really thought this hero thing through. Getting the Golden Trinity and the girl in the face of apparently insurmountable danger had been a walk in the park compared to this. This was exponentially worse. Or maybe it wasn’t. She’d thought Owen fully intended to kill them and they’d survived. She could do this. It wasn’t like she had to diffuse the bomb with only ten seconds remaining on the timer.
But Hank seemed to have used twenty feet of paracord to keep her in place, and she was a terrible keeper of time without a watch. It already felt like ten minutes had passed, and it could even be more. Why hadn’t he been a proper villain and deliberately placed the timer where she could see it ticking down to the last moment?
She sucked in a breath as the rope loosened considerably and wriggled her wrists this way and that to maneuver them from the bindings. “Ha!” Chase flung her arms out to her sides and rolled her shoulders before getting to work on the cord around her ankles. “I’m working on my legs. I’ll be with you soon.”
A short silence followed her announcement. Chase expected a modicum of excitement but her announcement was greeted with silence. They could get truly excited when they were off this damn boat.
“When you’re free, you need to check the timer,” Rayne said.
Chase didn’t stop cutting, and it took longer than it should’ve for her to realize what Rayne wasn’t saying. “No way. That’s wasted time I could use to untie you.”
“Chase. I need you to check the timer. If there’s not enough time to get me free, I want you to get out.”
Chase sliced through another coil of rope. “Nope. You’ve already played the big love card by staying with me in the first place. It’s my turn now,” she said as she cut through the final piece and kicked the rope from around her ankles. She jumped off the chair, tossed it out of the way, and got to her knees so she could focus on Rayne’s bindings. She didn’t pause, even for a millisecond, to consider checking the time on the countdown clock. 
She made short work of the ropes on Rayne’s wrists and came around to her feet. 
“Look at me.”
The pleading in Rayne’s voice took physical form and pressed against her chest, making it difficult to breathe. She kept her attention on the work she was doing. “I’ve got the rest of my life to look into those beautiful dark eyes of yours. Let me work.”
“What if the next few seconds are the rest of your life?”
“Then they’re with you.” Chase swallowed the surging fire trying to snuff out the oxygen of her hope. She didn’t want to acknowledge the possibility that this could very well be the last time she had the chance to stare into Rayne’s eyes and see the promise of their life together. She looked up, all the while cutting at the cords. “This isn’t how we die, Rayne. We’ve got more adventures to go on together, we’ve got treasure to find, and myths to bust. We have a whole life to build.” Her attention snapped back to Rayne’s feet when Chase’s knife sliced through the last curl of rope, and she freed her completely. 
Chase grabbed Rayne’s hand and practically threw her in front of her. “Go!”
Rayne tore up the stairs and Chase followed, not stopping to grab her pack or anything else they’d brought with them. All she needed was sprinting up the steps in front of her.
Her foot jammed through the rotten wood step and splinters pierced her skin. “Shit!” 
Rayne turned as she reached the top. “What?”
“Nothing. Go. Jump over the side. I’m right behind you.”
“Like hell I will.” Rayne raced back down, grabbed Chase’s leg and tugged it.
Chase nearly passed out from the pain as the shards went deeper in the opposite direction they were pulling. She leaned against the wall for support. “It’s not working. Please, go.”
Rayne stopping what she was doing and cupped Chase’s face with her hands gently. “Together, Chase. Always and forever.” She kissed her softly. “This is going to hurt.” She stomped on the step Chase’s foot had broken through.
Chase yelled as the wood tore downward through her leg and out, freeing her. “Fuck me.”
“Later, baby, later.” Rayne grabbed Chase’s hand and pulled her up the stairs. They emerged onto the upper deck, ran across it, and dove into the water, hand in hand, only letting go to put their hands together to pierce the sea’s surface as the boat exploded behind them, slamming them into the water. Chase reached for Rayne again, and they stayed submerged as the sky above the water turned orange and yellow before swirling black with smoke. Debris rained into the water around them, and together they swam farther from the worst of the wreckage.
They surfaced, and Chase pulled Rayne close to her and kissed her hard and deep, and it felt like the first time and the last time and every other kiss in between. It felt like her forever. She finally broke off and grabbed a big piece of the boat’s outer shell. “Climb on here.”
“What? So that you can freeze to death and dramatically sink into the sea?” Rayne shook her head. “No way. And besides that, you’re going to have to be the one to tell Hazan the Argo went up in flames.”
“I was actually thinking we could use it to paddle to the mountainside, but now I think I might prefer to perish here than face his wrath. Didn’t he love that boat like he’d birthed it?” Over Rayne’s shoulder, Chase could see a modest fishing boat in the distance. “Looks like we might be in luck, as long as that isn’t other nefarious people making sure we went up with the boat.” She nodded toward the vessel and held onto the driftwood. She gritted her teeth against the pain in her leg. It was nothing compared to their intended fate. 
“How’s your Russian?” Rayne asked when the markings on the boat became clear.
Visiting Russia had never been high on her priority list, particularly considering its stance on queer people. “Non-existent. Yours?”
“I can order vodka and ask directions to the Kremlin, but that’s about all I’ve got.”
The boat drew closer, and Chase squinted into the sun. “Tonyck?”
Rayne turned around. “Really?”
Chase couldn’t miss the joy in Rayne’s voice, and she grinned. They bobbed in the boat’s wake as it pulled close. Ginn appeared on the starboard side and threw a rope ladder over the edge.
“Need a ride?” Ginn yelled as the boat came to a halt ten feet from them.
“It’s about time you two earned your money,” Rayne said and started to swim forward, pushing the floating debris out of her way.
“Better hurry.” Ginn pointed beyond them. “That looks remarkably like a shark’s fin.” 
“Let’s go.” Chase started to swim faster.
“She’s messing with you. There are no sharks here.”
“But you said—”
Rayne patted Chase on the cheek before reaching for the ladder. “And I was messing with you.”
Once they’d climbed on the boat, the tank twins wrapped them both in huge beach towels. The ship’s captain conversed in Russian with the twins as they walked away and the boat soon began to move again.
“Thanks for coming back for us.” Rayne took hold of Tonyck’s hand.
Chase saw the resultant twitch of emotion in Tonyck’s expression.
“Like you said, we needed to earn our keep. We managed to jump off the boat and that lovely gentleman rescued us. When we told him about you two, he went into overdrive.” Tonyck’s eyes watered slightly. “We saw the explosion from the other side. I thought we were too late.” She swallowed hard and looked away.
“It was perfect timing,” Chase said and bro-hugged both twins before sitting down beside Rayne. “Before you jumped off the boat, did you overhear any mention of their plans?”
“Nothing we didn’t already know,” Tonyck said. “They winched the container onto the new ship Jeff arrived on, but I don’t think that’ll be the one that takes it all the way to New York.”
“Time to call Jenny and put your plan into action, Rayne.” Chase didn’t wait for a response and pulled her into another long, deep kiss, and a warm feeling settled deep within. They’d survived. They’d found treasure thought lost to eternity, and even better, they’d found the Ark of the Covenant. Ginn and Tonyck were steadfast, as always. And although there were definitely issues they’d have to face at home, given that neither of them was actually dead, life was sweet. Chase thought about their situation, about her work at Stanford and Rayne’s business in New York. Things had to change, and she wouldn’t take another moment for granted ever again.
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
New York
 
RAYNE AND CHASE sat in the back of the undercover van watching the bank of monitors that stretched across the vehicle’s side. Each of the officers on the scene wore chest or helmet cams, so Rayne’s choice of focus ranged from a brick wall to a wide angle of asphalt laden with stationary planes. A joint taskforce of the Department of Homeland Security, the FBI, and NYPD had been hurriedly assembled following a number of calls from Jenny at Rayne’s behest. They’d apparently been rather reluctant at first. But once Jenny sent them photographs of the Copper and Asyūt Scrolls and the many trunks of treasure stuffed into Altman’s shipping container, they were falling over themselves to take jurisdictional ownership.
She glanced over her shoulder at Moshe Zoabi, the Director-General of the Jordan Archaeological Museum. He’d been a little frosty when he learned the same people who had stolen the Copper Scroll were the ones who now held its treasure but warmed considerably when Jenny had told him how and where he’d be able to retrieve both. It didn’t hurt that his name would also go down in history as the man who brought the treasure home.
And Rayne was okay with parting with billions of dollars of gold and silver. Why? Because she’d managed to snag herself three gold and two silver shekels in addition to the promised finder’s fee of ten million dollars, and Jenny had somehow managed to find the time to book Rayne and Chase in with Archaeology Today for an issue dedicated to them and their find. Its editor and Moshe would likely self-combust when they brought the Ark of the Covenant to light too. That work had to wait while they brought Altman down, because if he was able to get the shipping container within the confines of the freeport, it was game over and the treasure would be lost in an entirely new way.
Twelve days had passed since G&T had fished them out of the Caspian, and Rayne insisted they wouldn’t be going back until Chase’s leg had properly healed. She hadn’t survived Altman’s attempt to blow her up only to die of an infection from the oil and gas pollution. Rayne had come too close to losing her, and she wasn’t about to let anything happen to her again. G&T had traveled back to Turkmenistan over a week ago, replete with several buckets of M&Ms for Hazan to make up for the loss of his precious Argo. Their pseudo-fishing trip guarding the mountainside entrance to the cave wasn’t their first choice of mission. After being blindsided by Jeff and Hank, the twins had wanted to pay a visit to Nigracatus’ HQ to “deter them” from pursuing Chase or Rayne further, but she was having none of it. Altman, Jeff, and Hank thought they were dead, so once the Copper Scroll and the treasure was safely in Moshe’s possession, Rayne planned to contact Lauren to smooth things over with Nigracatus for both her and Chase. Contacting her old mentor and lover wasn’t her first choice, and there was no way she’d be able to tell Chase about it given Lauren was the cause of the Florida betrayal and Rayne’s entry into the darker side of archaeology. But it was her only option. Lauren was hip deep in the shady organization, and it wouldn’t take her much effort at all to straighten the situation out. Rayne hoped the price for doing so wouldn’t be too destructive.
A disembodied voice over the radio startled her from her musings. The FBI agent seated beside Moshe picked up their radio.
“Repeat?”
“The rig carrying the shipping container has entered the compound. It was followed in by a red sports car. They’ll be at the entrance in five minutes. Hold for confirmation of the driver.”
Excitement bubbled in Rayne’s stomach, but there was something else, something she couldn’t quite identify. She doubted it was nerves; she wasn’t involved in the operation to take down Altman, and she’d had to fight to get them a seat in the van to watch it all happen. The absence of G&T? Had she become so reliant on them as a safety net that she now felt exposed without them?
“This is exciting.” Chase put her hand on Rayne’s thigh and squeezed. “I’ve always wanted to be on a stakeout.”
Of course her hero would be enjoying this. She placed her hand over Chase’s. “You’re in the wrong profession. I can see you running around in a flak jacket taking down bad guys.”
Chase gave her a quirky smile. “You jest, but a career change might be good for me.”
Rayne patted Chase’s injured leg. “Don’t you get enough war wounds in your current profession, Doctor Stinsen?” She placed her other hand across her chest. “And spare a thought for me. How would I cope if you were putting your life on the line on the mean streets of LA every day?”
“Are you going for a change of profession now?” Chase asked. “Looks like you might want to try your hand at acting.”
“I really don’t think so. I’m very happy doing what I do.” The words tumbled from Rayne’s mouth automatically, but whether or not they were true was a matter for her to consider.
“You are happy stealing scrolls and being blown up by your colleagues?” Moshe asked as he turned on his stool to face them. “What kind of a life is that?”
“I didn’t steal the scroll, Moshe. How many times do I have to tell you that before you believe me?”
“You didn’t steal this scroll, no, but what of your previous work?” Moshe put air quotes on the final word for good measure. “Have the artifacts you’ve uncovered always found their way to their rightful home?”
“People change, Mr. Zoabi. You wouldn’t be here about to take possession of a missing scroll and a two-millennium-old treasure haul for your country if it weren’t for Rayne.”
Chase looked across at Rayne and winked when Moshe appeared to have no immediate response. While Rayne could appreciate Chase’s instinct to protect her, the content of her defense rankled, and there was as much judgment in her voice as there had been in Moshe’s. Was Chase so self-righteous that she’d always hold Rayne’s past work against her? Not every contract in the past ten years had been dark or bordering on criminal. Okay, so they might not all have been morally conscionable either, but she was no Ark-stealing Nazi.
“Showtime.” The FBI agent tapped on their monitor. “Here we go.”
“Confirm the car is registered to Aya Altman. Driver identified as Altman.”
Rayne’s heart raced as she watched the operation unfold on the various screens. As the vehicles slowed to a halt and the occupants emerged, everything kicked off. The different angles from various helmets and chest cameras bounced into action, making Rayne a little motion sick. Twenty or so agents converged on the scene from all directions, but Rayne focused on the one camera heading directly for Altman. She wanted to see him hit the ground. Hard. She held nothing against him for leaving her on the boat—he’d given her a choice, after all—but no one tried to kill her Chase and got away with it.
Altman held up his hands and surrendered far too easily for her liking, and no police brutality was necessary. As the agent drew closer, the smug expression on Altman’s face faltered but only slightly. No doubt he thought that his high-priced lawyers would be able to get him out of this. She probably wouldn’t be getting any more contracts from him even when he found out she’d survived the boat explosion. If word spread about this and the Zenobia debacle, if people suspected she’d turned, she couldn’t expect contracts to be forthcoming from many of her current client base. And that was okay too. She reminded herself that this was what she’d wanted: working with Chase and doing the right thing. Fifty percent of ten million dollars was more than reasonable, and since Altman had covered all their expenses, that was all profit. It would’ve been a different picture if that hadn’t been the case, but she’d still promised Hazan a new old Argo, which had to come from her share. Chase hadn’t talked about it at all, but money never had been an important factor in her life.
“Can I check the contents of the shipping container yet?” Moshe asked.
“Not yet, sir,” the FBI agent replied. “We need to make sure it’s safe before you’re allowed access.”
Safe. Rayne switched focus to the rig carrying the shipping container and was disappointed when the driver wasn’t Jeff or Hank. She supposed their job was complete when they left Chase and her to die on the boat. They worked for Nigracatus, and their contract had never been with Altman. She pushed away the unease that settled with the realization that neither of them would be arrested for attempted murder. A life of constantly looking over her shoulder for potential assassins didn’t appeal. Lauren would sort it, like Lauren sorted everything when they were together. She closed her eyes briefly. It would be a mistake to involve her, Rayne acknowledged that. But it was a mistake she couldn’t avoid.
“No sign of Jeff and Hank,” Chase said, as if reading her mind. 
Thank goodness she couldn’t. “They’ll be long gone and onto the next job.”
“But we’re alive. Technically, they haven’t finished this job.” Chase motioned to herself.
“Don’t worry. I’ve got a plan to deal with that.” Not a plan that Chase would like, but a plan that would work, and keeping Chase alive was all that mattered to Rayne. She didn’t care what it took to make it happen.
Chase took Rayne’s hand. “Thank you. Again.”
Chase looked up, her tell that she was fighting back tears. Rayne knew that Chase’s thanks wasn’t about her plan but what she’d already done by staying on that boat with her. If Rayne responded, they’d both end up in floods, and that would be totally unprofessional and unacceptable. It was one thing to soften herself for Chase in private, but there was no way she was projecting anything other than the tough character she’d established a reputation as in front of anyone else.
Rayne glanced at the monitors and noticed a couple of the agents had turned their attention to the truck and were opening the shipping container.
“Are you ready for this, Moshe?” Rayne asked, thankful for the distraction.
“I am. But I’m not sure the rest of Israel will be.” Moshe gasped as the agents opened the doors to reveal the ancient chests within. They opened one, scooped up handfuls of gold and silver coins, and let them slide through their fingers. “Or perhaps I am not.”
Rayne reached across the van and squeezed his shoulder, thinking of the Ark and its imminent exposure. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”
 



EPILOGUE
 
Three months later
 
RAYNE ENTERED THE restaurant and Chase sucked in her breath as she watched, one hundred percent certain that she’d never tire of seeing Rayne walk toward her. She pushed her chair out and stood. Her leg twinged slightly, the new skin reminding her it hadn’t fully settled. The long, wide scar that remained gave her an interesting story to tell, and she liked that it was a permanent reminder of the day she and Rayne discovered the treasure of the Copper Scroll and the Ark of the Covenant.
“Don’t you look delicious?” Rayne kissed her, full and hard before she broke off and ran her fingers along Chase’s tie. “Mulberry silk? Is this a special occasion and you forgot to tell me?”
Chase licked her lips and savored the lasting tingle she felt with every one of their kisses. “It is, but I didn’t forget to tell you. I’m going to tell you.” She pulled out a chair for Rayne so that she had a view of the Medusa statue they both adored.
“You’re being all mysterious. I like it.”
Chase pushed Rayne’s chair closer to the table and kissed the top of her head, pausing to take a deep inhalation of her sweet, seductive scent. “Good.”
The waitress came and took their food order and quickly returned with the bottle of La Grande Dame 2012 Veuve Cliquot that Chase had ordered, knowing it was Rayne’s favorite.
Chase lifted her hand to stop her from uncorking it. “I’ll do that, thanks.”
The waitress placed the bottle back in the ice bucket. Rayne swizzled it around, presumably to see the label.
“Wow. This really is a special occasion. Very nice choice.” Rayne entwined her fingers with Chase’s and bit her bottom lip. “What are we celebrating?”
Chase pushed one of the two manilla envelopes toward Rayne. “This, for starters.”
Rayne withdrew her hand and snatched the package. “Is this what I think it is?”
Chase unbuttoned her vest and leaned back in her chair. “Depends what you think it is.”
Rayne ran her thumb across the top of the envelope to open it, pulled the journal out, and set it on the table. “Have you seen it already?”
“Of course not.” She admired the front cover of Archaeology Today: a luminous, Technicolor photograph of the Ark of the Covenant with them both standing behind it. “I wanted to share this with you. I want to share everything with you.”
Rayne looked up and caught Chase in her gaze. Chase wouldn’t describe it as a deer-in-the-headlights situation. That implied terror or fear, and it was neither of those emotions that gripped her very core. But God, when Rayne looked at her the way she was doing right now, the whole world stopped, everything else faded into pixels, and her eyes were like the sun, giving her life and encouraging her to grow, to shine and fulfil her potential. It made her want to do nothing more than stare into those eyes for hours, soaking it all up and bathing in Rayne’s love.
Rayne glanced away. “You’re such a mushy goo pot.”
Chase registered the love and slight tremble in Rayne’s words as she heard, really heard, the meaning and intensity behind Chase’s sentiment. Rayne turned the magazine sideward so they could both see it and began to flick through the pages. The whole issue from front to back cover, aside from the advertisements, was dedicated to their discovery of the Ark of the Covenant, the Asyūt Scroll, and the massive treasure trove of the Copper Scroll. Even the tank twins had a small feature, though Ginn was the only one who had loved the process.
“This is amazing.” Rayne turned the final page and closed the journal. She turned it front cover up as the waitress returned with their first course.
She glanced at it momentarily before taking another quick look after placing their bowls down. “Wow, that’s awesome,” she muttered as she walked away.
Chase grinned. “Did you hear that?”
“I did.” Rayne slipped the journal back inside the envelope. “Don’t want to spill anything on it.” She pointed toward the champagne. “So can we wash down our achievement with a glass of bubbles?”
“Crap, sorry, of course.” Chase had gotten so enthralled with simply being with Rayne in a relaxed environment that she’d completely forgotten about the champagne. She pulled the bottle from the bucket, uncorked it with a whooshing pop that made the rest of the nearby diners duck, and slowly poured two glasses.
Rayne raised hers and clinked it to Chase’s. “To us.”
“To our future together.” Chase took a sip and swallowed down the unexpected emotion that swirled upward with their toast. Less than four months ago, they almost didn’t have a future—together or otherwise. And every time she thought about it, thought about Rayne choosing to stay and die with her rather than leave and live, she struggled to keep a lid on her overwhelming gratitude to have found a love like theirs. And Chase had truly wanted Rayne to leave and not to give up her life, but Rayne’s instant sacrifice was the stuff of Shakespearean tragedy. People said that they’d die for each other daily in grand gestures of love, and Chase had often thought them reckless in their declaration, sure that ninety percent of those people wouldn’t back up their statement with action in a life-or-death situation. That Rayne had and that they’d lived to tell the tale, Chase couldn’t find the words to express her incredulity. And she definitely couldn’t find the words to tell Rayne how much it meant to her, but she vowed to spend the rest of her life showing her.
Chase pulled herself out of her reverie. “I love you, babe.”
Rayne finished her mouthful of soup. “I love you.”
After the waitress cleared their dishes a little while later, Chase retrieved the long box she’d hidden beside her chair and offered it to Rayne.
“That’s big. Are you sure you want me to open it here?” Rayne winked and gave a dirty laugh.
Chase rubbed her forehead and glanced around but nobody seemed to have heard what Rayne said, or they didn’t care if they did. “I’d never give you a sex toy in a public place,” she whispered.
Rayne huffed. “Boring.”
She made short work of the packaging and pulled out the eighteen-inch miniature of the giant Medusa statue outside the restaurant.
“Oh wow.” Rayne placed it on the table in front of her and covered her mouth. “That’s wonderful.”
Chase grinned when the gift had the desired effect and tears ran down her cheeks.
Rayne looked up. “You’re not supposed to enjoy making a woman cry, you know. That says bad things about you.”
“It’s not a replica. Stevie put me in touch with Garbati to ask his permission for Giulia Ricci, the woman who cast that statue in bronze, to do a smaller one for you.”
The way Rayne caressed the figure made Chase shift in her chair and squeeze her thighs together.
“What is she cast in?” Rayne seemed to notice Chase’s reaction and continued her exploration of the statue all the more.
“Titanium. She represents how strong and unbreakable our relationship is.” Chase straightened in her chair, more than a little proud of the thought behind the creation of Rayne’s gift.
Rayne leaned over, slipped her hand inside Chase’s vest, and pulled her in for a searing hot kiss. Chase moaned too loudly but couldn’t help herself.
“You’re so thoughtful.” Rayne broke away and drew her fingernail across Chase’s cheek. “I hope you don’t have to fly back to Stanford tomorrow. I’m going to keep you up all night thanking you for this gift.”
Chase deep-sighed. She pushed the other envelope toward Rayne. “What happened on that boat, what nearly happened to us, it got me thinking. About priorities, about what’s important in life and how transient it can all be.” She tapped Rayne’s sculpture gently. “Metals and myths endure. People crumble to stardust.” She swallowed the lump that loomed in her throat and threatened to cut off her words. What she’d done. What she was about to do. 
“Can I open it?” Rayne had picked up the envelope and was rotating it slowly.
“Yeah. Please.” Chase waited as Rayne flipped the seal and pulled out the letter. It didn’t take her long to read it. 
She jumped out of her seat, practically launched herself onto Chase’s lap, and wrapped her arms around her neck. “Harvard? Harrison’s offered you tenure at Harvard?”
Rayne kissed her, deep and hard: a kiss so full of love and passion, of emotion and promise that she knew she’d made the right decision. “She has.”
Rayne pulled back and looked serious. “Are you accepting it? I mean, you love Stanford. You’ve always wanted to teach there. Your life is there. Your house. Noemie’s—”
Chase placed her finger over Rayne’s lips. “I’ve already said yes.”
“Oh my god!”
Rayne squeezed Chase so tight she thought she might pass out.
“Are you sure?” Rayne pulled back again. “This is such a huge decision. Are you sure?”
Chase laughed at Rayne’s reaction. She cupped her face and kissed her gently. “I’m sure.” She looked deep into Rayne’s eyes, trying to express everything she couldn’t say in that one look. “The only thing I’m more sure of is that I want to spend every possible moment of this life right by your side. I don’t care where I teach as long as I get to come home to you every night.” She kissed her again. “I don’t want to waste time traversing the country to steal tiny pieces of an existence. I want a real life with you.”
Rayne ran her fingers through Chase’s hair. “That sounds amazing, and I’m all in. But I’ve been thinking that we shouldn’t work together. It seems to be bad for our health. I mean, how many quests have we been on separately and never come to any harm? Do you think the universe is trying to tell us something?”
Chase laughed and pulled Rayne in for another kiss, desperate for her taste, for her love, for her everything. “I guess we’ll have to talk about that. But right now, I want to celebrate us. Let’s get the rest of our meal in takeout boxes. We’re going to need some sustenance tonight.”
Rayne wiggled her eyebrows. “Let’s go, baby. I do have a new sex toy at home I’m dying for you to strap it on and try out.”
Chase’s clit twitched in response. “Anything and everything, forever and always.” She kissed her once more before getting up. As Rayne gathered her things, Chase took the time to breathe the moment in. This was the beginning of the rest of their lives, together, as they should be, as they were always meant to be. And whatever that future held, Chase knew they could face anything, side by side. 
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