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      Blurb

      

      
        Two months after their first crazy adventure, Amanda and Sebastian are back together again. And once again they're in trouble.
      

      This time Amanda has come to the attention of a rather fabulously rich and unscrupulous antiques dealer, and Sebastian is forced to pull every trick he knows to try to keep her safe. Before they know it, they're in Paris, and before Sebastian quite realizes what he's doing, he's kissing Amanda up against a wall.

       Can Sebastian and Amanda safely navigate their way out of trouble while still finding the treasure?

      ....

      The Trouble and Treasure series follows a wisecracking lawyer and the woman he shouldn't fall for fighting for treasure. If you love your action adventures with wit, action, and a splash of romance, grab The Cross of Constantine today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Chapter 1

    Amanda Stanton

    I was gardening. In the past several months, I’d done a lot of gardening. In the past several months, I’d done a lot of cleaning too. I hadn’t accepted a job as a maid or groundskeeper. I didn’t need gainful employment anymore, either. I owned an entire freaking country manor. After the awful events of several months before, and under the advice of my new and freakishly handsome lawyer, I’d sold the second Stargazer globe, and with the proceeds I’d bought my great-uncle’s manor.

    Since then I’d been cleaning it up. I couldn’t complain, as I adored the place. The more boxes I shifted from the drawing room, and the more I dusted the sun-kissed tomes in the library, the more the innate charm of the place won me over.

    Just as Sebastian had promised, all of the hullabaloo over the globes had died down. I was no longer receiving unwelcome visits in the night from mercenaries, burglars, and criminals, and I could appreciate the peace and quiet.

    I picked some fresh bay leaves from the old tree by the door and marched into the kitchen. Throwing them into the simmering pot on the stove, I grated in the zest from a lemon. The fragrant aromas filled the room, mixing with the scent of verbena and lavender wafting in from the open French doors. I’d had to remodel half the kitchen and the patio after the incident, as I was calling it.

    I’d set up a cast-iron table just outside the doors and had gone to the bother of putting a freshly ironed, white tablecloth over it.

    Someone was coming over to tea. Someone with a law degree and a penchant for finding treasure.

    No. He wasn’t coming around on a date. Things hadn’t progressed that far. He was coming around to discuss my great-uncle’s journal and our next clue.

    I bit my lip as I cooked. I’d never noticed it, but it was a move I’d done all my life, and it wasn’t until Sebastian had pointed it out one day, a curious smile spreading his lips, that I’d begun to realize how often I did it. I had also realized it never failed to make Sebastian smile.

    Soft classical music played on my stereo system, and I hummed along to it, one hand conducting the orchestra as I threw fresh garlic in my pot, grinning at the delicious smell that met my nose.

    Sebastian loved his food. He loved treasure too, and I was almost certain he was more of a lady’s man than I was willing to forgive him for, but still, I couldn’t deny he always seemed at his happiest after I’d cooked him mille-feuille with fresh strawberries from the garden or a home-made pizza with roasted aubergine picked fresh from my glasshouse.

    It had been a beautiful day, and there was barely a soft breeze picking up now the sun was setting. I hoped I would have a fabulous night to boot.

    I continued preparing dinner, occasionally glancing outside to ensure the breeze hadn’t upset my fine linen tablecloth. I smiled at a private thought about Sebastian that I wasn’t willing to admit to the world yet. That thought led to another. I wondered what the charming rogue was currently up to. No doubt sitting at his desk, dealing with snooty customers while his mind wandered. I’d have to put extra cream on his cake tonight to make up for all that dull drudgery.

  
    Chapter 2

    Sebastian Shaw

    I ran forward, the movements of my legs jerky as I put too much weight on my left ankle, blood dripping over my sock and splattering against my shoe. Dammit, I couldn’t believe I’d been this stupid. I’d foolishly walked into this trap. It had been a rookie’s mistake, and it would be a rookie’s final and embarrassing defeat too.

    I twisted my head to the side as I scanned the room for something to duck behind. Though I was in a warehouse stacked with crates, I wasn’t dumb enough to somersault behind the nearest box and hope for the best. The men I was dealing with were not about to blanch at searching behind every single crate, through every single room, and over every single inch of floor. By searching, I meant grabbing their high-powered assault rifles and letting spray after spray of ammunition do the searching for them. Hiding wasn’t an option. Running the hell away was.

    Today was meant to have been a damn good day. I’d had a couple of clients in the morning, but nothing too challenging. I’d gone out to lunch with Paula Hall, a 6’1, blonde, buxom, downright gorgeous bombshell who hardly ate anything but always spent the entire time staring at me, her lipstick-clad lips curling suggestively. My meeting with Paula hadn’t been a date, no matter how often her long legs had banged into mine under the table. Paula worked for Antonio Segal – one of the richest, meanest, and best-connected antique dealers in all of Europe. He had offices in all the major capitals: London, Paris, Zürich, Berlin. Though his major headquarters were situated somewhere in Lichtenstein, for tax purposes, Antonio was often jet-setting all over the world, securing new deals, making new contacts, and always finding new and more illegal ways to steal artifacts. Paula worked for his London division. While I knew she was crooked through and through, I still had to appreciate how damn fine she looked in those tight suits and heels.

    Lunch had been enjoyable and informative. Now it was mid-afternoon, and lunch was a distant memory, just as my life would be if I didn’t manage to escape this warehouse before they found me.

    Who were they? I wasn’t 100% sure, but I felt it had something to do with Romeo. Damn that man, but you couldn’t fault him for being determined. This afternoon I’d shown up at an old lady’s house, having answered an ad offering to sell off her late husband’s clock and watch collection, only to find I recognized one of the cars pulled up on the other side of the street. You know the kind of car I’m talking about: big, black, and with windows tinted the color of coal.

    From that point on, everything had gone to hell in a hand basket. I’d waited for Romeo’s men to get back in their dodgy van and had followed them back to this warehouse. In a fit of further stupidity, I’d gotten out of my car, intending to sneak around back and steal my way into the building. Further intending to steal whatever I could get my hands on once inside. While that ostensibly sounded like the activities of a criminal and not someone who was familiar with the law, I had a unique and some would say extra-legal relationship with the Army that would ensure my efforts wouldn’t be met with a holiday in prison.

    My stupid plan had led to a predictably stupid outcome. I’d failed to realize there’d been motion sensors set up outside the building, and the second I’d expertly climbed up on a bin and squeezed through one of the windows was the second I’d set the alarms off. Rookie mistake. A fucking stupid one at that. Now here I was, stuck behind a crate stuffed full of interesting but still illegal artifacts, wondering how I could navigate past the guards, dogs, and henchmen without, oh, I don’t know, dying.

    I would most definitely be late for Amanda’s. She’d be cooking us something tasty, because hot damn if she wasn’t the best cook I’d met. Last week I’d popped around and Amanda had whipped up some fried halloumi with a lime, garlic, and coriander sauce. As I’d finished licking my fingers after demolishing the entire plate, she’d gone on to pull out a cheesecake with fresh strawberry sauce from the fridge. I swear if I’d known of her cooking talents all those months ago when I’d met her at the auction, I would have treated her as the national treasure she was. Nobody with the ability to make food taste that good should have been allowed to slip into Maratova’s hands.

    I had to keep my mind off Amanda’s cooking and onto the fact I could hear the soft and measured footfall of heavy boots about a meter to my left.

    I re-gripped my gun and jammed my tongue against the back of my clenched teeth.

    I could hear the guy breathing, and while I had good control over my own, I knew it wouldn’t be long until he picked up the slight hiss of me trying my fucking hardest to breathe in complete silence.

    Though the warehouse was out of town, it was still next to a major highway, and there was a screech of tires and the crunch of metal, as presumably somebody else’s day was ruined. The crash didn’t sound serious, but it gave me the distraction I needed. I launched at the tower of boxes before me and somehow got enough grip between each stacked crate to climb them, one after the other, until I was on top of the pile. The guy twisted around and started shooting, bullets zipping past me as I fell flat on my stomach.

    “Found him,” the guy shouted.

    I scooted along the top of the crates, silently thanking whichever anal guy had stacked them there in the first place. They were steady, steady enough to lie on, steady enough to run across, and hopefully steady enough to jump over too.

    I shoved up just as another flurry of bullets sliced around me. As I pushed up, I crammed my good foot into the gap between me and the crate on the edge of the pile, and I gave it my all. With a groan appropriate to my situation, I dislodged the crate, and it toppled over.

    I didn’t wait around to see if it hit its mark and squashed the guy directly under me. I turned and ran over the crates in a move that violated every Occupational Health & Safety rule in the land. As I ran, trying to ignore my bleeding ankle, I kept my gun in my grip and ready to aim. I wasn’t about to roll off the top of the crate, come to a stop in the middle of the bad guys, and shoot them all like I was out of some damn film. Firstly, I wasn’t stupid – I knew such a move would get me shot. Secondly, I wasn’t a mass murderer, and I didn’t have any plans to add that to my CV today.

    I kept running over the tops of the crates, some of them tipping and moving, but still managing to keep my balance and still managing to keep off the bad-guy-infested floor below. It was like I was playing a more serious version of the lava game. You remember, the one where you pretend the floor’s covered in lava, and you have to navigate around the room by jumping from different bits of furniture? Yeah, I was playing the lava game, except I was in a factory and my specific brand of lava had AK-47s and M-15s.

    As I reached the end of the crates, I did something brazen, stupid, and hilariously action-hero. Letting out a suitable wild scream, I put on a burst of speed and jumped off the end of the crates, aiming for the next pile separated from me by about a meter and a half.

    Somehow I managed it. Keeping a careful hold of my gun, I did a roll as I sprang to my feet and kept running, more bullets blasting my way.

    This would go down as one of my most screwed up Tuesdays. Okay, not the worst, because I could remember a certain Tuesday with a certain Amanda Stanton. That had been a seriously fucked up Tuesday.

    I reached the end of another row of crates and managed yet another spectacular roll, but this time as I rolled up I snagged the skin of my already cut ankle on a raised nail. I swore viciously as the pain radiated down my foot, another splattering of blood covering my shoe.

    I sprang back to my feet and lurched forward, which was a good thing, as the crate I’d been on exploded. Though I didn’t want to turn around and check, or raise my voice and ask over the bruising noise of gunfire and swear words, I could bet someone had brought out a combat shotgun, or something extra special heavy duty, and was blasting away at the wooden crates like a merry kid picking off the line of ducks at a carnival.

    Before I could rue the fact I hadn’t brought my own fancy shotgun to the bad guy shootout, I grabbed my gun instead, shooting out the windows right at the end of the row of crates I ran along. The glass shattered, the sound of it hardly audible as whoever was pumping away with the shotgun kept aiming my way, chunks of wood blasting up and around me, the smell mixing with the gunpowder to make an acrid, throat-punching mix.

    All of that didn’t matter, because I was about to escape. Not paying any attention to the colorful vernacular, the shouts, and the threats from below, I put on a final burst of speed, ignoring my injury, and I launched at the broken window. I wasn’t a complete idiot and didn’t somersault through it, ignoring the pressing fact that the ground was about three meters below me. I didn’t need a broken neck today.

    What I did do was something fancy and not something I’d been taught in law school. Stowing my gun in the back of my pants, flicking the safety on so I didn’t shoot my butt cheek off, I jumped out of the window, but I kept the move short, and I twisted around in midair, dropping and latching my hands onto the other side of the window frame. It was a brazen, suicidal move, but it worked out. If it hadn’t been for the warehouse full of armed and pissed-off goons, I wouldn’t have tried it. The funny thing about impending death is it brings out the creative and last-ditch in you.

    Miraculously the window ledge wasn’t covered in chunks of glass, and luckily my fingers weren’t chopped off the moment I latched onto it.

    I didn’t hang there long. I dropped to the ground, landing and reducing the force of the impact by rolling backward and up onto my feet.

    Without a word and without a fist pump, I turned tail and ran. That would be when the dogs arrived. You guessed it, they weren’t lap dogs. Oh they were Dobermans. The big kind; the vicious kind; the kind that hadn’t been fed in a while and were looking at a slice of me like I might look at a slice of freshly made apple tart Amanda had pulled from the oven.

    There were three of them, and all three growled in a way that told me they weren’t about to play nice. I shook my head to the side and swore bitterly. I reached for my gun. Problem was, I was sure I only had about two bullets left. There being three dogs, that meant there wasn’t enough ammunition to go round.

    As I reached my gun, one of the dogs put on a burst of speed, and launched right at me, jaw opening wide, slobber sparkling on its sharp teeth. I brought up my elbow and twisted to the side at the right moment, letting my arm connect with its jaw and shoving down, using the dog’s momentum against it.

    A bullet ripped past me, snagging my upper left arm, a splatter of blood erupting over my shirt. I didn’t have time to clutch at it, swear, or tell whoever had shot me to fuck off – I dropped to my knees and rolled to my left in a quick and tight tank roll as one of the Dobermans snapped at my arm.

    Another bullet slammed into the floor where I’d been standing, and while I couldn’t celebrate the fact I was being shot at again, at least it confused the dogs.

    Though we were outside, and the highway was on a rise to our left, it was far enough away that no one could see us. The bad guys had switched to silenced pistols anyway. Not that silencers completely muffle the sound of shots. That’s a myth from the movies. They did, however, cut out enough noise not to alert the nearby motorists that a bunch of poorly trained mercenaries were about to shoot an expensively trained lawyer.

    I twisted forward with my own gun, moving sideways in a strafing motion, and I shot the guy right in his firing shoulder.

    As he crumpled, I turned and I bloody ran.

    I had a single bullet left, three dogs after me, and god knows how many more bad guys. Also, if I didn’t hit the road, I’d be late for dinner at Amanda’s. And that, that would be criminal.

  
    Chapter 3

    Amanda Stanton

    He was late. Again. Although I couldn’t say he was always late, I could say he was late enough that I could get justifiably annoyed. I liked to time my meals so I could pull them from the oven when my guest walked through the door. I wanted them to be just perfect. Yet now I sat at the kitchen table, fingers drumming against the wood, staring at my open French doors, wondering how bloody late he would be.

    I gave another huff as I shifted the papers stacked on my table. They were material relating to the next clue in my great-uncle’s journal. Though Sebastian had told the world I didn’t have the three remaining Stargazers, I still had my great-uncle’s journal, and that would lead me to them. I just had to figure out the clues, go to wherever they sent me, undertake whatever trials would come, and claim the maps once and for all.

    Just as I grew mutinous enough to throw the dinner in the trash, the doorbell rang. As my house was damn huge, I’d had to install a doorbell, as I’d often been unable to hear Sebastian knocking, and Sebastian being Sebastian, would always let himself in anyway and come across me either dancing embarrassingly in the kitchen or hopping out of the shower, towel hastily clutched around my chest.

    At first I ran to the door, but as soon as I was upon it I stomped instead. I yanked it open, planting one hand on my hip as I tersely crunched my lip between my teeth.

    “What time do you call this?” I demanded.

    Sebastian pulled his hand out of his pocket, rearranged his watch, and made a show of counting on his fingers as if he couldn’t read the time properly. “7:45,” he answered. “Why? What time do you call it?”

    I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t know why I bother cooking for you if you won’t show up when you say you will. I’ll have to reheat my ratatouille, and my bread won’t be nearly as nice.”

    Sebastian opened his mouth to offer a snarky reply no doubt, but then he grinned. It was clear he’d been readying a devastating comeback but had changed his mind when he’d heard what I’d prepared for dinner. “Fresh bread?”

    “French baguettes.” I crossed my arms tightly.

    “You know, Amanda, I knew there was a reason I kept coming to see you.” Ignoring the fact I was in his way, he pushed past me, his arm brushing my elbow.

    “Is it because I still have my great-uncle’s journal and you want to find the rest of the Stargazers? Something to do with you having spent your whole life trying to track them down and the fact you would never feel whole and worthwhile until you have your hands on them?” I asked, voice dripping with sarcasm.

    Sebastian trotted off down the hallway, heading to the kitchen. “What did you make for dessert?” he said as he started to take his jacket off.

    I followed him, crossing my arms and staring darkly at the back of his head.

    “Come on, Amanda, don’t leave me hanging.” He half turned and looked at me, walking backward as he cracked a mischievous grin. “What’s for dessert? I’ve had a big day, and I need something sweet to cheer me up.”

    Was it me or did he let his eyes linger on me, smile kinking to the side?

    I let one of my eyebrows arch up. Just as I was about to tell him to sod off, I saw a patch of red growing on his shirt on his left upper arm.

    “Sebastian,” I walked closer to him, “you’re bleeding.”

    He looked down at his arm, expression wary as he picked at the shirt, plucking it away from his bleeding arm so the stain didn’t grow. “Bugger,” was all he said. He didn’t stop walking backward toward the kitchen, and it wasn’t until he burst through the door, grabbing one of the kitchen chairs and sitting heavily, that he paid attention to his wound. It was bleeding profusely, the red stain now the size of a cup.

    “What happened?” I jerked toward him.

    He shrugged. “I had to work today.”

    “You’re a lawyer, Sebastian, and as far as I know, bloody wounds aren’t all that
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