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YES. A THOUSAND AND ONE PERCENT, YES.

Corrie Mejía’s thighs tensed under the antique wooden desk in her office as she gripped the arms of the matching chair. The old Mexican pine creaked under the tension as she forced her body to remain calm and commanded her face to appear as if she were still considering the offer presented by the balding, middle-aged man sitting across from her.

This was the moment she’d been waiting for since the day she’d decided to become an archaeologist. Now that it was finally happening, it took all her strength not to launch out of her seat and accept the job without knowing any details—not that it would be the first time. But who cared about details after hearing those glorious words, words she’d longed to hear for decades:

Because you, Dr. Socorro Mejía, are the world’s most brilliant archaeologist and the leading expert on the subject, we want you—and only you, because no one else could possibly measure up— for an all- expenses- paid and no-expense- spared expedition to Mexico to search for the remains of the Aztec warrior Chimalli and the tecpatl sacrificial knife he stole from Moctezuma II when he fled Tenochtitlán right before the downfall of the Aztec Empire.

Well, okay. He didn’t say it quite like that. It was more like I’ve been sent here by an anonymous investor to offer you a position on a Chimalli expedition.

But the implication was still there—no one knew more about Chimalli than Corrie. And she was fucking brilliant.

The dusty old clock she’d inherited from her grandmother ticked in the corner of her tiny office at Berkeley. Her office was only half the size of those of the other faculty members. Once you make tenure, you’ll get a bigger one, she’d been told. Funny how that had never happened. It wouldn’t have even crossed her mind if this stranger wasn’t practically right on top of her in the cramped space, able to observe every flinch. Every forced effort at maintaining composure.

The ticking grew louder with each passing second. And with each hammering beat, Corrie’s abuela’s words echoed through her ears.

If it’s too good to be true, there’s a catch.

Corrie had learned the truth behind those words the hard way. Now, at thirty-five years old, she’d trained herself to temper her gut reactions. Suss out the motives. Put in some evaluation before the adventure. Or, you know, maybe at least get a detail or two in advance of saying yes.

Because why—especially after rallying hard for the last eight years to find someone to finance this exact dig—would this güey she’d never seen or heard of in her entire life be coming to her now, offering her the job of all jobs. Her dream dig on an all- expenses- paid platter.

There had to be a catch. There was always a catch.

A knock on her door cut through the tension in the room, allowing her to release her hold on the chair.

“Come in,” she called out, giving the stranger a quick glance before swiveling her chair toward the door.

Her mentee, Dr. Miriam Jacobs, entered, clasping an assortment of books and papers under her arm.

“Hi, Dr. Mejía,” she said, noticing that Corrie had company, “I’m here for our one o’clock to discuss next semester’s course outline.”

Corrie glanced at the clock, and sure enough, their meeting should have started more than ten minutes ago. Right. Those were the details she should have been focusing on, given that the fall semester would be starting in a few short weeks. It wasn’t like her to be late or to blow people off. She wasn’t an “absentminded professor” or one of those my time is more important than your time types like some of her colleagues. In fact, Corrie prided herself on being down to earth. Someone her students admired rather than feared. A professor who was as entertaining over a pint of beer as she was in the classroom. A mentor for other young female archaeologists like Miriam to help navigate the patriarchal holdovers of the formerly male-dominated field.

But this unfamiliar person had showed up fifteen minutes ago and immediately started with, “I have a proposition that you’ll find very enticing,” before she could tell him she had an upcoming appointment. How was she supposed to refuse without at least hearing him out?

“Oh, I’m sorry, Miri. The time got away from me. Just give me—”

“Dr. Mejía won’t be handling any courses this fall.”

The stranger’s words about knocked the wind out of her. Enticing or not, Corrie Mejía did not take kindly to men speaking for her.

“Excuse me?” Corrie said, slowly cocking her head in the man’s direction.

“Dr. Mejía is leaving for Mexico in a few days,” the man clarified, speaking to Miriam as if Corrie weren’t in the room, “and she’ll be there at least through the semester.” He took off his glasses and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, proceeding to polish the lenses as if it were no big deal.

As if leaving for an unplanned trip to Mexico in a few days were no big deal.

“I’m not sure if you realize this, but I haven’t agreed yet,” Corrie snapped back.

“No, but you will.”

“Oh, I will, will I? Says who?” She folded her arms and leaned back in her chair.

“Says the person who sent me here.” The man returned his glasses to his face. “I wouldn’t be here if there was even an inkling of a chance that you’d say no.”

Corrie’s mouth slackened, but nothing came out. Person? What person? Various names swirled through her head, but none made any sense. It couldn’t be any of the people she’d previously approached for funding, because why the need to remain anonymous? And she didn’t really know anyone else who had the financial means to pull off something like this, and certainly not someone who knew her well enough to be so sure that there wasn’t even an inkling of a chance that she’d say no. Few people knew Corrie at all—at least, not the real Corrie.

“Corrie?” Miriam asked, her voice strained with worry and confusion, pulling Corrie’s attention to the matter at hand.

“Um, uh, yes,” she said, standing and walking toward the door. “How about I e-mail you this afternoon and we can reschedule?”

Corrie held the door open for Miri, who took two tentative steps back while nodding and taking one last glance at the stranger before she closed the door. With her back to the man, she took a deep breath, then turned and leaned flush against the woodpaneled slab.

“Who sent you?” she asked.

“I’m sorry, Dr. Mejía, but that’s confidential.”

“All right . . . Then where would I be going?”

“Also confidential.”

Her eyebrow quirked up. “Okay . . . How am I supposed to direct this dig if I don’t know who I’m working for or where I’m going?”

“You’ll be assisting, not directing. The specifics will be left to the lead archaeologist.”

A tiny laugh escaped her lips as she tossed back her head and looked at the ceiling. He couldn’t be serious. No way was Corrie agreeing to play second fiddle on a Chimalli dig. Not even if succeeding on this dig could finally launch her into archaeology’s gated inner circle where she might be taken more seriously.

“Hold on. Let me get this straight. Not only will I not be the lead, but you want me to agree to go on a job not knowing who sent you, who I’ll be working for, or where I’ll be going, and I’ll be leaving in a few days? And, let me guess, your name is confidential, too?”

The man didn’t flinch.

Oh, there was a catch, all right. She laughed again, but this time it was a full-throated laugh filled with disbelief and annoyance. Without further hesitation, she whipped the door behind her wide open.

“Well, you can tell whoever it is that sent you that they clearly don’t know me at all. I’m going to have to pass.”

She signaled toward the door with a nod of her head, then crossed her arms. And the man smiled. Corrie wanted nothing more than to wipe that smile off his face with a full-handed smack as he finally rose from his seat and walked to the door to leave. But before he did, he stopped in front of Corrie, his face two feet from hers.

“Sorry to hear that you don’t want to partake in the discovery of your ancestor’s remains. When you change your mind, there will be a ticket waiting for you on Sunday morning at the United Airlines counter. Flight leaves at five a.m.”

Corrie stood at the door, eyes wide, as the man walked down the hall without turning back. In one word, the man had convinced her. Ancestor.

Whoever sent this man knew her better than she could have ever imagined.
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MEXICO IN AUGUST WAS EVEN HOTTER THAN CORRIE HAD ANTICIPATED. She’d been many times to visit family, go on vacation, and participate in other digs, but never in August.

She’d also never gotten on an airplane after being propositioned by a man with no name, but the time to question her decisions had already passed. There had been a brief moment at SFO when she’d debated her own sanity—sometime after realizing that the man with no name had somehow gotten her passport information, but before boarding the plane. A quick call to the Anthropology Department’s administration office confirmed that Mr. No-Name had verified the details of the expedition and her travel arrangements in advance. That at least gave her a sliver of confidence that she wasn’t en route to her demise.

“Last call for passengers on flight 5468 to Houston,” the loudspeaker bellowed out.

She glanced at the note accompanying her ticket to board flight 5468 to Houston, along with its companion ticket to her final destination in Oaxaca, Mexico, once more.


We knew you’d agree. We’ll find you outside the airport once you land.



Oaxaca. There’d been many theories on the final resting place of Chimalli, Oaxaca not being one of them. Based on her research, that wasn’t the final destination. No, this was merely the jumping- off point.

Most people thought he’d fled south of Tenochtitlán into the pine-oak forests of the Sierra Madre del Sur. Others thought west, near Lake Chapala. Corrie had other ideas.

The Lacandon Jungle. The outskirts of the Aztec domain, not far from the abandoned settlements of the Olmecs, Zapotecs, and Mayans. The Lacandon provided thick cover from enemies and had an abundance of flora and fauna to consume in the absence of farmed foods. Its terrain and conditions matched perfectly with what Corrie believed were the most credible accounts of Chimalli’s disappearance.

And it was located not far from Oaxaca.

Part terrified and part eager, Corrie had boarded that damn plane, determined to at least find out who the hell had the nerve to think they knew her better than she knew herself. Besides, she could always back out if things looked shady once she arrived. Unless this was all a ruse to kidnap her. Or worse.

She walked out of the Oaxaca airport to a blast of hot, humid air and meandered under the shaded walkway, rethinking her decision to wear long pants and sleeves. The sticky heat invaded every nook and cranny of her outfit. She tossed her bags atop an empty concrete bench, then stripped down to a formfitting black V-neck undershirt while she searched her things for a clip to keep her hair off her sweaty neck. Not exactly the professional archaeologist image she’d been going for, with her boobs practically on full display, but red-faced and reeking of sweat wasn’t any better.

Who was she waiting for, anyway? The man with no name? Someone else? She glanced at the note one more time: We’ll find you.

Suddenly those words felt much more ominous than they had a few hours earlier. Everything about this seemed like a bad idea. Or, hell . . . maybe this was a super elaborate practical joke from the UC Berkeley Department of Anthropology as a congratulations for making tenure.

Though that would be quite an expensive practical joke. Her colleagues had barely wanted to shell out ten bucks apiece to upgrade their coffeemaker a year ago. But with the passing of each excruciatingly long minute, the chances that this was a practical joke were more and more likely.

Forty-eight minutes. At what point would she call it and inquire about catching a return flight home?

You’ve been played, Dr. Mejía. Remember . . . there’s always a catch.

She closed her eyes and winced at her gullibility. God, this is embarrassing. It wasn’t like her to cry. No, tough chicas didn’t cry. So when the prick of tears formed behind her eyelids, she squeezed them tighter.

Always confirm the motives in advance. She chastised herself for failing to follow her grandmother’s advice and for falling back into her impulsive adventure-seeking habits. Had she asked a few more questions or demanded answers, maybe she wouldn’t be sitting alone on a bench in Oaxaca trying to figure out how she was going to explain this to the head of the department. Taking the semester off on such short notice had put a real wrench in the department’s curriculum. “This isn’t another one of your wild Lara Croft adventures, is it?” the department director had asked. After her last dig had resulted in an emergency evacuation, all on the university’s tab, they had a right to be concerned. This time, she’d practically had to beg.

But admitting she’d been duped and having to grovel to resume her original course plans? The idea made Corrie want to vomit.

One hour. One hour and then she’d call it. And she’d figure out how to grovel on the flight home.

Once the threat of crying subsided, Corrie slowly opened her eyes and noticed a blurry figure approaching. A man in sunglasses and a Panama hat came into focus as she blinked a few times to dissipate the tears. Not the man with no name. No, someone else.

Someone . . . familiar.

“Well, well, well, if it isn’t Dr. Corrie Mejía,” the man called out with a distinctive, friendly voice. A warm voice that had shared hundreds of laughs with Corrie over pints and cheese fries at the Village Pub during grad school.

A voice Corrie would recognize anywhere.

“Ethan!” she said, leaping from the bench and running toward her old friend. Her spirits lifted as he lifted her from the ground into a hearty embrace, sending his hat toppling to the ground.

“What are you doing here?” she asked as he set her on the pavement, though she refused to let go of him for fear that he’d vanish into thin air.

Her old compadre smiled at her with laugh lines that hadn’t been there the last time she’d seen him and a few grays streaking through his otherwise jet-black hair. She’d always thought he was good-looking—not her type necessarily, but still pretty cute—but time agreed with his features. God, it was good to see him.

“I’m here for the same reason you’re here, obviously,” he said with a wink. Like it was a secret mission.

Which, come to think of it, wasn’t an incorrect assessment.

“You mean, you’re here for”—she brought her voice to a whisper and checked her surroundings—“the dig?”

He laughed. “It’s not MI6, Corrie. Yes, I’m here for”—he shifted his eyes back and forth and crouched a solid foot to reach her level—“the dig.”

It was just like Ethan to tease her and her suspicions. Blame Abuela Mejía and all her warnings about motives and catches for that. But after thinking she was going to be kidnapped less than fifteen minutes ago, she’d take Ethan’s teasing any day. That still didn’t stop Corrie from punching him in the arm.

“Glad to see you’ve still got spunk. You’re gonna need it for this one,” he said.

“Why all the secrecy?” she asked.

“They’re worried about dig robbers. If anyone knew what we were doing here, we’d be screwed.”

Grave robbers were nothing new. Every high-profile dig had to contend with them. “No, I mean with bringing me down here?”

Ethan’s eyebrow quirked. “Er . . . we wanted it to be a surprise.”

A surprise? She’d been on top-secret jobs before, but she’d never been in the dark like this. And they certainly didn’t keep things from the archaeologists as a fun “surprise.” But, then again, Ethan had always had an interesting sense of humor.

“So where are we going? Aren’t the locals curious?”

“It’s about two hours east of here. Heavily jungled, no locals to keep an eye on us. We all stay in tents, with a shipment of food and supplies every week.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” Corrie said, bringing up her hand and shaking her head. “I thought the dig was just starting. How long have you been here?”

“Since May.”

“May?” Not that Corrie had any information to go on, but something wasn’t adding up. Why was she being brought on now if they’d already been digging for more than three months?

“I thought you knew that. Didn’t Calvin explain everything when he asked you to come?”

Calvin? Who the hell was Calvin? Oh . . .

“You mean that bald dude with the glasses?”

Ethan raised his eyebrows and laughed. “Oh boy. Yes, I suppose I do.”

“Well, Calvin didn’t tell me shit. He only said it was a Chimalli expedition with an anonymous investor and that there would be a plane ticket to an unknown destination waiting for me at the airport.”

His eyebrows lifted even higher. “And you actually came based on that description? I’d heard about that whole makeshift-paragliding incident on that expedition in Thailand, but you’re more adventurous than I thought.”

Corrie jostled her head and opened her palms face up. “Well, what the heck, Ethan? You’re the one who wanted me to come here.”

“Um . . . no,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck with his hand and scrunching his face. “That wasn’t me.”

Never mind. Maybe this was a practical joke. Corrie’s brow furrowed and she opened her mouth to ask yet another clarifying question when another voice came from behind her.

“I asked Calvin to send for you.”

Her entire body clenched as she sucked in a breath. That low, sweet, delicious timbre sent an unwanted fiery blaze across her skin. She knew that voice, too. Even better than she’d known Ethan’s.

No, no, no, no, no, she silently repeated as she slowly turned to confirm the speaker, her stomach swirling with a strong brew of contempt mixed with lust.

“You,” she growled, and narrowed her eyes at the disgustingly handsome man standing tall before her in his army-green cargos, hiking boots, and an untucked white button-down with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Time had been fucking unfair when it came to him. After having spent countless hours staring across the lecture hall at him during class, Ford Matthews’s attractiveness never ceased to amaze her.

He also never ceased to irritate the crap out of her, which had nothing to do with his emerald eyes, always perfectly tousled sandy-blond tresses, and obviously chiseled six-feetsomething physique.

She’d never wanted to hate-fuck someone so badly in her life.

But she could never give him the satisfaction or allow herself to be another notch on his certainly already full bedpost. Especially not after everything he’d done to her.

And to think, at one point she might have actually considered it.

A warm tingle fluttered through her core at the memory before she quickly tamped it down and took a step back, bumping into Ethan’s chest. Great. Trapped. Her body was far too close to Ford’s for comfort.

“It’s lovely to see you too, Corrie,” he retorted with a sly, enigmatic smile. A smile that was the complete opposite of the scowl lodged on Corrie’s face.

“It’s Dr. Mejía,” she demanded through her sneer.

A slight chuckle escaped from the corner of his mouth.

Goddamn did she want to smack that smirk off his perfect face. “Well, you don’t need to call me Dr. Matthews. I’m fine with Ford. Or boss is okay with me, too.”

Boss?

Her mouth started to fall before she pulled it into a snarl as her eyebrows snapped together. Smug motherfu—

She should have suspected Dr. Ford Matthews would be the lead archaeologist on this dig. Leave it to Ford to take yet another thing from her. It wasn’t enough for him to steal the fellowship that had been all but offered to her eight years ago after graduation. Now he wanted to stake claim to her passion project? To have his name written in all the history books about the discovery of Chimalli’s grave. Chimalli, her ancestor, not his.

She rolled her eyes and looked away as she folded her arms. “I’m sure it is. Un-fucking-believable,” she grumbled under her breath.

“I see you’ve missed me,” he said with his charming sarcasm. He took a step closer, and she eyed the gap closing between them. What was he doing?

“The only thing I miss about you is your absence. What is this? Some sort of joke?” she snapped at him as she stepped to the side to back away.

“Far from it.” Another step. What the—?

“Then what am I doing here?”

He tilted his head and squinted those brilliant eyes at her from behind his thick, black-framed glasses. Oh please. He couldn’t possibly be surprised that she was confused. “Isn’t it obvious? We’re searching for Chimalli. Thought you might want in on this, you know, given that he was the subject of your dissertation. And rumor has it you’ve been searching for funding for the past few years . . .” His know-it-all voice trailed off.

She wasn’t buying the ole good-guy act. No, Dr. Ford Matthews hadn’t invited her out of the goodness of his heart because he thought she might want in on this. Ford didn’t do anything for anyone but himself.

As he’d more than sufficiently demonstrated throughout their four years together in grad school. But it would be a cold day in hell—or, rather, the Mexican jungle—before Corrie got burned by him again. Chimalli or not, she couldn’t work with Ford.

And she especially couldn’t work for Ford.

The realization brought her back to reality. “You know, I’m going to have to pass. I got what I needed—confirmation that this was too good to be true. I just wish you’d saved both of us the trouble by letting Calvin know it was you who wanted me here so I could have declined in Berkeley.” She then turned to Ethan, placing her hand on his forearm. “Ethan, it was great seeing you. Let’s catch up when you get back to the States.”

With that, Corrie spun on her heel toward her things, calculating in her head whether she could afford a first-class seat, because, well, she deserved it after all this. She’d make up for the expense in free cocktails.

“Corrie—” Ford started, followed by an audible punch and a grunt. “I mean, Dr. Mejía, wait!”

She stopped in her tracks, never having heard such a tremor in Ford’s voice. What was that? Fear? Worry?

Was Ford Matthews pleading? The corner of her lip curled up.

“Calvin didn’t tell you it was me because I knew you wouldn’t come and . . . and . . .”

The words hung on the tip of his tongue, and the curl of her lip fell. Of course Ford wouldn’t ever admit to doing anything wrong. She took another step—

“I need you!” he blurted out.

A small, devilish smile formed on Corrie’s lips like the Grinch who stole Christmas. Those words were utterly delectable coming from him. “I’m sorry, what did you say?” she asked as she slowly turned, fighting to keep her smug smile to herself.

“You heard me,” he said, grinding his jaw and digging his fingers into his hips as he stood in front of her.

This time she took a few steps to close the gap. “No, I don’t think I did. Because the Ford Matthews I know would never ask for my help. Or at least he’d know not to,” she said, matching his stance with her hip cocked to the side and her hands placed on either side of her waist.

Ford’s nostrils flared and his broad chest filled as he took a deep breath. Corrie pictured tiptoeing her fingers up his tight torso with extreme delight. Oh, how it pained him to be the one needing help. Ethan grumbled something in his ear, but Corrie only caught the latter half. “Tell her, will you?” he said.

Ten seconds into their stare down, Ford finally gave in.

“Fine,” he growled, tossing his hands in the air. “I need you. Things started out great, and I thought I had it figured out, but we’re three months in and something isn’t right. I’m sure you know I wouldn’t have sent for you if I had any other options.”

He had a point. Ford despised Corrie as much as she despised him.

“So you’re desperate?”

He rolled his eyes. “Obviously. But you’re the only person in the world who has even a remote chance of being able to help, so here we are. Now, are you going to help me or not, because if we don’t hit the road soon, it’s going to be dark by the time we make it back.”

“What’s in it for me?” she asked.

“Fortune and glory not enough for you?” Ford said, crossing his arms.

Corrie started to open her mouth, ready to hurl another argument, but Ethan jumped in to stop her. “Why don’t you come for the night? In the morning we’ll show you the site, and then you can decide whether you want to stay.”

“We can’t show her where we’re going if she doesn’t agree to stay,” Ford protested under his breath.

“It will be fine,” Ethan reassured him. “She’s the only person I trust more than you, and she’s not going to steal anything. I promise. Right, Corrie?” he asked her.

“Of course not. I don’t take what’s not mine. Not like some people,” she said, leaning into her words.

Ford glared as the words flowed from her pursed lips. Good. She hoped they stung.

“So are you in?” Ethan asked.

Corrie gave Ford a once-over, searching his face. Despite the scowl, she noted the panic in his eyes. Worry that she might actually say no.

Clearly, they were onto something big, and he was afraid he might lose it if he didn’t have her help. Finding out more was worth the pain of having to spend a car ride and an evening in Ford’s company.

At least the scenery was decent.

“All right, I’m in. But I reserve the right to change my mind in the morning.”

Both Ford and Ethan breathed sighs of relief as their shoulders relaxed, and Ford walked toward Corrie. A rush of heat washed over her at his proximity.

“Trust me . . . You won’t be changing your mind,” he whispered in her ear as he reached down to grab her bags.

His warm breath, laced with spearmint, tickled behind her ear, sending another sizzling inferno soaring through her body. Though, unlike the last time, this one was centered around her nether regions.

But if there was one person in the world she didn’t trust with anything— especially her nether regions—it was Dr. Ford Matthews.


OEBPS/images/title.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0001-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/dot.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch1.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0001-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/half.jpg
ol zjﬂ
\IDERS

&

owil

B
[





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





