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  “Folks, let’s hear it for the man of the hour!”


  


  Thad Leighton pulled himself up the swim ladder to a cacophony of cheers and claps and whistles. A broad smile spread across his face.


  Water ran in rivulets down his cheeks as he climbed onto the deck and tugged the tight-fitting wet-suit cap off his head. Someone handed him a cigar, and behind the crowd, the distinct sounds of champagne being popped echoed on the warm Mediterranean breeze.


  “This man,” Toby Jones said, wrapping an arm around Thad’s shoulder, not caring that his designer clothes were getting soaked, “is so the shit! Screw fame and glory. We’re gonna be stinking rich, people!”


  More cheers and shouts went up. Thad’s body jostled as Toby—the money behind this privately funded project—pulled him in for a tight hug. In Thad’s ear, Toby said, “I fucking love you, man.”


  Thad laughed and eased away. Someone lit his cigar. He took one puff and coughed, which caused the crowd to erupt in laughter. “Love me?” he gasped. “I think you’re trying to kill me.”


  Toby slapped him on the back. “Are you kidding? Those bad boys are Cuban. And I’d never kill you, man. Not after you found Antony’s and Cleopatra’s sarcophagi. I’m gonna have a bronze statue of you cast for my front freakin’ porch!”


  Another cheer went up. More laughter. Thad clamped the cigar between his teeth and peeled his arms and torso out of the wet suit. It hung at his hips, dripping on the teak boards while the rest of his underwater team climbed the ladder and stepped onto the deck.


  More cheers for his team, more celebrating over what they’d found so far below the surface. Hands on his hips, he turned and looked across the water.


  They were roughly eighty miles off the coast of Alexandria. He’d never been a huge Egyptology expert, but when Toby had approached him with his theory that Marc Antony’s and Cleopatra’s burial coffins could possibly be at the bottom of the Mediterranean, Thad had been one of only a few salvage experts to listen. He knew enough history to know there was a strong possibility they’d been thrown overboard when the Roman army had taken Cleopatra’s children back to Rome. And since he’d been between projects at the time and needed something to keep his mind busy so he didn’t think too much, he’d signed on to help Toby look.


  Too much time to think equaled trouble for Thad. Because thinking meant remembering.


  Someone handed him an ice-cold bottle of beer—they knew he wasn’t a champagne kind of guy—and he took it with a forced smile. Before long, they’d all get back to business, talk about the salvage operation and where they were going to start, but right now was for celebrating. He just wished he could enjoy it half as much as they all did.


  He lifted the bottle to his lips and took a long sip. Someone grabbed his arm, causing him to spill beer over his feet. Irritated, he looked to his left and realized the girl—Sara? Stephani? Connie? He couldn’t remember her name—was shouting at him above the cheers. “You have a phone call! From a Dr. Hudson!”


  A chill rushed down Thad’s spine, and the grimace died on his lips.


  Nine years. He hadn’t heard from Maren in nine long years, and she was calling now?


  He glanced over the crowd, then looked back at the girl. “Where?” he yelled so she could hear him.


  “On the bridge!”


  Nerves strung tight, he followed her through the rowdy group. When they reached the bridge, he waved a hello at the captain and crew manning the massive recovery vessel, set his beer on the counter, and took a deep breath as he looked at the sat phone the girl pointed to.


  Shit. What was he going to say to her? Memories bombarded him—the way she’d laughed in the sun, the sound of her sweet voice whispering naughty words in his ear, her mesmerizing smile, which had always felt like a punch to the gut every time she’d turned it his way. Their time together had been short, but the kind that stayed with you, long years later. Even now, he thought of her at the most obscure times—when he was running the airlift underwater, excavating a wreck; when he was dragging on his fins and wet-suit mask on the side of the boat; when he was lying in bed, staring up at the ceiling, wishing like hell he could fall asleep.


  Stupid, he knew. They’d both moved on, and he wouldn’t go back, even if he could. But the past had a way of doing that—haunting you until you wanted to run all over again. He knew that better than most.


  Sweat broke out on his forehead, and tingles shot up and down his spine. He stared at the phone, afraid to pick it up. Afraid not to pick it up. Why the hell was she contacting him now?


  Don’t be a pussy. He wiped his sweaty palm on his bare chest and reached for the phone. “Leighton.”


  “It’s been a long time, my friend.”


  Patrick Hudson. The air leaked out of Thad’s lungs. He wasn’t sure if he should be disappointed or relieved.


  “Yeah. It has been.” While Thad hadn’t spoken to Patrick in just as long, irritation won out over any other emotion. Maren’s father wasn’t someone he ever planned to talk to again. He tightened his fingers around the cigar still in his hand and turned to look out the bridge’s windows. “What’s up?”


  “I need you.”


  Yeah, right. “I’m a little busy right now.”


  “You won’t be once you hear what I have to say. In a moment, you won’t care about anything else.”


  “I seriously doubt that.”


  “I don’t.”


  Smug victory laced through Patrick’s words. A victory that put Thad on instant alert.


  “Son,” Patrick said before Thad could ask what the hell was going on, “I did it. I found her. It’s time to go back to the Yucatan.”


  


  [image: Scenebreakgraphic]


  


  


  Call me. Urgent.


  


  Maren Hudson eyed the multi-lit wall panel as the elevator came to a stop and her father’s cryptic text message ran through her head for the hundredth time. It was just like Patrick to give no hint what urgent meant, but she had a sinking suspicion whatever it was couldn’t be good. And just the thought was enough to ruin her entire day.


  The elevator door opened with a ping. She stepped off the steel contraption, her heels clicking along the slate floor as she moved onto the main level of the Outland Hotel. Though she didn’t feel overly chipper, she forced a smile for the young couple dressed in white terry robes, holding hands outside the door, waiting for their ride.


  Newlyweds.


  You could always spot the newlyweds. They had that jovial, overeager, get-me-to-my-room-as-fast-as-possible look on their faces. And in Maren’s current mood, she wanted nothing to do with them.


  Steeling her nerves for the day ahead, she moved into the lobby, glanced up at the front desk as she rounded the corner, and forced that smile again at Melinda behind the counter. An array of guests waited to check in. Her gaze surveyed the area, checking to make sure everything was flowing smoothly.


  It was. It always did. It was her job to make sure the hotel ran as efficiently as possible. Not that it needed her.


  The old, rustic lodge-style hotel was a mainstay in the San Juan Islands. People came from all over the world to experience the breathtaking Pacific Northwest views, to sample the world-class cuisine, to catch a glimpse of the whales that migrated through the Sound, and to relax in the hotel’s renowned hot springs. Today was no exception. They were packed to the gills and it wasn’t even June yet.


  She headed down the long hallway with its rustic pine timbers and tried to convince herself that was a good thing too. Just because this was a cake job didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy it. So she wasn’t rolling in the dirt or digging up the past. This was satisfying in its own way, wasn’t it?


  Yeah, right. Keep telling yourself that, girlie.


  She shook off the thought as she reached the hotel offices and eased the door open with her hip. Her assistant, Candace, looked up and smiled.


  “Any news for me?” Maren eased around Candace’s desk and into her palatial office. The view out her window was almost as spectacular as the view from the lounge in the lobby, only this one was private. She sank into the leather chair behind her desk and waited for Candace to follow like she always did.


  Okay. Correction. Not her office. Her mother’s office.


  That little fact burned too. More than Maren liked.


  “Nothing too exciting.” Candace shook her short auburn hair away from her youthful face. Long silver drops hung from her ears, tinkling as she moved. “The plumber called a few minutes ago. He’s fixed the problem in 214. And they’re almost finished setting up in the ballroom.”


  “Good. Have you blocked the rooms in the west wing for the conference?”


  “All of them. We're going to be bustling in a few hours.”


  That news should make Maren happy, but she couldn’t seem to muster up any enthusiasm. The renovations on the hotel's golf course had caused a decline in reservations the last few months, but things were steadily picking up now that it was done. She lifted the report Candace had left on her desk, outlining the physicians' conference, and sighed. “Doctors. We'll soon have a whole lot of egos running around.”


  Candace waved a hand and sat in the chair opposite Maren's desk. “Forget the doctors. What you need is to hook up with a hot pharmaceutical rep instead. Way better looking, a lot less stress, and they get paid really well.”


  “Better looking, huh?” Maren glanced over the papers at her friend. “I see you've already got your eye on one.”


  “Or two.” Candace winked. “Several are setting up displays for the expo in the ballroom.” When Maren rolled her eyes, Candace added, “Come on, your mother would be thrilled if you married an up-and-comer in the pharmaceutical world.”


  Maren heaved out a breath and tossed the report on her desk. “I have no desire to get married. Ever.”


  “Even if it got your mother off your back?”


  The idea had merit. For a moment, Maren considered. Then she remembered the hell she'd been through and gave herself a mental slap. Not even to get out from underneath her mother's thumb would Maren risk her heart again.


  The phone in the outer office rang before Maren could answer her friend. When Candace moved to get it, Maren waved a hand, leaned forward to punch the line, and lifted the receiver. “Outland Hotel offices. Can I help you?”


  “Maren, is that you? What on earth are you doing answering the phone? Where’s Candace?”


  Speak of the devil. Maren closed her eyes and willed herself to remain cordial. “Hello, Mother. Candace stepped out for a minute. What can I do for you?”


  The harrumph that came through the line clearly expressed Sophia Hudson's disapproval. “How’s the hotel?”


  Not, how are you? How is Isabel? Maren bit back the bitterness. Her mother’s only concern was the damn hotel. It always was.


  She pinched the bridge of her nose, forcing herself to release the anger building to explosive levels. She’d gotten good at that over the years. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Candace tiptoe out of the room. Lucky girl.


  “The hotel is fine, Mother. I received the second bid today for the new spa. It’s pretty reasonable. I have two more I’m waiting on.”


  “Good. I’ll want to review them.”


  “Of course.” While Sophia Hudson wasn’t interested in running the hotel anymore, she still wanted to have the final say in everything that went on there. Just another nail in Maren’s proverbial coffin. She was expected to do all the work but not make the big decisions.


  “My plans have changed, dear. I’ll need a car to pick me up at the airport.”


  Maren sat up straight in her chair. “You’re coming home?”


  “Yes. I had a call from your father. You’ve spoken with him?”


  “No.” Confusion hit. “I mean, he sent me a text, but we haven’t spoken.”


  Sophia sighed. “Well then, I’ll be the one to fill you in. Your father’s had an accident.”


  Maren pushed out of her chair. “What? Is he okay?”


  “I’m not sure. You know your father. He’s impossible to read.”


  Multiple ways he could have been hurt rushed through Maren’s mind. He refused to slow down. He was still working in the field as if he were twenty-five instead of fifty-nine. She looked around the office but didn’t see any of it. “Where?”


  “He’s in the southern Yucatan, at a small facility just north of Belize.”


  For a second, time stopped, and inside her chest, Maren was sure her heart stopped too.


  Mexico. The Yucatan. No… Of all the places…


  Her pulse sped up, and perspiration dotted her forehead. “What is he doing there?”


  Her mother sighed again. “I can’t really say, Maren. You know your father never shares the details of his work with me.”


  Yes, Maren did know that. Her parents’ strained relationship was worse than her own strained relationships with both of them. “Are you going?”


  “He hasn’t asked for me. Only you. And considering the tension between you two these last few years, I think you should go to him. I know your father has his faults, but he’s your father and he loves you. You owe him this, Maren.”


  Maren didn’t owe her father anything, especially when it came to the Yucatan. But if he was injured or—God forbid—dying, as her mother was making it sound, she couldn’t ignore him either.


  “Listen, dear,” her mother went on. “Isabel will stay with me. I’ll be home tomorrow to take over the hotel. You can fly out the day after. It’s all been decided.”


  “It has?” Anger replaced confusion, causing Maren’s breaths to quicken. It was always like this with her father—him ordering, her jumping. And now her mother was joining in? Though part of her needed to see him if he was hurt, another part balked at the thought of going anywhere near the Yucatan. “By whom?”


  “Careful, young lady. You may be almost thirty-three, but I’m still your mother. Now…” Sophia took a deep breath. “I have to pack. And don’t worry, dear. I’m sure everything will be fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  When the phone clicked in Maren’s ear, she fought the urge to hurl it across the room. Slowly, she replaced the receiver and rested her hands on the desk.


  Fine? Things weren’t going to be fine. Her father was hurt. In Mexico. And he was ordering her to come to him.


  She was still reeling from her mother’s call when Candace poked her head around the door and handed her a message. “I forgot to tell you. Lisa Maxwell called earlier. Said she’s meeting you in Cancun day after tomorrow. I guess this means you’re taking a trip, huh? Gotta be a hot surfer or two in Cancun. I’d go for that over a pharmaceutical rep any day.”


  Maren stared at the slip of paper in her hand, barely hearing Candace’s words. Lisa? Cancun? Her heart raced. If her father had asked Lisa to come down for moral support, it meant things were a thousand times worse than Maren had predicted. Should she go now? If things were really that bad, why was her mother telling her to wait until Friday to leave?


  The phone rang again. In a daze, Maren lifted the receiver out of its cradle. “Hudson.”


  “Ms. Hudson, ah, it’s Randy out on the course. We have ourselves a little...situation...out here.”


  Situation… It took several seconds for Randy’s words to register, but when they did, Maren realized there was nothing she could do until her mother came home. She had too many responsibilities to leave and jump on a plane this afternoon. And she didn’t want Isabel anywhere near Mexico.


  Maren pinched the bridge of her nose and focused on breathing. Slow, in and out. The way she always did in a crisis. “I’m listening, Randy.”


  “Well, ma’am, it seems we have an excavation going on. Eighth fairway.”


  “Shit.” This, at least, was a normal crisis. One Maren could handle. She rubbed her temples. “Sand pit again?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Get a golf cart up to the lobby. I’ll be out in five minutes.” She clicked off the phone and glanced at Candace. “Forward any calls to my cell. I may be dealing with this for a while.”


  She moved for the door. Candace’s hand on her arm stopped her.


  “Maren? Are you okay? You look a little rattled.”


  She was more than rattled. She was reeling. “I’m fine. But you might not be in a minute. Sophia Hudson is coming home. By Friday, you’ll be working for her again, not me.”


  She left Candace staring wide-eyed at her back and headed for the lobby. Moments later, she eyed the pristine grass laid out before her like a carpet of green as she drove the cart across the grounds. Not that she saw any of its beauty. All she could see was her father’s face when she’d left him in Mexico nine years before. Yeah, she’d seen him since then, but that image of him was forever emblazoned in her mind. And knowing she was going back there again…


  Her stomach rolled. She forced the images away and waved a greeting to the greenskeeper as she passed the maintenance building and cut across the fairway, then glanced up when she rounded the hill. Just as Randy had said, the marauders were camped out on the eighth fairway.


  She turned off the engine, hit the brake with her foot, and eased out of the cart. Her heels sank into the soft ground as she stalked toward the sand pit, making her wish she’d worn slacks instead of the pencil skirt she’d slipped into this morning.


  “No, you guys are doing it wrong!” The young girl’s terse voice drifted to Maren’s ears as she drew closer. Dark hair tied back in a ponytail whipped across the girl’s shoulder when she turned to the two boys crouched in the sand behind her. “You can’t just tear through the dirt. You have to be gentle. You’re dealing with years and years of sediments there. If you yank and pull, you’ll ruin the integrity of the artifacts. Use your trowel and your whisk.”


  The boys grumbled. It was clear they just wanted to dig and get dirty. They didn’t want to play this game or be bossed around by a girl. One boy flicked sand over his shoulder, contaminating the site, which had been carefully cordoned off with rope and stakes. The girl turned and glared at him.


  Amusement cut through the fear bubbling in Maren’s belly, but she tamped it down and put on her best head-honcho face, then cleared her throat. The dark-haired girl whipped around at the sound.


  “Just what, exactly, is going on here, young lady?”


  Lacing her fingers behind her back, the girl quirked one dark eyebrow and bit her lip. “Ah, an excavation?”


  Maren forced back the smile teasing the corners of her lips and wished like hell she could do that damn one-eyebrow thing. She could hardly blame the girl for setting up her own dig. Maren had done it a thousand times herself as a child, on the same golf course, in the same exact spot, for that matter. But there were rules. And rules had to be followed. She'd learned that the hard way.


  “The guests don’t like having a dig on their course.”


  “Ah, Mom. Can’t you tell them to leave us alone? This is science here.”


  The ah, Mom did it. Maren’s heart slammed against her ribs as her eight-year-old daughter shifted her weight from one foot to another, reminding Maren that this was all that mattered. Not a place. Not a moment in the past. Just this.


  Maren eyed the dirty khaki pants and T-shirt that read Archaeologists do it in the dirt, then frowned. “Science or not, this dig is dug. Get your tools, and get out of that pit.”


  “Bugger,” Isabel muttered under her breath. “Come on, guys. We’re busted.”


  The two boys grumbled again as they stood and dusted off their legs. But they did as they were told and followed.


  “Who are your partners in crime?” Maren asked as she watched.


  “This is David. He’s staying in 518. And Paul. He just got here today.”


  Maren studied the two boys. They looked decent enough. At least halfway normal, even if they were palling around with a bossy girl. Isabel was always running with kids staying at the hotel.


  She waited as the children hauled themselves out of the sand pit, and remembered, with vivid clarity, what it was like to be the hotel brat. She’d lived it herself. And though she hated that Isabel was now experiencing the same things she'd gone through as a child, she knew her father’s influence was the reason they both shared a love of the past.


  She had to go to him. She could put aside her own fears and horrible memories of the Yucatan for him. This one last time.


  “Pack up your gear,” Maren said to her daughter, fingering the locket at her chest, “and I’ll give you all a lift back. And I want you to change your shirt when you get back to the lodge, young lady. You know how I feel about that shirt. And Isabel,” she added when her daughter dropped her shoulders. “The next time you want to set up a dig, do it in the hills behind the hotel, not on the golf course.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Isabel muttered.


  Maren let go of the locket and turned for the golf cart just as her cell phone rang. She pulled the clip off the waistband of her skirt and hit Answer without looking at the screen. “Hudson.”


  “That’s Dr. Hudson,” a weak voice said on the other end of the line, “and it gets confusing when we’re both using it.”


  “Dad?” Her heart felt like it skipped a beat as she waited. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine. I’m fine,” he said again, this time stronger. “Did you speak with your mother?”


  “Yes. But you don’t sound good. If you’re not well, I should come earl—”


  “Friday is good. Just…” He coughed. “Don’t miss your plane, Maren. I need you.”


  He needed her. The words caused her chest to tighten. She couldn’t count the number of times she’d wished to hear those words from his lips. Not her, the archaeologist, but her, the person. His daughter.


  She swallowed around the lump in her throat. “I’ll be there. I promise.”


  “Good. Good,” he said again on a sigh. “You won’t regret it.”


  Maren closed the phone and looked toward her daughter, laughing and joking with the boys in the golf cart. And though she couldn’t explain why, his last words sent a shiver straight down her spine.


  


  


  


  Chapter Two


  


  


  


  


  


  With her fingers gripping the seat of the Cessna as if her life depended on it, Maren tried to take her mind off the rumbling aircraft and her overwhelming fear of flying by reciting the periodic table. It was better than imagining the small plane nose-diving into the Caribbean. Way better than thinking about her father and what was happening to him. She made it as far as silicon before Lisa interrupted her.


  


  “I still think they’re fake. No woman has boobs that perky. Rafe assures me they aren’t, though when I asked him how he knew for sure, he got all quiet on me. ’Course, then I had to give him hell about it, because that’s what wives are supposed to do. But I’m telling you, it’s unnatural.”


  Maren glanced sideways at her friend. Lisa’s flame-red hair was cut short and spunky and set off her emerald-green eyes. They’d exchanged a few hugs and tears when they’d met up in Cancun, but since climbing on board the rattling tin can that was their plane, Maren could barely focus on anything besides her fear of dying. “What?”


  “The model.” When Maren only stared at her, Lisa rolled those pretty gems skyward. “Haven’t you been listening? God, it’s like talking to my husband when Baseball Tonight is on. I told you about Pete, right? Rafe’s friend? His sister is a big-time model. Wait. Correction. Underwear model. With giant silicon boobs. I’m telling you. Not normal.”


  Maren looked back out the window as Lisa prattled on. She knew Lisa was simply trying to keep her mind off the flight and what was happening with her father, but gossiping about someone she didn’t know and had no interest in meeting wasn’t helping. Neither was concentrating on that tickle in the back of her throat.


  “You won’t regret it.”


  Why had her father said those words? Yeah, he knew Mexico was the last place she wanted to visit again, but what could she possibly regret about seeing her injured, possibly dying, father?


  The plane bumped, jostling Maren in her seat, distracting her from the frantic thoughts rushing through her head. When the metal contraption dipped to the left, she closed her eyes and resumed reciting the periodic table.


  The plane jolted again, and Maren’s fingers dug into the seat until her knuckles turned white. “Nickel, copper, zinc,” she said louder.


  Lisa smiled and reached out to pat Maren’s hand. “You’re doing good. You haven’t made it to xenon yet. It’s not so bad.”


  “Not so bad? Are you nuts?”


  Lisa chuckled. “In a few minutes, you’ll look back on this with fond memories.”


  “That’s what I’m afraid of.”


  “We’re comin’ in, ladies.” The pilot’s raspy voice drew Maren’s attention away from her father and onto the terror that lay ahead. “Hold on. This runway’s short.”


  “Oh God. Did he say the runway was short?” Maren cinched her seat belt down tight and gave up any pretense of holding it together. She grabbed Lisa’s hand.


  Even Lisa tensed as the small plane rocketed down the runway. Maren braced her feet wide and slammed her eyes shut. The shaking only convinced her the landing gear would fall off at any moment. Metal screamed against metal in the small cabin as the pilot applied the brakes. Maren rushed through the fourth line of the periodic table.


  By some miracle, they slowed. And as they began to turn toward the right, Maren finally opened her eyes.


  She could swim through a dark cave with barely a light and only a few minutes of oxygen without being scared, but airplanes freaked her out big time. Giant metal machines were not meant to fly. And certainly not people. Birds and insects. That was it.


  She let go of Lisa’s hand and wiped the sweat on her capris. “Okay. Not doing that again. We’ll rent a car when it’s time to go back to Cancun.”


  “Car would take too long. Especially with the way traffic travels on these back roads. And I’m pretty sure we crossed water at some point. Car won’t work. We’d sink.”


  “Okay. A boat. I don’t care. I’ll even take a Jet Ski. But I’m definitely not doing that again.”


  Lisa laughed and reached for her bag.


  Maren breathed slowly and, feeling marginally steady, finally took a good look around.


  The landing strip was nothing more than a short stub of grass, no more than the width of a normal street in the States and as long as a football field. Palm trees lined the outer rim of the airfield. Off to the left, a small airplane hangar housing probably no more than two planes glittered in the afternoon sunlight. A run-down shack that had to be the terminal sat ahead between two large palms.


  There’d be no getting out of here quickly if she had a panic attack. And considering she didn’t yet know how sick her father really was, she had no idea how long she’d even be here.


  That was a question she probably should have asked before leaving Isabel. But she’d been too worried to think.


  The pilot killed the engine and whipped around in his seat, flashing a toothless grin. “Welcome to Southern Quintana Roo.”


  Maren managed a “Thank you” and unbuckled her lap belt. The Cessna’s door opened, and humid air redolent with the scent of exhaust enveloped her. Sweat beaded on her neck and trickled down her back, but at least her feet were now on solid ground.


  She slipped on her sunglasses and glanced around the small airstrip while the pilot helped Lisa get their bags. “We were supposed to meet a car.”


  The pilot lifted his hand to shield his eyes from the blistering sun. “A Jeep? Like that one?”


  He pointed across the airstrip to a grove of palm trees. Maren’s gaze followed the sweep of his hand, then stopped.


  Two men stood, leaning against the hood of a shiny black Wrangler. One had auburn hair, long legs, and a slim build. He wore khaki shorts and a white T-shirt. The other was darker all around—rough, tanned skin, dark hair—wearing faded jeans and a loose, Red Socks T-shirt blowing in the light breeze.


  Maren’s breath caught. And her heart gave an involuntary skip before dropping like a stone into her stomach.


  “Oh my God.” No way was this happening. Not here. Not today. Not after everything she'd been through.


  Lisa turned and froze. “Oh, crap.”


  Maren didn’t take her eyes off the Jeep and the dark-haired man watching from across the airstrip. “Did you know about this?”


  “I swear, Maren, I had no idea.”


  She bit her lip to keep from screaming, tossed her duffle over her shoulder, but couldn’t seem to look away from the Jeep. Her father wasn’t hurt or sick. There was no hospital or “facility.” This was a setup. And she was going to kill him when she saw him.


  Control. Stay calm. You can handle this.


  Legs steadier than she expected carried her across the tarmac. When she reached the Jeep, she checked the emotions rushing through her and stopped an arm’s length away from a man she’d hoped not to see for quite some time. At least until she was older. And wiser. And a hell of a lot stronger.


  Thad Leighton.


  His hair was thicker than she remembered, but his body was toned and filled out in just the right places. And though she hated to admit it, she saw exactly what she’d missed in those magazine articles Isabel had cut out about his successes overseas. Broad shoulders, flat abs, narrow hips, and strong, muscular legs.


  Memories teased the edge of her mind, but she pushed them back, refusing to remember how she’d explored that body with hands and fingers and her own sensitive flesh as they’d tangled together on a secluded Mexican beach.


  He didn’t move from where he was leaning back against the vehicle, but even behind the dark shades, she knew his eyes were fixed on her. “Hey, Maren.”


  A feeling she didn’t know how to define bubbled through her at the sound of his deep voice. A voice that had once whispered promises in her ear, one she’d dreamed of hearing thousands of times over the years. “Thad.”


  “It’s been a long time.”


  “Yeah. It has.”


  Time and circumstances had taught her about control. She wouldn’t give him the benefit of seeing her break. She turned away before he could speak again, focusing her attention instead on the redhead still leaning against the hood of the Jeep, watching their exchange with genuine curiosity. “I’m Maren Hudson.” She pointed behind her. “Lisa Maxwell.”


  The other man stepped away from the vehicle and extended his hand. “Nate Drummer.”


  “Nice to meet you. Is my father at the site?”


  “Patrick, right?”


  She nodded.


  “He’s there,” he confirmed.


  “Good. Let’s go.” She tossed her bags into the Jeep and climbed in the backseat, letting Lisa take the front next to Thad.


  There were some pleasantries between Thad and Lisa. A hug, a few shared laughs, but Maren tried not to listen.


  She had not come all the way down here for this, to be waylaid by Thad Leighton of all people. To be set up by her father. By her mother, for crying out loud. Were they all working together? Had hell frozen over?


  She wanted answers. But not from the people around her. She wanted them from her father. That lying, good for nothing, son of a—


  Forcing back the anger, she stared out at the passing scenery. They drove for roughly ten minutes up the coast, then pulled off into an area of palm trees and small hut-like casitas. As they neared what she knew her father would call ground zero, Maren caught a glimpse of two more Jeeps and a few rangy people milling around the site. She scanned the area and found her father no more than fifty yards ahead, talking with a young couple in the middle of camp. Perfectly healthy and tanned in the early evening sunlight, exactly as she expected.


  Anger simmered under her skin.


  The Jeep slowed and finally stopped. Grasping the frame, she climbed up and jumped out without a word. And didn’t bother to look back.
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  Thad turned off the ignition, gripped the steering wheel, and watched Maren stalk toward her father. He was pretty sure he could see steam pumping out of her ears.


  


  Well, hell. He should have anticipated the cold shoulder, right? It wasn’t like he’d expected her to throw herself into his arms after all this time. He was damn lucky she hadn’t flattened him at the airstrip. He’d be the first to admit he probably deserved it.


  He watched as she waved her hands at her father in an obvious sign of frustration, not caring who saw. Patrick glanced around, then eventually managed to pull her toward his casita before she laid into him in the middle of the road and caused more of a scene than she was already making.


  She still had a temper. She’d kept it carefully guarded at the airstrip, but she sure as heck wasn’t hiding it now. Patrick obviously hadn’t told her Thad would be here. His mind drifted to their numerous arguments nine years before. Then shifted to the sultry makeup sessions that had always followed.


  He ran a hand down his face and blew out a slow breath. Dammit, she looked good. Better than he’d envisioned over the years. And yeah, he’d envisioned plenty. Her silky blond hair was longer than she’d worn it the last time he’d seen her. Those blue eyes seemed lighter, more spellbinding. Her voice was the same, but that mesmerizing face had lost its youthful look, was now mature and exotic and, just his luck, drop-dead gorgeous.


  “You planning to sit there and stare all day, or are you going to help me with these bags?”


  Thad glanced toward the petite redhead standing next to the Jeep with her fists perched on her hips.


  Same old Lisa. Blunt and to the point.


  He couldn’t stop the smile that curled his mouth. He’d missed her too. If she’d married Colin and if things hadn’t turned to crap all those years before, she might have been his sister-in-law.


  Ignoring that painful thought, he climbed out of the Wrangler. “You planning on bitching at me the whole time you’re here?”


  A sassy one-sided grin slinked across Lisa’s pixy face. “I’m thinking about it. Especially considering the way Patrick tricked us both into coming down here.”


  Thad cringed. Obviously, Maren had more reason to be pissed than simply because of his presence. “That bad, huh?”


  “You didn’t know?”


  “No. Trust me, I’m not in on Patrick’s schemes. He only called me two days ago.”


  Lisa studied him across the vehicle, and amusement toyed with the edges of her lips. “In that case, you’re forgiven. Though bitching at you does hold some merit. I know you’ve missed it.”


  Thad smiled. He had missed her. More than he’d realized. He walked around the vehicle and hugged her, this time with real gusto. “You look good, Maxwell.”


  “You too, Leighton. It’s been way too long.”


  At least someone was happy to see him. He figured that was a plus. He eased back. “I heard you got married. Congrats.”


  Something warm and electric flashed across her face as she dropped to her heels. “I did. You’d like him. He’s a no-good son of a bitch, just like you.”


  Thad chuckled. “Somehow, that doesn’t surprise me.” Glancing over her head toward Patrick’s hut, he sobered. “You think she’s gonna stay?”


  Lisa turned and followed his gaze. “That’s the million-dollar question at this point, isn’t it? Depends on what Patrick has to tell her. But if I were a betting woman, I'd say it doesn’t look good. Patrick’s tactics were pretty sneaky.”


  “I’m not saying I agree with him, but I understand why. You will too when you realize what he’s up to.”


  Lisa’s brow wrinkled as she looked his way again. “Okay, spill. What is this all about?”


  Thad glanced toward Drummer, who was unloading bags at the back of the Jeep. Drummer held up both hands in mock surrender. “Don’t look at me, dude. I’m just the hired help.”


  Thad refocused on Lisa. And inside, his stomach churned. “Patrick thinks he’s found La Malinche.”


  Lisa’s face paled. “No.”


  Thad looked back toward Patrick’s cabin, and for the first time since he’d gotten Patrick’s call, wished like hell he hadn’t said yes. “I’m afraid so.”
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  “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Maren glared at her father and tried to settle her smoldering temper.


  


  It didn’t work. Patrick’s impassive expression only fanned the flames of her fiery anger.


  “Relax, Maren. I realize you’re upset—”


  “Upset? Upset! You haven’t seen upset yet! I just spent thirteen freakin’ hours trying to get here. And for what? For this garbage? No way. That was a low blow, even for you.”


  Patrick placed his hands on her shoulders. At fifty-nine, his hair was just starting to gray and his muscular body showed no signs of aging. Hurt or injured? Bullshit.


  “I realize you’re upset,” her father said, “but ranting and raging isn’t going to get you anywhere.”


  Oh, he hadn’t seen ranting yet. “How could you do this to me? When did he get here?”


  “Yesterday.”


  “Yesterday,” she repeated. Her father's betrayal cut like a sharp, hot knife. Then again, why was she surprised? The man had never shown her even one ounce of loyalty in all her thirty-two years. “He obviously knew I was coming, because he wasn’t surprised in the least to see me.”


  “Yes. He knew. I didn’t think you’d get on a plane and come down if you knew I’d asked him to join us.”


  “You’re damn right!” She threw out her arms in frustration. How could he just stand there, looking at her like it was no big deal? Did he not have a clue what she’d been through the past nine years? “What on earth compelled you to drag me down here knowing he’d be here? You know how I feel about him.”


  “I need you here. That’s why I asked you to come. I need the best archaeologist, and you’re the best.”


  “Bullshit.” She wasn’t buying it. He’d never tried to get her on one of his digs before. She’d had to bully her way into the last one. And that had ended so badly, he’d never asked for her help again. “I’ve been out of the field for a damn year. You could have gotten anyone. And seeing as you have a dive specialist in Thad, you don’t really need me now, do you?”


  “I wanted you. And I need Thad. Maren, this isn’t about the two of you, it’s bigger than that.”


  “I don’t care what it’s about.”


  Patrick let out a deep sigh and ran a hand through his hair. “I think we’ve found La Malinche.”


  Her blood froze. And in a flash, it all made sense. His underhanded method to get her here. Her mother’s insistence she go. Even Thad’s unexpected presence.


  As soon as she’d seen Thad at the airstrip, she should have realized that was what this was all about, but she’d been so shocked by the sight of him, she hadn’t been able to think straight.


  Her heart pounded hard as she thought about the relic that had haunted her for so many years. The statue of a heartsick woman who’d been jilted by love. As legend went, Doña Marina, the Aztec woman who’d been sold into slavery by her parents and who’d eventually become not only Hernando Cortés’s interpreter during his conquest of Mexico, but his lover, had cast the gold statue in her likeness when Cortés left her to return to Spain and his wife. Then she’d cursed it and vowed any man who attempted to covet her again would suffer a fate worse than death. Maren didn’t necessarily believe in the curse, but if you followed the myth, every person who came in contact with the statue from that point on suffered a horrendous fate.


  “Yes,” Patrick said quietly.


  Maren lifted her brows and checked her emotions. “I thought La Malinche was supposedly lost somewhere in the northern part of the Yucatan?”


  “That’s what most people think.” A slow grin spread across his face. “But she wasn’t.”


  He moved to a map laid out on the table in the middle of his hut and pointed toward the water. “As you know, there’s very little record of La Malinche after about the mid eighteen-hundreds. It changed hands several times after Cortés left for Spain. The last known handler was an explorer by the name of Carlos Leonard, who happened to dock along the Yucatan Peninsula and prospect. Documents show the statue was last seen somewhere in the Yucatan, and the belief for years has been that Leonard may have found it and hidden the relic in one of the many cenotes on the northern peninsula to safeguard its existence.”


  Maren knew that wasn’t true. They’d searched every cave they could find and had come up empty. “You were wrong.”


  “Yes. I, and everyone else, was wrong. But do you know why we were wrong? Because we didn’t have this.” He reached for a weathered book sitting beside the map.


  “What is it? Another book about local folklore?”


  Patrick ignored her sarcasm. “This is a journal written by Zantum Leonard, son of the famed explorer Carlos Leonard. And inside, it describes, in detail, their last voyage together. And one small, gold statue of a woman dressed in flowing robes, weeping, with arms outstretched.”


  Maren’s pulse sped up, but she shrugged as if it didn’t matter to her in the least.


  “For years,” Patrick went on, handing it to her, his voice filling with excitement, “those of us with an interest in Mestizo culture knew the Leonards were probably the last men to have come in contact with La Malinche. Carlos Leonard befriended a local woman in the interior of Mexico during his search for golden treasures, and she may have been the one to pass the relic on to him. He died during their last voyage together, but his son survived. What I want you to look at is the last translated journal entry, written by Zantum Leonard.”


  Maren frowned and stared at her father. When he motioned for her to open the book, she finally sighed and flipped to the end.


  
    November 6, 1678


    My father is not well. I fear the disease that has ravaged our crew will claim him soon. Unrest is prevalent on the ship. Something dark hangs over us all. A storm brews on the eastern front. We are boxed in by time and weather and illness.


    She calls to me. I feel it in the air, in the depth of my soul. The woman in gold is a danger to us all. I try to avoid the voices in my head, but I cannot ignore them completely. My father is protective of her. Of what he says she stands for. He is worried. I see it in his eyes when I go into his quarters to bring him food he will not eat. He has warned me nothing good will come from what he senses lies dark beneath my heart.


    He has asked to go back to shore. I fear he is going to hide her away for his very own. He is too weak to make the journey alone, and I do not trust myself in such close proximity with the golden woman. There is no one else to take him though, and I fear I am his last hope.


    There are caves on the land. Big enough to hide in. Small enough to disappear into. Some deep enough to bury a man. They are filled with cold, bitter liquid that could swallow you whole if you let it. Death is imminent. I feel it coming. I sense it on the horizon. I know by taking him there, he goes to his watery grave. Either by my hand or hers. And yet, I feel powerless to stop it. To stop myself…

  


  Maren stared at the words with a mixture of dread and disbelief.


  “Zantum Leonard showed up in Spain years later,” her father said quietly. “But he never spoke or wrote about what happened to his father or the woman in gold on this voyage. He refused to discuss it. Maren, this is the La Malinche we’ve been searching for. This is everything we’ve both been waiting for.”


  Slowly, she set the book on the table. Curling her fingers into her palms, she stepped back, wanting to put as much space between her and that journal as possible, and checked her emotions. “This doesn’t prove anything. It doesn’t even reference the statue by name.”


  “Are you going to stand there and tell me you don’t believe, even after you’ve seen?”


  Maren didn’t know what to believe. She wanted it to be La Malinche. Yet at the same time…she feared that reality more than she feared the life she’d been living the last nine years. “La Malinche is a fable. And this journal doesn’t say Carlos Leonard threw the statue in any cenote. For all we know, his son killed him and took it for himself. If that’s even the statue they had, which I seriously doubt.” Her gaze snapped to her father’s. “How did you get someone to fund this project if this is your only evidence, anyway? You’re a joke in the academic community. We both know it.”


  He stiffened as if she’d slapped him, and she regretted the words immediately. He’d been obsessed with finding La Malinche most of her life, and she’d just stomped all over his dream. But part of her didn’t care. He’d tricked her into coming down here, and her emotions were dangerously close to the surface.


  “This,” he said, closing the book, “isn’t the only evidence. As you know, Leonard was reputed to have other artifacts onboard his ship, the Conquistador, including Mayan and Aztec relics he removed from Mexico on his voyage. Historical documents verify Atticus, what most suppose was the equivalent of a category four hurricane today, decimated the Yucatan days or mere hours after this last entry.”


  “No way,” Maren muttered, understanding dawning. “You found his ship, didn’t you?”


  A victorious grin spread across Patrick’s weathered face, and his eyes took on an excited gleam, much like Isabel’s on Christmas morning. “Almost. I knew the Conquistador had been docked near the inlet of Isla de Techal during their last exploration, and that because of the storm and changes to the sea floor, she could be anywhere, but after years of searching and coming up empty, I finally found this.”


  He reached for a long wooden box from a shelf behind him and set it on the table. When he opened the lid, the silver sword inside gleamed in the light streaming through the window.


  Carefully, he lifted it out of the box and handed it to Maren. The metal was cool to the touch and heavier than she expected. The sword was dull, roughly thirty inches long, with a decorative handle and wrist guard. And along the side, Spanish words were carved into the sword. Ones Maren had to look closer to see.


  No me saques sin razon; no me enbaines sin honor.


  “’Draw me not without reason; sheath me not without honor,’” she mumbled. She knew it was a popular phrase that had been engraved on Spanish swords for quite some time, starting with Coronado in the sixteenth century, but to her it still didn’t prove anything.


  “Yes,” her father said. “But this”—he turned the sword so Maren could see the hilt closer, and the one word etched into the metal—“is the good part.”


  Castillo.


  Confused, Maren looked up, and her father’s smile widened. “Juan Castillo was a Spanish officer in the 1673-1679 expedition commanded by Carlos Leonard.”


  Holy shit…


  Patrick stepped closer and squeezed Maren’s upper arms. “I believe, without a doubt, that La Malinche is in one of two places. She’s either with the wreckage of the Conquistador, or hidden in one of a handful of cenotes just onshore. If Leonard took her to the caves like his son implied, then it’s possible she’s still there today.”


  Maren’s pulse was a roar in her ears. La Malinche. So close. She couldn’t deny what her father had found could finally be the key, but fear kept her excitement in check. Could she do this? Could she go after that damn relic again? It had ruined her life once before. Though she didn’t believe in curses, she couldn’t deny that the pain and anguish she’d suffered the last nine years could be blamed on that damn statue.


  “If you find her onshore, she won’t belong to you.”


  Patrick frowned. “Have you ever truly believed I want her for myself?”


  Maren looked back down at the sword. No, she didn’t believe that in her heart, but over the years it had become easier to tell herself he cared more about fame and glory than science. The father she’d known as a child, though—before he’d decided his work was more important than being a parent—had taught her to respect the integrity of an artifact, not its value. And though she knew finding this one had become a personal obsession for him, she didn’t doubt if he ever did unearth it, he’d give it to the Mexican government for preservation.


  “What about your investors?” she asked. “I did read that correctly, didn’t I? This is a privately funded dig? They won’t be so happy to hand over their find to the Mexican authorities.”


  “Martin Leonard Howling is one of the investors backing this little expedition. We have three, including myself. Whatever we find in nonterritorial waters belongs to the investors, though Martin feels as I do, that culturally important artifacts must be preserved, not hoarded.”


  “And the other investor?”


  “He’s a silent partner. In it purely for the gold, of which there was reportedly much on that ship. He cares nothing about La Malinche or a handful of Aztec relics.”


  A treasure hunter. Her father had partnered with a treasure hunter. That didn’t sit well with Maren. But then, knowing he’d never be able to get a grant for his obsession, he’d had little other option.


  “We’re well stocked for a six-month dig if it should come to that, Maren. We’ve got top-rate recovery equipment on the way, and as I think about the people outside, the best in the business. I know this matters to you. I can see the excitement you’re trying to hide. I called you here because after what happened nine years ago, you have as much at stake in this as anyone else. And because I want you here when we find La Malinche. All you have to do is say yes.”


  Yes… It sounded like such an easy answer, but to Maren it meant the end of everything she’d been protecting and the start of something she couldn’t control.


  Her mind flashed to Isabel, and the excitement faded.


  She looked up at her father's expectant face and set her jaw. “Did you tell him? Did you tell Thad about Isabel?”


  “No.” Patrick dropped his arms. “I didn’t. But I’d hoped maybe you would.”


  He was playing peacemaker. On top of everything else, he was trying to manipulate her again. “Don’t.”


  “He’s her father, Maren. He has a right to know about her.”


  She couldn’t believe he, of all people, was giving her parenting advice. “He has no rights when it comes to her. He relinquished those rights when he left me in Cancun and disappeared into thin air. I spent years looking for him, and I have my own reasons for not telling him now. Just because you think you need him, because you tricked me into joining both of you on this stupid dig, doesn’t change any of that.”


  Patrick frowned in disapproval, and a wave of guilt washed over her. He was right, and she knew it. No matter what Thad had done to her, he deserved to know about his daughter. But Maren couldn’t back down now. Too much was riding on this. Her safety, Isabel's safety, their future. And she wasn’t willing to risk her daughter’s life on one stupid relic.


  She lifted her finger. “You say one word to him about her, even one, Patrick, and I’ll make sure you stay as distant in Isabel’s life as you’ve chosen to be in mine.”


  Patrick’s face paled, but she refused to let it bother her. He loved his granddaughter, always had. And that knowledge hurt Maren more than anything, because it made her realize just what she'd been missing.


  She turned for the door and tried to steady her quaking pulse. “I’m not staying. I’ll catch the first plane out tomorrow.”


  “Maren—”


  She grasped the screen door and pulled. “You and everyone else can do whatever the hell you want, but I’m not playing a part in it. I told you before I’m not an archaeologist anymore, and I meant it.”


  She let the screen door slap closed behind her and skipped down the front porch, heading back to the Jeep where her bags were now sitting on the ground. Thankfully, Thad and his sidekick were gone. Glancing around, she spotted Lisa standing on the porch of a nearby casita. She picked up her gear and walked toward the small building.


  “Well?” Lisa asked as Maren stalked through the door and dropped her bags in the tiny living area.


  “The man thinks he’s found La Malinche.”


  She turned and stared at Lisa, who, to her credit, didn't look half as surprised as Maren felt. “How are you doing with all of this?”


  “How am I doing?” Maren dropped onto the rattan couch and let her head fall back against the faded cushion. “About as good as one can be expected after being hit head-on by a freight train.”


  “That good, huh?”


  “A train full of explosives.”


  Lisa pursed her lips. “What are you going to do?”


  Maren stared at the water stains above, hating the answer but knowing it was the only one she could make. “I’m leaving in the morning. I can’t go through this again.”


  “Maren—”


  “Don’t, Lisa.” Maren closed her eyes and pressed her fingers against her throbbing eyelids. “Don’t start in on me. I just got a lecture from Patrick about Thad, and I’m not up to hearing it from you too. I can’t deal with Thad right now on top of the rest of this, and ultimately it’s Isabel’s decision anyway. You know I’ve never kept secrets from her, and she knows if she wants to find him, I’ll help her. But she doesn’t yet, and I’m not about to spring some deadbeat father on her right now, the way all of this was sprung on me.”


  Lisa didn’t say anything, not that Maren expected her to. While Lisa had supported Maren’s decision not to hunt Thad down after he started popping on the radar again, Maren knew Lisa was hoping she’d finally come clean.


  And Maren would. At some point. Just not today.


  After a long silence, Lisa sank onto the couch next to Maren and sighed. “Well, look on the bright side. It could be worse. Thad could have a wife and four kids in tow.”


  Maren lifted her fingers from her eyes and shot her friend a wide-eyed stare. “Does he?”


  “I don't think so, but…who knows? You’re stuck here for the night. Why don't you find out for yourself?”


  Maren harrumphed, dropped her hands against her thighs, and stared back up at the ceiling. “When hell freezes over.”


  Lisa smiled and pushed to her feet. “Careful now. You said that about your parents working together, and look what happened there.”


  Maren frowned as her friend grabbed Maren’s bags and headed for the bedroom. Yeah, look what had happened there. All their conspiring had fucked up her life, once again.


  As if she wasn’t doing a bang-up job of that all on her own.


  


  


  


  Chapter Three


  


  


  


  


  


  The buzzing intercom cut through Evan Declan’s thoughts with a sharp shrill. Not bothering to hide his disgust at the interruption, he glanced at the phone on the edge of his mahogany desk and reached across its slick surface to push the button. “I’m not to be disturbed.”


  


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Declan.” His secretary’s prim voice carried the slightest hint of fear. “Randy Peterson is on line one. He said you were expecting his call. I asked him to wait, but he insists it’s urgent.”


  Evan’s eyes lifted to the beautiful brunette historian seated across from him, papers in her lap, her carefully manicured brows raised in question. “I’m sorry for the interruption. I need to take this.”


  “Of course.” Her lips curled into an understanding smile. She folded her hands over the research they’d just been discussing and crossed her slim legs at the ankles. Silence fell over the room as Evan regarded her with incredulity.


  Realization finally dawned, and her eyes widened. She scrambled out of her seat, her face closing in embarrassment. “I’m sorry.” She grabbed the bag at her feet. “I’ll just wait outside.”


  What the woman lacked in common sense, she made up for in loyalty. He flashed his most alluring smile. “Thank you. Marie will get you coffee or anything else you’d like. This should only take a few minutes.”


  She nodded and stepped out of the room.


  When the door closed behind her, Evan’s smile faded. He turned on the speaker and leaned back in his chair. With his elbows propped on the leather armrests, he steepled his fingers in front of him and worked to keep the anticipation from his voice. “Mr. Peterson, I hope you have good news for me.”


  “Ah.” The groundskeeper’s voice wavered. “Yes, sir, Mr. Declan. You said to call if there was any change at the hotel, and well, I’m calling.”


  That was obvious. Evan’s lips pursed at the delay. “I’m waiting, Mr. Peterson.”


  “Oh, yeah. Sorry. Mrs. Hudson came back from Europe. Called the staff together this morning and said she was taking over the hotel again. Whole staff’s been in an uproar about it. Not that we don’t like the old lady, but she’s a barracuda, you know? Things just ran smoother when Dr. Hudson was in charge. Gotta say, I’m sorry to see her go.”


  The man was easily sidetracked. Evan’s jaw tightened as he tried to steer Peterson back to the purpose of the call. “And where is Dr. Hudson, Peterson?”


  “Um, Mrs. Hudson didn’t elaborate. Just said her daughter was leaving on business.”


  Business. Evan’s blood pulsed. “When?”


  “I don’t know for sure. But that redhead? The one you said to watch for? I overheard Dr. Hudson’s secretary saying she was meeting Dr. Hudson somewhere in Cancun. That the two were taking a vacation together.”


  Evan’s blood pulsed. The fact this was the first he was hearing of this meant his other contacts would need to be dealt with. Swiftly.


  He took a calming breath and focused on the info at hand. Maren would never vacation in Cancun. And the redhead had to be Lisa Maxwell. “What of the child?”


  “She’s still here. Been hangin’ around the hotel all afternoon with her grandmother.”


  Evan was silent as he processed the information. If Lisa Maxwell was with Maren somewhere on “business,” something was afoot.


  Peterson swallowed on the other end of the line. “Um, Mr. Declan, sir? Are you still there?”


  “I’m here.” He steadied his voice. “I’m very disappointed this information is just now reaching me. It’s nearly six o’clock.”


  “Ah, I’m sorry, sir. Mrs. Hudson…she’s had us working like ants all day. This was the first chance I had to call.” Panic laced the man’s words. “Um, I’m still gonna get paid, right?”


  Declan fought back the disgust at the pleading in the man’s tone. He made a point to surround himself with competent employees, but in this case, he’d needed someone on the inside. Someone who could feed him information and wouldn’t garner more than a sideways look from Maren.


  “Because of the late notification, Peterson, you’ll receive partial payment. If I find the information useful, perhaps a bonus.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “In the future, I will be informed immediately of changes. Is that understood?”


  “Yes, sir,” he repeated with all the confidence of a maggot writhing in rotten flesh.


  “Very well. Keep your ear to the ground, and your eyes focused on the child.”


  Evan clicked off the line and rose from his seat. He crossed to the floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the rugged California coastline below. Working the tension from his muscles, he rolled his shoulders and conjured Maren’s face in his mind.


  Did she think she could run from him? Did she think she could keep her whereabouts secret? She couldn’t. They were linked, her to him and him to her. Forever. He’d known that the moment he’d seen her all those years ago. Nothing she could say or do would ever change that simple fact.


  She knew the consequences for trying to break that bond. She’d been warned before. Their connection was rooted in history, the only thing in the world that remained constant over time.


  He slipped his hands behind his back and eyed the crashing waves below, the power and might of the Pacific Ocean. His muscles relaxed, calming him all the way to his core. She’d had days to contact him and hadn’t. Days to prove her loyalty, and failed.


  He’d have to take swift action to bring her back around.
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  Thad glanced toward the screen door for the tenth time.


  


  There’d been no sign of Maren since she’d disappeared into her father’s hut hours ago. Since Patrick was currently in the middle of one of his stories, entertaining Drummer and Lisa and the grad students he’d hired as grunts for this project, Thad knew she wasn’t still arguing with the old man, and he couldn’t help but wonder where she was or what she was doing.


  The team had gathered in the small casita they were using as a mess hall, and Patrick had made a round of introductions. Dinner had consisted of rice, beans, and soft-shell tacos cooked by a local woman Patrick had also hired. The food had been good, but Thad had barely tasted it. He kept expecting Maren to walk through the door, and every minute that went by without sign of her inched his nerves up a little more.


  Dammit. She was staying away because of him. He’d been afraid of this. He’d even told Patrick his being here might piss her off. Obviously, he’d been right.


  “You know, she’s still as stubborn as she used to be.”


  Realizing Lisa was talking to him, Thad glanced to his right. “What?”


  The edge of Lisa’s lips curled where she sat next to him, her forearms folded against the scarred wood table. “Maren. That is who you keep looking for, isn’t it?”


  Thad frowned and lifted the Corona to his lips. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not looking for anyone.”


  The team laughed at something Patrick said down the table, and Lisa’s smile widened. “She seemed a little rattled after her chat with Patrick. Might help her decision if you just went and talked to her.”


  Thad’s stomach knotted. Talk to her. Yeah, like he should have done nine years ago instead of running. That knot twisted tighter. What the hell good would that do?


  “She won’t bite, you know,” Lisa said. “I mean…I wouldn’t stage your first talk near any sharp objects, just in case, but I think on neutral ground, you’re relatively safe.”


  “Relatively safe.” Thad repeated, frowning her way. “That sounds oddly like sending a lamb into the lion’s den.”


  Lisa laughed and reached for her own beer. “You’ve never been a lamb, Leighton. An eagle who swoops in and takes what he wants, yeah, but never a lamb. Trust me, it’ll do you and Maren some good to clear the air.”


  Thad’s nerves sang. He glanced toward the screen door again. She’d tolerated him in public. In private, he didn’t know what the hell she’d do.


  He gripped the beer in his hand. His palm grew damp, but he couldn’t tell if it was from the condensation on the bottle or sweat building thanks to his nerves.


  If she leaves and you never get a chance to talk to her, you’ll be more pissed than you’ve been at yourself all these years.


  “Go,” Lisa said. “You’re stressing me out already.”


  Thad pushed to his feet before he could change his mind. “If I’m not back in an hour, send in a search party.”


  Lisa laughed again. “If you’re not back in thirty minutes, I’ll send in paramedics.”
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  Maren sat on the porch of her casita in the early evening light, nursing a beer while trying to focus on the pages in front of her. She’d won the Darcy Burke novel in an online contest. If she couldn’t have a happily ever after of her own, at least she could read about one. The sweet romance set in the rolling wine country of Oregon had lifted her mood for all of two seconds; then she’d heard laughter and cheerful voices echoing from the dining hall and her mood had gone straight to the shitter.


  


  She gave herself a mental slap, reread the page—for the fourth time—and couldn’t, for the life of her, remember what was happening in the book.


  Just a few more hours, then you’ll be out of here and you can go back to the way things were.


  The way things were… That didn’t exactly bolster her mood. The way things were was her miserable at the hotel and Isabel longing for a life Maren could no longer give her. Dammit, she needed to tell Thad the truth, but she was afraid. Afraid of what he’d say. What he’d do. Afraid that he’d step in and try to take away the only thing that mattered to her anymore. And if he found out about Evan…


  “Nice night.”


  Maren’s stomach twisted, and the air caught in her lungs. Slowly, she lifted her head and looked toward the steps of the porch where a shadowy figure stood.


  His voice was still as deep and gravelly as she remembered. And way too damn arousing. Maren swallowed hard and closed the book. “I suppose.”


  “You missed dinner.”


  Another round of laughter echoed across the camp, and Maren pictured her father in the thick of things, telling one of his numerous stories to the grunts he’d hired. “I’ve heard all of Patrick’s tales. I wasn’t in the mood to hear them again.”


  Thad nodded, tucked his hands in the front pockets of his jeans, and looked out over the camp. Palms swayed in the evening breeze, and the first sparkle of stars above could just be seen, but he was all Maren could seem to look at. Older, more muscular beneath that white T-shirt than he’d been in his twenties, rough around the edges in a way that shouldn’t be legal, and so much sexier than he had any right to be. “I heard you’re leaving.”


  Why that hit her hard in the chest, Maren didn’t know. “I have to get back. Unlike the rest of you, Patrick didn’t tell me what this dig was all about. If he had, I wouldn’t have come.”


  Thad nodded again and kicked a rock near the toe of his boot. “I can understand that. I wasn’t sure I was going to come at first either. Then I decided it was too important an opportunity to pass up.”


  Of course it would be important to him. He’d lost his brother during their last attempt to find La Malinche. Colin’s baby face flashed in Maren’s mind, and she remembered his easy smile, his infectious laugh, and the numerous practical jokes he’d liked to play.


  She also remembered the day he’d died, when they’d been diving in that cenote her father had told her was the place, and those treasure hunters had come in through another tunnel, unexpectedly. A familiar ache settled deep in her chest.


  Everyone had a reason to be here, even Lisa. She’d been in love with Colin nine years before. And though Lisa was happily married to Rafe now, Maren knew Lisa always kept her ear to the ground, listening for any buzz about that cursed artifact. Because finding it would be one final way for her to honor Colin’s memory.


  If only it were that easy for Maren. She missed Colin as much as the rest of them, but unearthing a worthless statue wouldn’t protect her daughter. And that was all that mattered.


  “What do you think he would say if he were here?” Thad asked quietly, his rough voice cutting through her thoughts and memories. “Would he want us to do this? Do you think it matters in the long run?”


  He was talking about Colin. She looked his way and felt her chest constrict. This was hard for him. Harder than for anyone else. He’d dragged Colin with him on that dig nine years ago. Colin hadn’t wanted to go. He’d been a term away from finishing his Master’s degree in anthropology, but he’d put it all on hold for Thad because his brother had asked. And in the end, he’d lost his life for something he’d never really believed in.


  “What do you think?” she asked just as softly.


  He was silent for a minute, then turned those dark eyes her way. And when she looked at him in the dim light, the sorrow she saw lurking there just about broke her. “Yeah,” he whispered. “I think he’d want us to finish this, to make his death matter. It’s not about the artifact. It’s about restitution, about payback. About finding closure and ending it all, right now.”


  A lump formed in Maren’s throat, one she couldn’t seem to get rid of no matter what she tried. “I think you’re right.”


  Silence settled over them. Neither seemed to know what to say. And every second that passed inched Maren’s nerves higher. Because talking to him only reinforced one thing: he was still the man she’d fallen in love with so long ago. It didn’t matter what had happened between them after Colin’s death or that he’d never returned her calls. The loyal, protective, sexy man she’d fallen for was standing in front of her, waiting for her to make the first move.


  On shaky legs, she pushed to her feet and turned for the door before her body could betray her. “I need to turn in.”


  “Maren—”


  The emotion she heard in that one word—her name—brought everything right back to the surface. Tell him… Don’t tell him… She couldn’t think right now; didn’t know what to do. All she knew was that she needed space so she could breathe. “Don’t, Thad.”


  “We should talk, Blondie.”


  Blondie… His favorite nickname for her. Her chest squeezed tighter. She closed her hand around the screen handle and squeezed her eyes tightly before opening them again. “There’s nothing to talk about.”


  “Yes, there—”


  She turned to face him. “Look, the past is…in the past.” The slight breeze ruffled his hair, and she had an uncontrollable urge to run her fingers through the thick locks like she used to, but she fought it and stood her ground. “There’s nothing to talk about. You’ll do just fine without me. Patrick and I aren’t really on the best of terms anyway, so it’s better if I just go. The team doesn’t need the extra tension. Really, it’s…no big deal.” She stared at him a second, and when he didn’t say anything, she added quickly, “Good night, Thad.”


  She pulled the screen door open and had one foot in the room before she heard his voice.


  “What if I want you to stay?”


  She froze, and inside her chest, the cold embers of her heart burst to life. But they cracked all over again under the weight of everything left unsaid between them. “Nine years ago, I wanted you to stay. We just don’t always get what we want.”


  She let the screen slap behind her and drew unsteady breaths as she crossed the small living area. She had to get out of this place. She couldn’t do this again. Just seeing Thad was rocking her world right out from under her feet and messing with her resolve.


  Halfway to her room, the phone in her pocket buzzed, and she pulled it out. One look at the screen and everything else faded away. A cold chill raced down her spine and turned to ice in the pit of her stomach.


  Hands shaking, she moved into her bedroom, closed the door, and lifted the phone to her ear. “Hello, Evan.”


  “That doesn’t sound like happiness to me.”


  Maren’s eyes slid closed on a wave of dread. “You caught me off guard.”


  “I bet. I’ve missed you, darling. It’s been way too long.”


  Sickness rolled through Maren’s stomach, but she fought the rising bile and forced the words he wanted to hear. “I know. I’ve been…busy.”


  “Too busy to call?”


  She pictured him sitting behind that monstrous desk of his, in that palatial mansion overlooking the Pacific. “Evan—”


  “Too busy to tell me you were planning a trip to Mexico?”


  Maren’s eyes popped open, and dread turned to bone-chilling fear. “H-how did you know I was in Mexico?”


  “Maren, darling. I know everything.”


  The way he drew out the last word made her stomach roll. She leaned against the back of the door. “What do you want?”


  “I want what everyone wants—your father, Lisa Maxwell, Thad Leighton, even that hustler Drummer. I want La Malinche.”


  Her legs buckled, and she sank to the floor. Dammit, he knew where she was. She should have expected the call, but she’d thought if she could get out of here fast enough…


  She swallowed hard. “I…I don’t have it. That’s not why I’m here.”


  “Don’t lie to me, Maren.”


  “Evan, I’m not lying. I wouldn’t lie to you. I—”


  “If I can’t have the statue, I’ll have you. As I’ve had you. As I plan to go on having you until I get bored and decide to move on to a younger, more agreeable version of you.” Maren covered her mouth with her hand as another burst of fear whipped through her. “However, I might be willing to make you a deal.”


  Her blood beat like cannon fire in her ears, but the offer she heard lingering in his voice kept her from exploding. “What kind of deal?”


  “The kind where I walk away and leave you and that beautiful daughter of yours alone. All alone. The only thing you have to do is bring me La Malinche.”


  This was what he’d been waiting for, Maren realized. All these years, he’d been counting on her father to go after that damn relic again. And he’d targeted her as a way to get it.


  The sickness churned and swirled inside her belly. But with it…a thread of hope. “What guarantee do I have that you’ll live up to your end of the bargain?”


  “None. Except my word. You know my word is sound, Maren. I follow through with all my promises.”


  Her gut twisted again. And the memory of his hands on her body, of the things he’d made her do, rushed through her mind. She closed her eyes tight to block the memories. Yes, she knew better than anyone how he followed through.


  “Maren?”


  Could she do it? Betray her father, Lisa…Thad? Though they’d never been able to prove it, they all knew the treasure hunters who’d killed Colin in that cenote had been hired by Evan Declan. Nine years ago, he’d been as obsessed with finding La Malinche as was her father, but for different reasons. And he’d been willing to kill for it.


  For a split second, Maren thought about telling Thad the truth, but then pushed the thought aside. He’d hate her if she told him the truth, and it wouldn’t keep her daughter any safer. No one was safe from Evan when he set his sights on them. She couldn’t walk away now. Every person she cared about would disown her if she went through with this, but Evan was finally offering her a way out.


  Hands shaking against the phone, she drew in one deep breath for courage, then closed her eyes. “Okay.”


  “Okay?” The surprise in Evan’s voice told her even he hadn’t expected her to capitulate quite so quickly.


  “Yes. Okay. I’ll do it. In exchange for you never seeing, speaking to, or contacting me or Isabel again, I’ll bring you what you want.”


  “La Malinche.”


  A sharp, angry ache filled Maren’s chest, like a hammer chipping away at the embers of her heart. “Yes. When we find it.”


  “Say it.”


  The hammer came down hard, and the pain from the blow made it difficult to breathe, let alone speak. “I’ll bring you La Malinche.”


  “Good girl, Maren.” Evan’s gloating smile twined through his words. “I always knew I could count on you to do the right thing. You’ll see. When this is over, we’ll both have exactly what we want most.”


  


  


  


  Chapter Four


  


  


  


  


  


  A restless night’s sleep did little to settle Maren’s nerves.


  


  After lying awake most of the night, staring at the thatched roof of her hut, second-guessing her decision, she finally gave up and threw back her sleeping bag. She slipped on shorts and a tank, laced her running shoes and pulled her hair back into a ponytail. Then she eased out of the hut just as the sun was coming up.


  She drew in a deep breath of salty air. If she had to be in hell, there was really no better place. At least in the meantime she could enjoy the peaceful setting, the gentle breeze, the push and pull of water along the shore. Maybe the rhythmic sounds could lull her into a fantasy that her life wasn’t really as bad as she thought.


  Yeah, right. Keep telling yourself that, girlie.


  The first two miles were killer. The sand was already warm, radiating heat. The sunglasses she’d slipped on helped cut the glare, but they kept sliding down her nose. Humidity caused her to sweat more than she liked, but she continued to run, to feel the fatigue in her muscles and know that at least this one small thing was good for her.


  She slowed as she approached the small village of Tampalan. Worn stucco buildings, an open-air market, a bustle of merchants and fishermen already milling along the cobblestone streets paralleling the beach met her eyes. Her senses heightened at the aroma of fresh-brewed coffee drifting on the air as she passed a small resort, and stopped to catch her breath.


  A man saw her, smiled, and turned her direction. He was tall, lean, and dressed in running gear, just like Maren, and for a moment she tensed, afraid it might be one of Evan’s spies. Then she realized it was Thad’s sidekick from the airstrip.


  Perspiration ran down his cheek, making his skin look ruddy. “Fancy meeting you out here this early. I figured you’d be sound asleep after your long flight yesterday.”


  “Too quiet in paradise to sleep.” She ran the back of her hand over her brow to mop up the sweat. “Do you run every morning?”


  “I try.” His T-shirt was damp around the collar and down his back. When he lifted his arm to wipe his brow, she caught the long, hard lines of a well-toned body. “Leighton snores, so it’s a good excuse to get out of our hut.”


  Maren chuckled. Yeah, she remembered that about him. But only when he was really tired. And she didn’t want to think about how she used to make him that tired. “How far down the beach did you go?”


  He glanced in the direction he’d just come. “Another mile or two. There’s a bay not far in that direction, some jagged rocks, low cliffs. Makes it tough to keep going. I figure eight miles round trip’s enough.”


  “More than enough for me. The most I can seem to muster up is five. Get bored when I run more than that.” She squinted against the sun behind him, making it hard to see his face.


  “You hungry?”


  “I thought you were running.”


  “I was. I’m not now. Let’s get breakfast. Since we’re already here.”


  His smile was genuine, and there was just something…easy about Nate Drummer. Maren didn’t know what it was, but she liked him. Maybe it was because since she’d arrived, this was the first time she didn’t feel like she was lying. “No breakfast for me. But you could talk me into a cup of coffee, as long as you’re buying.”


  “Done.” He grinned, showing off straight white teeth and a lopsided smile.


  She followed him across the sand toward a small poolside café at one of the various resorts along the strip. Though a resort this far south was a loose term compared to those farther north in Cancun and Playacar.


  “So your dad told a pretty mean tale last night after dinner,” Nate said as he sat.


  Maren frowned. “Patrick has a knack for spinning a long tale.”


  He regarded her a moment, and she braced for the familiar question of why she referred to her father by his first name instead of the traditional term of endearment. When it didn’t come, she figured he must know Patrick better than she thought.


  “Truth or fantasy?” he asked.


  “The curse of La Malinche?” Maren shrugged, feeling even more at ease. She waited while the server brought coffee for each of them. “It’s up to the listener.”


  “And in your case?”


  The server walked away. Maren looked toward Nate. “As a child, I believed in the magic. La Malinche, the desperate curse of a heartsick princess. You have to admit, the whole thing—death and destruction splashing in her wake, heartache and sorrow, love and loss—it’s pretty powerful stuff. Even the biggest skeptic could find herself sucked into the folklore. And the story—especially because it’s about the real-life, historical figures Doña Marina and Hernando Cortés—has all the makings of a blockbuster movie. But as an educated, rational adult, it sounds more like myth and legend than reality to me.”


  “Myths and legends are rooted in reality. Cultures develop myths to explain the unexplainable.”


  She frowned. “You’re an anthropologist, aren’t you?”


  “No,” he said softly. “Just a child of history.”


  When he didn’t elaborate, she shook her head and went on. “Everything can be explained if you chip away at the layers, if you dig deep enough to find what’s underneath. If we believe the curse, Zantum Leonard should have fallen victim to its power. But he didn’t. He reached Spain and went on to live a long life.”


  “He also didn’t try to covet her, to promote his own personal gain. If he helped his father, then he rescued her. There’s power in protection.”


  “Not all women need to be protected.” She poured cream into her coffee, stirred it with a spoon.


  “Are we talking about Doña Marina now, or Maren Hudson?”


  She shrugged again. “Both, probably. However, according to history, Doña Marina was a strong and independent woman. She didn’t need Cortés, but she wanted him. When he shunned her, she hurt. She cast that hurt. Whether the curse is real or not, the statue remains. The statue is of interest because it portrays an important woman in Mexican history. The curse surrounding it increases that interest. But the deaths that occurred in connection with that statue can most likely be explained if one looks at all the evidence on a case-by-case basis. People were murdered, died in battle, drowned, all throughout history whether they came in contact with one small gold statue or not. Zantum Leonard didn’t escape the curse; he just found a life where he didn’t fall upon unhappy circumstances.”


  A smile split Nate’s lean face. “No romantic notions in that head of yours, huh?” When she only raised her brows and sipped her coffee, his cheesy grin disappeared. “And how would you explain what happened to your group nine years ago?”


  The smile creeping at the edge of Maren’s mouth faded. “Bad luck.”


  “And not related to the curse whatsoever?”


  “No.” It was related to one son of a bitch who deserved to spend the rest of his life in a Mexican clink for what he’d done. But of course, that would never happen.


  The waitress came and took their orders. Maren gave in to her grumbling stomach and settled on a fruit plate. When the young girl was gone, Nate leaned back in his chair and propped an ankle on his knee. “So, Maren, where have you been hiding yourself?”


  Happy to be off the topic of the Yucatan, she let out a relieved sigh and lifted her mug for a deep drink. “The San Juan Islands.”


  “I didn’t know there was a dig going on up there.”


  “There’s not.”


  His brow lifted in question, and she waved a hand in a dismissive gesture. “I wasn’t on a dig. My mother runs a hotel there. She had a heart attack last year, and I flew home from Greece where I was working to help out.”


  “You’ve been working in a hotel for the past year?”


  “No, running it.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “No, I’m not. I’m a woman of many talents. I can dig with the best of them, or manage a hotel full of drunk wedding guests. Either way, I’m a force to be reckoned with. People tell me I have a fierce temper and a finite patience.”


  Nate laughed. “I bet you do. Remind me to stay on your good side.”


  She smiled. “Don’t worry, I’m very good at handling irrational men.”


  “Are you?”


  “Yes. I grew up with Patrick Hudson for a father. I had to learn somewhere.”


  “What exactly is your relationship with Patrick?”


  Maren pursed her lips and tried to decide how best to answer that question. “Professional. We rarely see each other. He wasn’t around much when I was a kid. He was usually off on a dig somewhere. His career has always come before family.”


  “Your parents are divorced?”


  “No.” She lifted her mug and sipped again. “Still married, although why, I’ll never understand. I think it’s because neither is able to admit defeat. They’re both stubborn jackasses.”


  He chuckled. The waitress brought their plates and left. “Doesn’t sound like you get along with your mother all that well either.”


  “Better than I do with Patrick. She’s a hard woman on the outside, but she has a few redeeming qualities.”


  “And Patrick?”


  A frown tugged at her mouth. “I’m still waiting for those qualities.”


  He took a bite of his food, chewed, and said, “Patrick tells me you’re leaving today.”


  Maren’s stomach twisted. “That remains to be seen at the moment.”


  Fork in hand, he lifted his brow in surprise. “So you’re staying?”


  Staying, betraying, lying…


  Yeah, all of those things. She swallowed back the bile and forced a smile. “It looks that way.”


  “Patrick will be thrilled.”


  Maren doubted that. At least in the long run. She sipped her coffee again. “Don’t worry. I won’t be getting any preferential treatment.”


  “But you’re staying nonetheless. Because you believe in the same thing I do.”


  “And what’s that?” she asked with amusement, reaching for her fork.


  “Instinct. Whether you believe in the curse or not, instinct is telling you to stay.” He took a bite of his food and waved his utensil. “Intuition is almost as strong as magic.”


  Her eyes swept over his boy-next-door features. She didn’t believe one iota in magic or curses or fate and destiny. Life was one big crapshoot, and you ended up with whatever cards you were dealt. Hers happened to be pretty rotten, but she was making the best of what she had. And it wasn’t instinct that was forcing her to stay. It was fear over what Evan would do if she left that kept her rooted in place.


  “And magic is only a term used to define the undefinable,” she tossed back. “The world is full of undefinable situations, Nate. Sometimes all you can do is go with the flow.”


  He looked up. And something in his lopsided grin said he’d prove her wrong. “Sometimes that’s the best part.”
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  Maren and Nate headed back across the sand toward camp after breakfast and fell into an easy rhythm discussing archaeology. She’d never heard his name before—not in academic settings or professional circles—and she couldn’t help but wonder who he was and why all this interested him.


  


  “So tell me, Nate Drummer. You know why I’m here. Why are you here?”


  He chuckled. “Wondered when we’d get to that. I met Patrick on a dig in Kenya several years ago. The Koobi Fora dig—”


  “Made famous by Richard Leakey in the 1970s for his discovery of ancient hominids.” She nodded. “I remember when Patrick was there, but I don’t remember him mentioning your name.”


  “Probably because I wasn’t important enough to mention. I’m a freelance photographer. I travel all over the world taking pictures for various magazines. I’d been asked to document the field school there. Patrick had come in to teach a few classes as a favor to a colleague. One night we’re all sitting around the fire, kicking back beers and passing a bottle of Jack someone had flown in, and Patrick starts telling us this story about La Malinche. Most of the students thought he’d just had some bad whiskey since he was ranting and raving about the curse. But there was something about the story that fascinated me. I did a little research, found out he wasn’t completely full of shit, and told him if he ever tried to go after it again, to give me a call.”


  “And you didn’t think that was unethical at all?


  He shot her lopsided grin. “Maren, there’s something you need to know about me. I don’t give a shit about the academic stuff. I don’t care if my name gets published or my work winds up in Archaeology Today. I’m not a treasure hunter, if that’s what you’re thinking. I’m not here to filch historical goods. I’m here because I love what I do. I love traveling, seeing new places, meeting interesting people, and helping those in your position document history.”


  Maren stopped and stared after him. “You’re a trust fund baby, aren’t you?”


  He turned and looked at her, a completely innocent smile on his face. “Now what makes you think that?”


  “I’ve known a few in my day.”


  His grin widened, and he gestured for her to keep walking. “My dad’s an investment banker in Connecticut. My mother’s the queen of the social lunch. I got out of there with my camera as soon as I graduated from high school because I couldn’t handle the rigid formality of it all, but I won’t complain about the opportunities their money has given me. Things like having my photos on the covers of National Geographic, Time, and Newsweek. I’d have to be stupid to regret having the funds to travel, that gave me the opportunity to accomplish those goals.”


  Maren couldn’t help but be a little impressed. She never paid attention to a photo’s byline, but she had to admit, that was pretty cool. As was Nate’s forthcoming attitude. Refreshing, actually. “So I take it Patrick called you when he decided to go after La Malinche again.”


  “Not right away. He’d obviously been following it for some time, but you know Patrick, he keeps a lot to himself. We hooked up on a project in Ecuador a few years ago, fell into an easy rhythm again, and he shared some of the things he’d found since our last meeting. Then a few months ago, he called and asked if I wanted to be involved by documenting the project.”


  “There are other people who want La Malinche.”


  “The same people who caused trouble for you in Mexico nine years ago? Yeah, I get that.”


  “And you still want to be involved?” She stopped and looked up.


  He turned to face her. “Let’s cut through the crap here, Maren. Are we talking about Evan Declan?”


  She clenched her jaw at the mere mention of the treasure hunter’s name and started walking again.


  Nate grasped her arm and stepped in her path. “Time for honesty. I know Declan funded the dig, that he thought your father was going to double-cross him, and that he was in that cenote when Leighton’s brother was killed.”


  “What else do you know about Declan?”


  “I know he’s a son of a bitch who shouldn’t have his hands in the archaeological world. I also know he’s a ruthless tyrant who stops at nothing less than what he wants.”


  Her eyes narrowed in speculation. “Sounds like you know an awful lot. In fact, it sounds like your being here has a personal edge to it.”


  He dropped his hand. “It does. His company, Trifecta, funds a lot of underwater recovery projects. I happened to be on one years ago, a Spanish shipwreck off the coast of Antigua, documenting the find. I disagreed with Declan’s motives. He was on-site constantly as we got close to the goods. He didn’t care about preserving the artifacts or raising the ship. All he cared about was finding treasure.”


  “That’s Declan.” She crossed her arms over her chest and tried to settle her quaking stomach.


  “Anyway…” He started walking again, and she followed. “He had me thrown off the project because I disagreed with him philosophically. It burns the pride to be kicked off something you believe in, something you’re good at.”


  “Was this before or after you met Patrick?”


  “Before.”


  “And through Patrick, you saw an opportunity to get back at him. Find La Malinche, flaunt it under his nose, and you’ve won.”


  “Something like that,” he mumbled as he looked out at the water.


  “Silly reason to get yourself mixed into something that could potentially be dangerous.” Colin had died for much less than that.


  “Revenge is never silly. Isn’t that why you’re really here?”


  Maren stopped and looked at him. Revenge was only the start. “I’m here for freedom.”


  He stared at her a long moment, and she knew he was wondering what she meant by that. Glancing to her right, she realized they were already back at camp, and that they were no longer alone. Two figures stood on the porch of a nearby hut. One she recognized by the way he leaned against the railing, sipping the coffee in his hand. The other she recognized by the increased beat of her heart.


  “Thanks for breakfast, Nate.”


  “Maren—”


  Steeling her nerves, she crossed the sand, then drew to a stop at the bottom step of Thad’s hut. But when she looked up, her stomach betrayed her and did an involuntary flip. God, he looked good in those worn jeans, faded blue T-shirt, flip-flops, and that stupid Red Socks hat he’d worn years ago.


  Not being distracted by him these next few weeks was going to be harder than she thought if he looked this good every damn day.


  Clearing her throat, she looked past Thad toward her father. “I’ll stay. For now.” Patrick pushed away from the railing, and his face brightened, but before he could get too excited, she added, “That doesn’t mean anything has changed, though.”


  She didn’t wait for either of them to respond. She turned and headed for her cabin across camp. And with her heart racing, told herself she was doing the right thing. Someday—maybe—they would understand.


  Someday maybe she could convince herself of that fact too.


  


  


  


  Chapter Five


  


  


  


  


  


  Thad glanced toward Patrick as Maren disappeared around the corner of the building. The old fart’s grin stretched from ear to ear.


  


  Patrick chuckled and lifted his coffee. “Guess she told us. Wonder what changed her mind.”


  Thad wondered too. He wasn’t sure if it was his conversation with her last night or her early morning impromptu breakfast with Drummer, but either way, he didn’t care. She was staying. He hadn’t come down here because of her, but his mood lifted dramatically just knowing she was sticking around.


  Drummer approached the cabin. Hands on hips, he rested one foot on the bottom step and squinted through the sunlight. “Busy morning. I need a shower. We heading out to the boat today?”


  Patrick glanced Thad’s way and lifted his brows. Drummer caught the movement, and his gaze followed.


  “Yeah,” Thad said, tossing the last few drops of his coffee over the railing into the sand. He and Patrick had already agreed Thad would take the lead on the Conquistador’s recovery. Patrick would monitor and supervise all activity from the camp. “We need to check and catalog the gear. There’s a dive shop in town. If we need something, we should be able to find it. I’ve also got equipment coming on order. Probably be here today or tomorrow.”


  “Sounds good,” Drummer said. “Gimme fifteen to get cleaned up.”


  “I’ll be out at the rig, loading up,” Thad told him.


  Drummer moved up the steps. As he pulled open the screen, Thad said, “Hey, Nate.”


  Drummer paused. “Yeah?”


  “Whatever you said to her this morning, thanks.”


  “Don’t thank me. She’d already decided to stay before I ran into her. But I don’t think she did it for you, numbnuts.” He looked Patrick’s way. “Or you, old man. I have a feeling that woman doesn’t do anything unless it’s exactly what she wants to do.”


  One side of Thad’s lips curled. Yeah, he remembered that about Maren. Nice to know some things hadn’t changed.


  The screen door slapped closed as Drummer headed into the casita. When they were alone, Thad sobered and looked Patrick’s way again, intent on finishing the conversation they’d just started when Maren and Drummer interrupted them. “So…Declan…”


  Patrick tossed the dregs of his coffee over the railing. “Off the coast of St. Kitts. Shipwreck there he’s just started scavenging. So far, my guys tell me he hasn’t even looked our direction.”


  Thad rested his hands on his hips. Above, a bird cawed as it swooped low over the swaying palms. “That’ll change.”


  “Not likely. Unless someone here feeds him information, and I know that won’t happen, we should be free and clear for quite some time.”


  “Never underestimate the bastard, Patrick. Word will spread. The locals will talk. And no matter what, Declan will find out. He has a sixth sense about these things. You think Maren’s up for this?”


  “Maren needed to get back on a dig. She’s ready. She can handle this. I know you don’t think so, but trust me, she can handle just about anything.”


  Thad wasn’t sure about that. He’d seen her last night, and he knew she was still struggling with the hows and whys of being down here, but Drummer was right. She never did anything unless she wanted to.


  He pulled the keys from his front pocket. “I’ll radio you from the boat later and give you an update.”


  “Enjoy the sun,” Patrick said, moving down the steps and heading the other direction.


  Thad crossed the camp just as Lisa was emerging from her hut. “Hey, Red. You working on the boat today, or here?”


  Lisa stopped near the back of the Jeep. Thad yanked open his backpack and searched for his sunglasses. “Here. I work better alone. The camp should be deserted once Patrick gets his grunts out of the way. I’ll set up in the dining hall. By the time you all come back for dinner, I should have the seafloor mapped and will be able to tell you exactly where our ship is located.”


  Thad chuckled. “You always were a cocky broad.”


  Lisa grinned. “Someone has to be.” Backpack slung over her shoulder and a full coffee cup in hand, she started down the dirt road, then glanced back. “Be nice to each other.”


  Thad looked over his shoulder. Maren stood a few feet from him. Her freshly showered hair was piled on top of her head, a few loose strands framing her face, and the familiar scent of pomegranates wafted in the air around her.


  God, she smelled incredible. Thad fought from drawing in a deep whiff and went back to his bag. “Now why would she think otherwise?”


  “I guess she knows us both pretty well,” Maren said.


  Thad pulled his glasses out and slid them on, then turned to face her. And wow, she looked even better than she smelled. Short denim shorts, a thin white tank that showed off her small waist and hips and the supple curve of her breasts, a knapsack slung over her shoulder and dusty hiking boots on her feet that proved she was as rugged as the rest of them. He’d always been interested in girls who could get gussied up one minute but were just as comfortable dressed down, and she still definitely qualified. Awareness zinged through his body and shot straight to his groin.


  Realizing where his thoughts were going, he cleared his throat and refocused on why he was here. The situation was going to be awkward anyway they sliced it. It was better to clear the air than just let things fester. “Look, Maren—”


  “No, Thad. Let me start. You took me by surprise yesterday at the airstrip. As soon as I saw you, I knew Patrick had tricked me to get me down here. I shouldn’t have taken things out on you, and for that I apologize.”


  Thad stared into her light blue eyes, a little taken aback. The Maren he remembered was as fiery as the girl who’d leapt out of his Jeep yesterday before they’d come to a complete stop. The one he was being faced with today was calm, collected, and sounded…practiced.


  “There’s no reason for you to apologize,” he said slowly.


  “Yes, there is. I let my emotions rule me yesterday. I was tired, still a little airsick, and overwhelmed. But I won’t let it happen again. We’re both mature, rational adults. We can forget about everything that happened in the past and work together now as professional colleagues. I have complete faith you won’t be anything but one hundred percent ethical where I’m concerned.”


  Thad wasn’t exactly sure how to interpret that. It was the equivalent of let’s just be friends but instead of friends, she wanted to be cold, distant professionals.


  “Fresh start?” She held out her hand in a peace offering, lifted her brows, and waited. And he looked down at her long fingers and slim palm and had an insane urge to wrap his hand around hers, then pull her in for a swift, hard kiss, just to prove they’d always be a hell of a lot more than “colleagues.”


  He took her small hand in his, and as their skin brushed, an arc of electricity shot up his arm. His gaze darted to her eyes. If she felt it too, though, she didn’t show it. Not even the smallest twitch.


  Smiling sweetly, she released his hand, then moved around him toward the front of the Jeep. “Is Nate coming?”


  That urge to kiss her came back tenfold, and as the scent of pomegranates wafted by him again, Thad turned to watch her, only just barely keeping his feet planted in the thin dirt beneath his flip-flops. “Yeah.”


  “Good.” She opened the door and climbed into the front seat, then slipped on a pair of Ray-Bans. “I’m anxious to get started. The sooner we get going, the sooner we can get home. I have people waiting for me.”


  Thad wasn’t sure what that meant, but some deep-seated place inside wanted to find out. She couldn’t be married. She wasn’t wearing a ring, and Lisa or Patrick would have told him if that were the case. And why the hell did the thought of her being married suddenly cause a knot in his stomach?


  He slammed the tailgate closed and moved around to the driver side of the vehicle, more dazed than he’d been in weeks—no, months. Irritated with himself, he looked toward his casita, then leaned into the cab and laid on the horn.


  A loud blare echoed, followed by a muffled, “I’m coming. Jesus, keep your panties on,” from the direction of his hut.


  Maren laughed. And the sound was so sweet, Thad’s mood lifted all over again. “Move your ass, Drummer!” he called.


  Dressed in cargo shorts, a blue dive T-shirt, and flip-flops, Drummer jogged down the steps of their casita with a sandwich in hand and a frown on his face. He tossed his camera bag and backpack into the rear of the Jeep, then climbed into the backseat. “You barely give a man time to shower, let alone grab a bite to eat. All I ever hear from you is ‘do this,’ ‘do that,’ and ‘hurry the hell up.’”


  Thad closed the door and shoved the Jeep in gear. “You should learn to get up earlier, Cinderella.”


  Maren chuckled again as they pulled out of camp. “And eat less. We just had breakfast. How can you be hungry already?”


  “I’m a guy, sweetheart,” Drummer mumbled from the backseat as he bit into his sandwich. “We’re always hungry, aren’t we, boss man?”


  Maren looked Thad’s way and lifted her brows.


  And as he drove, Thad ground his teeth against the wicked shot of heat cascading all through his body. Yeah, he was hungry. But not for food. At least not right now. Now he was hungry for the woman seated next to him. The one he’d vowed never to touch if he ever saw her again. The one he was suddenly plotting to get his hands on as soon as they were alone.
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  The marina was littered with fishermen and a scattering of tourists searching for a chance to dive in some of the best waters in the world. Thad pointed out the boat to Maren as they drew close. The Escapade looked like an ordinary yacht, forty-eight feet long, a wide deck, with a generous cabin below. But knowing her father, Maren suspected the technology on board would be state-of-the-art—GPS, side scan sonar, Doppler, Pulse 12 metal detector, the works. The man never did anything half-assed.


  


  Unless of course it had anything to do with family. Then he didn’t give a damn.


  Forcing back the contempt and reminding herself to keep the mood light and noncombative, she climbed on board and tossed her backpack on the deck. A quick peek in the pilothouse confirmed her predictions, and she let out a slow whistle. “Patrick spent a pretty penny on this.”


  “Investors did,” Thad said, easing by her.


  When he passed, Maren caught a hint of that husky male scent as the air stirred near her and his warm body brushed by. That moment back at camp rushed through her memory, the way his skin had tingled against hers when he’d shaken her hand. How hot and alive he’d been next to her. Refocusing on why she was here, she glanced up with the intent of smiling politely, then noticed his profile and couldn’t help but falter.


  Chiseled jaw, strong neck, square chin, and lush, masculine lips. Every bit the man she still dreamed about at night, and the one she saw in her daughter’s face every time she looked at her. Emotions tightened her chest, mixing with memories she fought to keep back. Averting her eyes, she turned away and blinked several times to keep from getting sucked back under.


  “Lab’s set up in the salon downstairs,” he said.


  Thankful for the distraction—and the fact he hadn’t seemed to notice her little hiccup—she headed for the stairs. Being close to him was hard enough without the added knowledge he was aware of her. And the fact he hadn’t argued with her when she’d proposed they put the past behind them and simply be professional colleagues? That just proved there was nothing left between them and that he’d moved on long ago. A good thing, she assured herself.


  So why did that knowledge depress her?


  Shaking off the crazy thoughts, she moved down the stairs into the main salon. As she’d expected, the Escapade wasn’t merely a sailing vessel, but a full-fledged working research vessel. A long counter against one wall and large, rectangular table in the middle of the salon would suffice for the work she needed to do once they started gathering artifacts. There was a small galley ahead and a door leading to two staterooms. After glancing around the bedrooms, she turned back for the salon. If nothing else, the extra room on board might come in handy if she decided to work late some night or just wanted to get away from the group.


  Back at the counter, she took out her notebook, slipped on her glasses, and focused on making lists of chemicals and supplies she’d need. Even though her father’s main goal was La Malinche, they were bound to unearth other important artifacts. To keep her ruse up, she’d have to play her part to the letter.


  They’d need more containers, muriatic acid for cleaning brass, bronze, and copper pieces, citric acid for electrolyte cleaning. She’d have to pick up nylon brushes in town, bags for labeling and cataloging finds, and picks and hammers to dislodge conglomerate—the chunks of calcium carbonate that formed over objects underwater after centuries of chemical reactions.


  As Thad had explained to her on the drive to the marina, the artifacts would be cleaned, bagged, and stored, then shipped to a research lab in Mexico once the dig was complete.


  She reached for her laptop in the bag at her feet and began typing in notes and making lists of what still needed to be done to prepare for the work ahead.


  Still busy two hours later, she barely heard Thad when he wandered into the cabin. With her notebook open next to her, her eyes busily scanning the pages, and her fingers clicking across the keyboard, she didn’t look up until he shifted his weight and cleared his throat.


  “Drummer and I are heading into town to pick up supplies at the dive shop.”


  “Hmm.” She held up a finger to stop him while she kept typing. She hit the Save key, swiveled on her stool, and took the pencil out of her mouth. “I’ll go with you. I need to get a few things as well.”


  “Sounds good.”


  He stepped to the side to let her pass. Their bodies brushed as she moved, just a whisper touch. Just enough so the casual contact sent a shiver of awareness through Maren’s entire body. She tried not to react but couldn’t help drawing in a quick breath and inhaling the clean scent of soap and male sweat mixed with salt from the ocean.


  She fought to keep her eyes open and not savor the feel of being close to him again. How was it possible he smelled the same after all this time? Recognition swamped her, and her heart rate jumped before she could steady it.


  Thad followed her out to the Wrangler, where Drummer was waiting. They drove into the village, parked, and Maren climbed out, relieved to have some distance and a chance to get her bearings. She scanned the area.


  “An hour and a half long enough?” Thad asked.


  “Should be. I’ll put together an order. We can pick it up on the way back.” She moved into the crowds and resisted the urge to look back to see if he was watching her.


  It only took about an hour to locate the supplies on her list. Most of it she was able to find at the local hardware store. A few items she had to order. She made a mental note to let Patrick handle those.


  With an extra half hour until she had to meet Thad and Drummer, she decided to poke around the open-air market.


  She moved through the hustle of locals and a few tourists who’d ventured south of the resort areas, stopping to look here and there at the handwoven baskets and local crafts. The tin roofs protected the merchants from sun and wind and rain, and the blue tarps were a sort of shelter from each other.


  The shops all sold roughly the same goods. A different necklace here or there. A wooden boat she hadn’t seen at any other booths. When she spotted a young native girl behind a low counter with various forms of jewelry laid across the top, she paused to glance over the selection.


  A necklace with a large white shell hanging from the middle of a silver chain sparkled and caught her eye. “This is beautiful,” she said to the girl. “Did you make it?”


  The girl nodded. Not much older than Isabel. But down here, craft was taught early. “Abalone.”


  Maren held up the necklace, marveling at how the shell caught the light. “Can you put it on for me?”


  “Me?”


  “Yes. I know a girl about your age who’d love this. I’d like to see how it looks.”


  The young girl took the necklace and clasped it around her neck. Maren smiled. “Very nice.”


  The girl motioned to a pair of earrings. “These match.”


  “Your English is very good.”


  “Gracias. I study hard.”


  Maren lifted the small drops and held them up against the necklace at the girl’s throat. “Really pretty. You do good work.”


  “Gracias,” the girl said again.


  “I’ll take them.”


  The girl beamed as she slipped the necklace off and bagged the purchase. She passed Maren the bag, then leaned across the counter to get a better look at the choker around Maren’s neck.


  “Es, um, shark tooth?” she asked.


  “This?” Maren brushed her hair over her shoulder and fingered the choker, leaning closer so the girl could see it better. The lone tooth was attached to a braided hemp rope, positioned between two small beads. “Yes.”


  “A real shark tooth?” the girl asked.


  “Yep.”


  “Es más grande, um…larger…than any of the shark tooth necklaces here. Where you get it?”


  “Great Barrier Reef. I was diving there.”


  “You found it?” The girl reached out and ran her fingertips along the sharp edges.


  “No. The shark took a liking to me.”


  “He alive?” This time she glanced up at Maren with wide eyes.


  “He was. My diving partner didn’t like how he was eyeing me.”


  “What happened?”


  From the corner of her vision, Maren caught sight of a native woman staring at her from across the market, and for reasons she didn’t quite understand, her senses went on high alert.


  “Senorita?”


  Maren looked back at the girl in front of her. “Excuse me?”


  “The shark,” the girl prompted.


  “Oh.” Maren forced a smile. “Let’s just say he met an untimely death.”


  The girl continued to stare. “Were you asustada?” She gave her head a fast shake and dropped her hand. “Mm, afraid?”


  Maren glanced over her shoulder again. The woman was gone, but the fine hairs along Maren’s nape still stood as if some kind of danger lurked.


  She smiled again, more to ease her own nerves than the girl’s, and leaned closer. “Terrified, but don’t tell anyone.”


  “You were lucky. My uncle was attacked by a shark. Lost his leg.”


  “Dangerous work, diving. Is he okay?”


  “Si. Complains a lot.” The girl smiled. “I hope your young friend likes the necklace.”


  “I’m sure she will. Thank you.”


  Maren turned and looked through the crowd outside the shop. She didn’t see the woman again. Drawing a relieved breath, she headed for the wide doorway. And made it three steps before she drew up short.


  Every nerve in her body lurched to attention when she saw Thad standing near a display of scarves, hands in the pockets of his loose-fitting jeans, his dark eyes watching her every movement.


  Sweat beaded her forehead and prickled her back. “What are you doing here?”


  “You’re late. I’ve been looking for you.”


  She glanced at her watch. “Oh, sorry. I had some time to kill, so I thought I’d check out the market. I lost track of time.”


  “No biggie.” He turned and fell into step next to her as she walked. “Is that true?”


  “What?” The hair on the back of her neck stood straight. Had he been listening to the whole conversation?


  “About the shark.”


  “Oh, um…yeah.”


  She stepped past a booth, intent on getting away from him as fast as she could. But a hand closed around her arm, stopping her forward progress. She yelped as she was tugged into a dark corner, then gasped when her back hit a solid wall and Thad closed in at her front. “Wh-what do you think you’re doing, Leighton?”


  Was that her voice? It sounded breathless and—dammit—excited.


  He braced one arm against the wall near her head and fingered the shark tooth at her throat. “Getting a look for myself. When did this happen?”


  “Um…” She couldn’t think straight. Dammit, she was flustered. And hot. He was making her all hot and flustered. “About two years ago, I think.”


  “And?”


  Why was he hounding her? It was no big deal. And why had he cornered her in here like this? Perspiration slid down her spine. “You’re crowding me.”


  “I know. Focus, Maren.” His finger skimmed the tooth, and heat shot all across her collarbone where his hand brushed. “The shark.”


  She swallowed hard. Tried not to look into his dark eyes. Focus on his chin or throat or something besides his eyes. “I-I was working a wreck off the reef, and this tiger shark came along, thought I was a tasty morsel. My dive partner happened to see him eyeing me and came to my rescue.”


  “He didn’t get you?”


  “No, Raoul got to him first.”


  “Raoul?”


  Something in his tone made her relax. He hadn’t heard her talking about Isabel, she was sure of it, and she hadn’t mentioned Isabel by name, so there was nothing to stress over. That gave her the balance she’d been missing. She lifted her eyes to his and smiled sweetly. “Handsome Australian marine archaeologist. With a body like Russell Crowe and a voice to match.”


  “I doubt that.”


  Her smile faded. Was that hurt in his voice? Irritation? She couldn’t tell. And since he was looking down at her shark-tooth necklace and not into her eyes, she couldn’t read him.


  But she could feel him. Warm. Solid. All man. She was as close to him as she’d been since arriving in Mexico, and the way he had her boxed in was making her breaths come faster, her pulse beat quicker, and his familiar scent was doing crazy things to her libido.


  Keep it together. Don’t freak out…


  His finger trailed from the shark tooth at her throat to the silver chain lying across her collarbone. Electrical pulses arced across her skin. “I wonder what’s at the end of this.”


  She didn’t immediately register what he was talking about. Then he brushed his finger down the left side of the chain, heading for the locket hidden inside her shirt.


  Panic closed in. She slapped her hand over his. Surprised, he stilled his fingers against her overheated skin and looked up into her eyes.


  “Don’t,” she whispered.


  One side of his lips curled in a wicked for-her-eyes-only smile. The same smile he’d given her hundreds of times when they’d been tangled together nine years before. The same one that still made her knees weak today.


  “I have this strange feeling you’re hiding something from me, Blondie.”


  She was. Everything.


  She narrowed her eyes and worked for blasé when inside she felt anything but. “You have an overactive imagination, Leighton.”


  “I may not have the fancy degrees, but I’m good at uncovering secrets. And I’ve already figured out yours.”


  Maren’s breath caught. “I…I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Yeah, you do.” Beneath her hand, he traced his finger over the edge of the chain again, inching slightly lower until he grazed the top of her breast. Tingles spread from the spot, straight to her nipples. “I’m talking about this. You and me. And all that bullshit about being colleagues. You can spew as much of it as you want, but I know the truth.”


  Her brain felt like it was short-circuiting. When he touched her like that, she couldn’t remember where she was. What she was doing. Couldn’t remember anything.


  “And—” God, there went her voice again. Weak, pathetic…aroused. She cleared her throat. “What’s that?”


  “That the girl you used to be is still in there. And as much as you’re trying to be all professional and detached, I know that girl’s dying to come out and play.”


  She stared at him. Didn’t know what to say. Didn’t know anything except her thumping heart and racing pulse and the hundreds of butterflies alive in her belly. “Stop being cute, Leighton.”


  He smiled again. Slow. Sexy. Dangerous, because he was the worst kind of temptation. “You think I’m cute?”


  “I think you’re trouble.”


  He chuckled. “That doesn’t sound nearly as bad as I know you want it to sound. In fact, it sounds kinda fun.”


  Her jaw clenched at his obvious amusement. And because…he was right. It sounded like a helluva lot of fun to her right now too. “I’m not here for fun. I’m here to work. And you’re still crowding me.”


  His smile was pure sex. And invitation. And filled with a desire she only just barely resisted. And it did more to her pulse than his flirty words had moments before. But thankfully, he moved back enough so she could breathe.


  She drew air into her lungs. In and out. Slow. Then she squared her shoulders and tried like hell to look calm and casual. And knew from the way she was sweating that she failed miserably. “Where’s Nate?”


  “He decided to walk back to the marina.” Thad moved another step away and gestured for her to walk ahead. But he was studying her with those knowing eyes. She could feel his gaze boring into her back. Watching the sway of her ass.


  Her internal temperature felt like it jumped another five degrees.


  “Which way to the hardware store?” he asked, sounding totally calm and collected. The bastard.


  Stomach tight, she climbed into the rig and pointed the direction. Luckily, they drove through the village in silence, but out of the corner of her eye, she caught his relaxed jaw, his loose shoulders, and that cocky smile curling the corner of his mouth.


  Dammit. He was cute. Cuter than he’d been before, because he knew he’d gotten to her. And she was in serious trouble.


  After picking up her order, they headed back to the marina. Thad and Nate helped her haul in her boxes, then left her to finish cataloging her equipment and re-store her supplies, alone.


  Feeling more at ease in the familiar surroundings, she worked through the afternoon and finally glanced at her watch, noting it was after three o’clock. Arms lifted over her head, she stretched her tired shoulders and paused, listening for voices. The guys were somewhere on the bridge, playing with the equipment. She could just barely make out their voices above.


  Perfect timing.


  She fished her cell out of her backpack and dialed home, knowing it would probably be her only chance to talk to Isabel for a few days. And just as she hit Send, the woman who’d been watching her in the market popped into her mind. Another shiver raced down her back.


  Just nerves. About the dig. About talking to Isabel when Thad was close. About Evan. She shook off the stupid feeling and waited for the line to pick up.


  As she expected, the connection was bad, but her mother answered on the third ring. “Hudson residence.”


  “Hello, Mother, it’s Maren.”


  “Maren, dear. You sound tired.”


  No apology for misleading her. Leave it to her mother to act like nothing had happened. “I’m fine, Mother, just working.”


  “You should tell your father you need some time to catch your breath.”


  “He doesn’t listen to me.” Much the way he doesn’t listen to you.


  Her mother sighed. “How is he?”


  The genuine interest softened Maren, and she blew out a breath. Though Sophia Hudson had no desire to live with the man, she obviously still cared about him. “He’s fine. I’m on the boat, and he’s not here right now; otherwise, I’d let you speak with him.”


  “He’ll call if it’s important. Now…” Her voice hardened. “I suppose you want to speak with Isabel.”


  So much for small talk. “Yes. If she’s around.”


  “I’ve already told her about the project, so there’s no reason to waste your time rehashing that. She’s right here. Hold on.”


  The betrayal she’d felt when she realized her parents had tricked her sliced like a hot, sharp knife all over again, but Maren swiveled her seat and bit her lip as she looked out the windows at the sunshine glinting off the water. For all her mother’s shortcomings, the woman loved her granddaughter. “Hey, Mom!”


  A wave of warmth rushed through Maren at the sound of Isabel’s chipper voice, and a relieved smile curled her mouth. Until this moment, she hadn’t realized how anxious she was about Isabel. Hearing her sweet voice reinforced the knowledge that Evan was nowhere close. “Heya right back, baby. How are you?”


  “Good. I miss you, though.”


  “I miss you too, sweetie.”


  “How’s Grandpa?”


  Patrick was the last person Maren wanted to talk about. “He’s fine. Ordering people around, making demands, unbending. Same old, same old.”


  Isabel giggled. “Not sick, huh?”


  Maren clenched her jaw. “Not in the least.”


  “Give him a kiss from me.”


  Maren grimaced. “I will.” She wouldn’t.


  “How’s the dig?”


  “Well, we haven’t really started yet. I spent most of today getting the lab set up. We’ll start diving tomorrow.”


  “Be sure to take your underwater camera. I can’t wait to see pictures.”


  “I will. For you, anything.” She leaned back in her chair and tried to settle her nerves. “Is everything okay up there?”


  “Yeah. Grandma’s been busy at the hotel, but things are fine. Jenny’s boyfriend showed up with flowers and a cake for her birthday, caused all this commotion at the front desk, and Grandma almost had a conniption fit.”


  Maren relaxed as she listened to Isabel chatter about the hotel happenings. Normal. Everything sounded as normal as it got up there. As long as Evan kept his distance, everything would be just fine.


  She waited until Isabelle finished her story. “I probably won’t be able to call you for a few days. We’ll be working pretty long hours.”


  “That’s okay. I’m fine, and Nona’s teaching me to make her famous chocolate chip cookies.”


  “Is she?” Nona was Sophia’s housekeeper and more grandmother than employee. And she had a knack for keeping Maren’s mother in line. “Well, in that case I’ll expect a homemade batch the next time I see you. About time you started pulling your weight around that house.”


  Isabel laughed again. “I miss you, Mom.”


  The love in Isabel’s voice tugged at Maren’s heart. “I know, baby. I miss you too. I think about you all the time. And I love you, more than you know.”


  Silence echoed over the line; then in a small voice, Isabel said, “Grandma said maybe I could join you in a few weeks.”


  Maren’s heart caught, and she thought of Thad somewhere upstairs. Squeezing her eyes tight, she pressed her fingers against her forehead. “I’m…not sure. The conditions here aren’t great. We’ll…have to see. I’ll talk to Patrick, but…I’m just not sure.”


  “Okay,” Isabel said on a dejected sigh.


  Maren hated lying to her daughter, but she couldn’t bring Isabel down here. Not with so much at stake. And now wasn’t the time to tell Isabel that her long-lost father had suddenly reappeared.


  Maren swallowed the bitter bile and worked for happy in her voice when she said, “Okay, I gotta go, baby. Are you okay?”


  “Yeah,” Isabel answered. “I guess.”


  But she wasn’t. Maren could hear the disappointment in her daughter’s voice, and it only added to the burn in her stomach.


  “Sleep well tonight, sweetie.”


  “Bye, Mom.”


  “Bye.”


  She clicked off the phone and tossed it onto the table, then pressed both hands against her closed eyes. Normally, Isabel’s sweet voice calmed her. Today all it did was reinforce that when this was over, everyone would hate her.


  The shuffle of feet behind brought her guard up again, and she swiveled her seat toward the noise. Thad stood in the doorway with a box of supplies.


  Her blood ran cold, and the fine hairs along her nape jumped to attention.


  “Sorry,” he said. “Didn’t want to interrupt your conversation.” He lifted the box. “More supplies Patrick brought down.”


  Her nerves vibrated with the speed of a hummingbird’s wings. “Oh, thanks.”


  He set the box on the table, and she rose on unsteady legs, crossed the floor, and started to go through it. His eyes were on her, though, watching her every movement and reaction, and she couldn’t seem to concentrate on the bottles or tools in front of her. She knew he’d heard at least some of her conversation, and she was racking her brain trying to remember if she’d said Isabel’s name or not.


  She finally glanced up and forced herself to remain calm, but inside she felt the firestorm of all her lies swirling together in a giant vortex. “What?”


  His gaze was curious, not heated like it had been back at the market. And her pulse jumped all over again. An uncontrollable urge to turn into him, to tell him everything, overwhelmed her.


  For several seconds, he said nothing. Just stared at her with those curious, intense, familiar eyes. And that connection they’d shared so long ago seemed to flare to life in the space between them.


  Finally, he shook his head, then turned and disappeared up the steps. And alone, Maren dropped onto her chair and rested her head in her hands.


  Too close. Too damn close. She had to be careful. Everything was hinging on her keeping Isabel out of the picture. She couldn’t let Thad know about her now. Not when she was so close to getting their lives back.


  When it was done.


  She lifted her head to look out at the shimmering water, and promised herself she’d tell him when it was all over.


  She’d just have to be a lot more meticulous about what she said and did around him. And not fall for the man all over again in the process.


  


  


  


  Chapter Six


  


  


  


  


  


  “Missed you this morning, gorgeous.” From the edge of the dock, Drummer handed Maren a box of supplies, then climbed on board the Escapade.


  


  Maren dragged her gaze away from something she’d been staring at onshore and glanced Drummer’s way. “First dive in quite a while. I decided not to run and dive on the same day.” She took the box of supplies from his hands and turned toward the cabin. “Once I get back into the groove of things, I’ll be kicking your butt out on the sand, don’t worry.”


  “Can’t wait,” Drummer said, watching her go.


  More irritated than he liked, Thad glared down from the flybridge, where he was standing, toward the horndog masquerading as his photographer. “Keep your eyes in your head, Sideshow Bob.”


  Drummer chuckled and squinted up at him. “How did you know Sideshow Bob’s my favorite Simpsons character? He sure the hell has the most fun. Though Krusty gets all the babes.”


  “Blondie’s afraid of clowns.” Thad looked out over the docks, wondering what the hell Maren had been staring at. He didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.


  “Afraid of clowns?” Drummer mumbled. “No way. You’re awfully funny looking. Maybe I should go hold her hand or something.”


  Lisa stepped out of the salon and slapped Drummer on the shoulder. “You might lose it if you try. She’s been fighting with a new cataloging program on her laptop all morning. She’s in a bitchy mood.”


  So that explained the look. Shaking off the strange sense of foreboding that had been sliding over him, Thad refocused on the boat’s instruments.


  “Software?” Drummer asked from below. “Finally, something I know a thing or two about, besides sex.”


  Jesus, the guy was worse than a fifteen-year-old boy. As Thad maneuvered the boat out of the marina, he yelled, “Don’t piss her off, Bob!”


  Laughter drifted up to Thad’s ears.


  Moments later, Lisa climbed the ladder and sat in the seat next to him, her short red hair rustling in the breeze. She drew in a deep breath and closed her eyes. “Now this is the life.”


  Feeling more relaxed the farther they got from land, Thad looked at her, not for the first time amazed at the transformation. In her red halter bikini top and a pair of low-cut denim shorts, Thad could see the muscle tone in her arms and legs, but that wasn’t what had changed most about her. She’d always been in good shape. No, the last time he’d seen her—after they’d lost Colin—she’d been a mess, barely able to keep it together. Now, she looked…happy. Really happy, actually. There was a glow about her he didn’t remember, even before Colin’s death. Granted, a lot could change in nine years, but Thad knew for certain he’d never been that happy. Except, maybe once.


  “What?” she asked, opening her eyes and smiling his way.


  “Nothing. You just look good, Maxwell.”


  She grinned wider and leaned her shoulder into his. “Since I know you think of me as a sister, I won’t read anything into that. But I wouldn’t let Drummer hear you say it. He’ll think Maren’s fair game.”


  Thad looked ahead at the sea of blue and frowned. “What are you talking about? Maren’s free to do whatever she wants.”


  One corner of Lisa’s lips curled in amusement. “Mm-hmm.”


  Thad’s frown deepened at the way she was watching him. “Problem?”


  “No, no problem at all.” Her smile widened. “Rafe’s coming down in a couple of days. I can’t wait for you to meet him.”


  The way her face lit up when she mentioned her husband brought a smile back to Thad’s lips. “If he got you to give up your playgirl ways, then he must be quite a guy.”


  Lisa laughed. “He’ll be thrilled to hear you say that.” Her expression sobered as she looked out at the water. “Do you trust him?”


  Thad checked their location on the GPS. “Who? Drummer?” When she glanced his way and nodded, he shrugged. “I’ve got no reason not to. Why, don’t you?”


  “I don’t know yet. But anytime Patrick brings on someone new, I get antsy.”


  Yeah, Thad did too. That had been Patrick’s mistake the last time. As the water lapped against the boat, he thought about what little they really knew about Drummer.


  Which, admittedly, wasn’t a lot.


  “From what Drummer told Maren,” Lisa went on, “it sounds like he has no love for Declan, which is a good thing as far as I’m concerned.” She glanced over the railing toward the deck below. “But I can’t stop feeling that he’s hiding something. Be careful there.”


  Thad had learned long ago not to question Lisa’s first instinct. His stomach was already a hot ball of nerves as they finally got this project underway. “I will. You watch yours too.”


  “I’m a shark underwater. He’ll never see me coming.” She pushed to her feet. “I’m heading down to get the gear ready.”


  Thad slowed the boat roughly twelve miles out from shore and cut the engine. Climbing down the ladder, he hollered, “All hands on deck!”


  “Geez,” Drummer mumbled as he headed toward the back of the boat. “Please tell me we don’t have to salute him and all that shit.”


  Maren chuckled from inside the salon.


  Thad headed into the pilothouse, just below the flybridge. A splash echoed, and moments later, Drummer joined him. “Magnetometer’s in the water.”


  If Patrick’s research was right, they had to be pretty close to the remains of the Conquistador.


  Maren and Lisa joined them, eager to watch the screen and see what the magnetometer picked up. But as soon as Maren stepped into the small room, the scent of pomegranates filled Thad’s nostrils, followed by a wave of heat he felt roll all over his skin, distracting him from his job at the helm.


  “Go slow,” Maren said, eyes locked on the screen.


  Go slow. Great. Thad remembered her saying that once before. The first time they’d made love. That heat shot to his belly and slinked lower. Now he was gonna be thinking about sex the entire afternoon.


  With one hand on the throttle and the other on the wheel, he tried to focus on why they were here, but he kept getting distracted. Every time the girls thought they saw something, Maren’s face would light up like a kid in a candy shop, and the sweet sound of her excited voice was enough to make Thad’s blood pump fast in a way it hadn’t pumped in years.


  They trolled through the area Patrick had marked for a good two hours. Lisa and Maren watched the screen and made notes of variances below the surface. By the time Thad cut the engine, they had a cluster of anomalies to investigate before the sun went down, and Thad had a hard-on that wasn’t going anywhere unless he got away from Maren.


  Lisa and Drummer were already in their wet suits when he made his way to the deck. Keeping his eyes—and thoughts—off Maren, he double-checked the tanks and helped Lisa strap hers on. “You got cameras?”


  “That’s like asking Krusty if he’s got condoms,” Drummer replied as he munched on a handful of chips.


  Thad shook his head and tightened Lisa’s straps.


  “Really, Drummer?” Lisa said, glancing Drummer’s way. “Can’t you wait to eat? I don’t want to have to haul your ass back to the boat because you got a side ache.”


  Drummer popped the rest of his chips in his mouth, dusted off his hands, and grinned. “Who? Me?” he asked around a mouthful.


  Lisa frowned. From her spot on the other side of the deck, Maren laughed. And the sound was like tinkling bells, easing the tightness in Thad’s chest and the nerves growing in his belly over what they’d find below.


  A ding sounded, and Maren turned for the salon. “I’ll be right back.”


  Lisa sat on the edge of the boat and slipped on her fins and mask. With one look at Thad, she said, “If he dies out there, it’s not my fault.”


  “Go,” Thad said, pushing lightly on her shoulder. She grinned up at him, then popped the regulator in her mouth and barrel-rolled backward. “And don’t purposely kill him even though he deserves it!” he called after her.


  A tiny splash echoed. Drummer looked down at her curvy body already gliding through the water and cocked his head. “How big is her husband? Is he like Rambo big or just average?”


  “I don’t know,” Thad answered. “Why?”


  “Because I’m trying to decide if she and I should have our hot love affair before or after he gets here.”


  Thad couldn’t help it, he laughed. Regardless of what Lisa thought, Drummer was harmless. An equal-opportunity flirt, but harmless. And, Thad realized, much-needed comic relief on a day like this. “God, you’re a piece of work. Go already, horndog.”


  Drummer smiled, popped his regulator in his mouth, and stepped off the boat. His fins hit the water with a slap, as loud and obnoxious as Lisa’s barrel roll had been smooth and graceful.


  Maren walked out on deck just as Drummer disappeared into the water. She handed Thad a mug of coffee and took a sip of her own. “Darn, I missed the big send-off.”


  “Thanks.” Thad took the mug as they watched the two swim away, his skin already warming with Maren so close again. He really needed to get in control of his body’s reactions to her. “Trust me, it wasn’t that big a send-off. Right now I’ll just be happy if Drummer makes it back in one piece.”


  “He is quite a character.”


  Thad sipped the hot brew. He couldn’t even see them anymore. They were already diving deep. But he could feel Maren. And God, she smelled good. “Time will tell.”


  She didn’t answer, and the silence stretched between them like a taut rope. Since he and Maren were alone on the boat for at least the next hour, he figured he needed to do something to put her—and himself—at ease. “You could have partnered with Drummer. I wouldn’t have cared.”


  “Lisa doesn’t like to dive with you. Says you cramp her style.”


  Thad feigned shock as Maren turned back for the cabin. “What exactly does that mean?”


  “I don’t know,” Maren said, moving down the steps into the salon. “Something about bossing her around, mothering her to death. I think she chose to dive with Drummer because he’s still a little afraid of her at this point.”


  “Doubt it’ll last,” Thad huffed, following. “Sideshow Bob’s obviously warmed up to her.”


  Maren smiled over her shoulder, and the look was so sexy, Thad’s pulse sped up, and he had another insane urge to drag her close and feel those lips of hers against his own. “Drummer’s all talk. But Lisa’s not the hard-ass she used to be either.”


  Thad had noticed that about Lisa as well. He leaned against the counter in the salon. “She’s softened considerably.”


  “Yeah, she has.” Maren set her mug on the counter and pulled out a chart from underneath, then moved to the large table in the middle of the room and unrolled it. “I guess falling in love will do that to a person.”


  Her words hung in the air, and Thad remembered when she’d first shown up at that dig nine years ago. He’d thought she was window dressing, only there because of Patrick. She’d set him straight right away. And they’d gone toe-to-toe more than once before she’d softened too. Before she’d fallen for him.


  He watched as she slipped on her glasses and leaned over to study the coordinates. A silky lock of hair slipped free, and she reached up to tuck the blonde strand behind her ear in a graceful little move. And in the silence, he had a quick flash of her standing in the small kitchen of her hut nine years ago, doing the same thing. When he’d gone to talk to her about something she’d done wrong on a dive. When she’d been swaying to Bruce Springsteen’s rugged voice coming out of the stereo. When his heart had lurched hard in his chest, just as it was doing now.


  Man, the woman was a looker. Today she was wearing denim cutoff shorts and a black ribbed tank over what looked like a black bikini top, the thin straps just visible at her neckline. He couldn’t wait to see what that bikini looked like up close. Nine years ago, she’d had the body of a girl. Today she was curves and toned muscles and all woman. And just being close to her like this again, every inch of his body was hot and hard.


  “Besides,” she added without looking up, “I don’t mind diving with you. We work well enough together. Or, at least, we used to.”


  Had they ever. They’d worked really well together on that beach. Another image flashed in Thad’s brain. This one filled with sweaty skin, wandering hands, hungry mouths, and arms and legs tangling together in the warm sand.


  He cleared his throat to get his brain—and body—back online. “When was the last time you dove?”


  The look she sent him was half annoyance, half amusement. And it was even sexier than the smile she’d shot over her shoulder. His groin tightened even more, and a burst of blood rushed south. “Now why does that sound so familiar?”


  He smiled. He’d asked her that exact same question when she’d first arrived at the dig nine years ago. She’d been young and more than a little green, and he’d been skeptical of her abilities until he’d seen how skilled she was beneath the surface. Then he’d been more than awed.


  She looked back at her charts. “A year ago, off the coast of Greece.”


  “Open-water diving?”


  She nodded. “Don’t get all parental on me.”


  “I’m not. I know you’re a good diver.”


  He settled onto a stool, rested his elbow back against the counter, and sipped his coffee, hoping the caffeine would take the focus off his tightening jeans. It felt good to talk to her without friction in the air. He wanted to make it last. “Patrick told me you’ve been working at your mother’s hotel.”


  “Hmm?” Surprise lit her eyes when she glanced up. “I’m not sure whether I should be irritated or grateful he filled you in.” She let out a deep breath and straightened. “Yes, I was. My mother had a heart attack when I was in Greece. I flew home to help out, and she took the opportunity to escape to Europe to recuperate for the year.”


  “You don’t sound happy about that scenario.”


  She bit her lip, and, as she looked down at the chart in front of her, he found himself hoping she’d open up to him as she used to.


  “It wasn’t exactly my first choice. I never planned on running the hotel.” She sat on a stool across from him and reached for her coffee. “You’ve never been there, so you wouldn’t understand, but the hotel is a great place. It’s beautiful, historic, all old wood and stone with the most amazing view of the Sound. It’s home for me. I didn’t have a problem taking over and helping out. It was just bad timing. The last thing I planned on doing at this point in my life was running the hotel.”


  He did understand. He had been there. Listening to her, he wondered why she was acting like she didn’t know. Part of him wanted to ask, but another part didn’t want to risk opening up old wounds when she was just starting to seem comfortable around him. “I bet your mother appreciated your help.”


  She frowned over her glasses. And the expression was so damn sexy, he fought the growing urge to haul her over the counter toward him. “She figured it was my duty to take over the hotel. Some part of her hoped I’d love it and toss everything I’ve worked for aside. She never wanted me to be an archaeologist.”


  “But you didn’t toss it aside.”


  “Nope. The dirt’s in my blood.”


  He smiled. “Mine too.”


  He caught that unmistakable gleam in her eye he’d seen so many times before. She masked it quickly, looked away, and rose, heading for the galley with her cup, but for the first time since she’d come back into his life, Thad saw a glimpse of the girl she used to be.


  And he didn’t know what the hell to do with that information.
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  The Conquistador had been a big ship. A thousand tons of wood and metal that would have carried her crew around the tip of Tierra del Fuego and into the Orient had she survived Atticus’s wrath. Each hour, Maren’s excitement over the project grew. Not just because of La Malinche, but because of everything else hidden down below. Especially the history.


  


  The first few dives were exploratory in nature and designed to give them a feel for the area. Unfortunately, Drummer and Lisa returned with little useful information. If the Conquistador was down there, she was hidden below layers of sand, mud, and coral.


  That didn’t dampen Maren’s enthusiasm any. Fighting the excitement at finally getting started, she strapped on her tanks, checked her gauges, and slid on her mask. Seeing it all on video was one thing. Seeing it up close and personal was something else entirely. As she climbed over the edge of the boat, she gave Thad the thumbs-up sign. She didn’t wait for directions or his last-minute safety checks. Today she just wanted to dive.


  Silence descended as soon as she submerged beneath the surface, the only sound the rhythmic hiss of her regulator as she breathed. A sense of calm swept through her the deeper she swam. Underwater, she didn’t have to pretend, didn’t have to talk, didn’t have to worry about anyone interrupting her thoughts or pressuring her to open up.


  She paused to watch as Thad checked his compass, gave her the direction, and headed off in front of her. His movements were smooth, only the slightest bubble trail in his wake, like a black shadow slicing through the water. He was long and lean in his wet suit, the tight garment accentuating the roped muscles, chiseled angles, and well-defined planes of his strong body.


  In the safety of the water, she was able to observe him without fear of his seeing. And watching, she couldn’t stop the memories from rushing through her mind. The first time she’d laid eyes on him, those long, muscular legs sticking out from beneath that broken-down Jeep he’d been fixing when she’d arrived in camp. The first time he’d smiled at her in the sweltering jungle heat. The first time she’d followed him through the tight passages of the underwater cave they’d been excavating.


  Looking at him now, it all seemed like yesterday. But it wasn’t. There was a lifetime between then and now.


  A school of bright blue angelfish swam by, drawing Maren’s attention. She turned, taking notice of the splash of color in the deep turquoise blue. Life erupted around her—red, yellow, and orange tropical fish peeking out from behind brightly painted coral. Starfish, sea anemones, and sea stars littered the ocean floor. Feathery plants and algae swept across the work of art laid out in front of her. So different from the cave she’d last swum in with Thad, with its tight limestone walls, massive columns, and towering stalagmites.


  She glanced up, saw Thad watching her with an odd expression, and kicked to join him. She’d get lost in her memories later. Right now, she had a job to do.


  They swam for several hours, investigating anomalies from the magnetometer that hopefully pointed to the wreckage. They checked each hillock and disturbance on the ocean floor, took photos, documented distance, and scanned the area with video so they could examine it all in detail up above.


  Checking her gauges, Maren discovered she was getting close to the end of her bottom time. She glanced at her dive watch, looked across the water for Thad, and saw he was intently checking something off in the distance. Probably nothing. The man was thorough, she could say that for him, and he wouldn’t leave before he was ready. With any other dive partner, that might have irritated her, but she knew he was meticulous about safety, so she didn’t worry about staying a few minutes longer.


  A flash to her left drew her attention. She turned and caught the tail end of a trio of dolphins streaking by. A smile curled her mouth as she watched their playful antics.


  When they were gone, her gaze swept back across the ocean floor. An unusual hillock off to her left caused her to swim forward, but a gentle brush near her ear made her stop. She spun toward the strange feeling only to find herself alone.


  Jumpy.


  She drew in a large breath and shook her head at her raw nerves. This was her first dive in over a year, and it always took her at least one dive to get used to the sensations again. Diving was relaxing, but it could be disorienting. A diver had to rely primarily on sense of sight, not a multitude of senses like one was used to on dry land.


  She looked across the landscape once more. Fanning her fingers in the sand in front of her, she marveled at the array of colors and textures. A sweep by her ear made her look up again. She expected to see Thad next to her, but squinting through the water, she saw he was still a ways off in the distance.


  A fish? Not likely. She hadn’t seen anything swim by. Then she thought of the woman from the market. The same one she was sure had been at the docks, staring at their boat with a menacing expression as they’d been ready to head out.


  He lies…


  Maren spun around again, half expecting to see someone behind her. Only there was nothing. Just vast ocean and open water.


  Her heart rate jumped. The words sounded as if someone had spoken them right next to her ear. Only that wasn’t possible underwater. Her mask wasn’t fitted with a communication device.


  All men lie.


  Maren whipped back the other direction and searched the ocean floor, sure a woman had to be down here somewhere. Only she saw no one.


  The words whirled around her like a vortex, and her heart rate shot up higher. Her breaths came fast and shallow as she looked right and left with wide eyes.


  Something hard brushed the side of her head, and she jerked around again. A hiss echoed through her ears.


  Don’t trust him.


  Panic closed around Maren. She kicked as hard as she could and filled her buoyancy control to get her to the surface fast. She wasn’t deep enough to need decompression stops. Air. She just needed air. She didn’t even care that she was leaving her dive partner. She needed fresh air. Now. Right now…


  She broke the surface with a gasp, yanked off her mask, and gulped in sea air. Slamming her eyes shut, she tried to steady her pounding heart in the warm afternoon sunlight. A shiver racked her body. She ignored it. Focused on breathing.


  In and out, slow and steady. You just got spooked. There’s no one down there. You can handle this.


  A knot formed low in her stomach. Losing her cool with Patrick over the way he’d tricked her was one thing, but freaking out in the middle of a dive was something else altogether. And if Thad wondered about her mental state…


  Water gurgled to Maren’s right. Without even looking, she knew Thad had surfaced next to her. “What happened?” he asked. “Did you see a shark?”


  She shook her head but kept her eyes shut, afraid if she opened her mouth, she’d lose it. She just needed a minute to get her bearings straight.


  When she swiveled away from him, he caught her arm and turned her back. “Are you okay? Maren, talk to me. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


  Her eyes popped open, and for the length of time it took her guard to come up, fear clawed at her chest.


  “I’m fine,” she managed in a shaky voice. “M…my tank must be on fumes.”


  He checked her gauges. “You still have 400 psi in your tank.”


  “Well, it wasn’t working,” she said, irritated. Why was he pressuring her? Couldn’t he tell she was already rattled?


  He tapped on the gauge. “Did you try your octopus?”


  Yeah, that was a logical next question. Her alternate air source. Her brain wasn’t working fast enough to cover her lie. “I…I wasn’t that deep. I just wanted to get to the surface, okay?”


  The look he sent her said it wasn’t okay. And for a split second, she felt like curling into him, letting him hold her, letting his arms and strong body block out the voice that was still ringing in her ears.


  But that wouldn’t help, and she didn’t want to need him, dammit. Noticing him and feeling a burst of longing was way different from falling into the old trap where she leaned on him. Because she’d done that once, and when he hadn’t been there for her, her world had crashed down around her.


  “Look,” she said, “let’s not revert back to the old days where you think you have to watch over me every time I dive. I’ve tangoed with a tiger shark, remember?”


  “I wasn’t trying to hover over you.”


  Hand shaking more than she wanted to admit, Maren reached for her mask. She didn’t like the worry in his voice, and she especially didn’t like how she was reacting to it.


  Thad’s long fingers stopped her before she could get her mask on. “Take a few more breaths before you go back under. I don’t want you to hyperventilate on me.”


  A tingle spread over her skin where he touched her. It was stupid and childish and probably irrational, but she couldn’t help but remember when he’d had her pressed up against the wall of the market. And how her body had come alive just that fast.


  God, her emotions were all over the map. One second she wanted to lean on him, the next to push him away, and now she was staring at his lush mouth, wondering if it tasted the same as it had all those years ago.


  Averting her gaze, she drew in a deep breath. Let it out slowly. Hoped like hell her voice sounded seminormal when she said, “Did you find anything?


  “A Rainier beer can.”


  “Really?” She forced a smile she didn’t feel. Hoped he couldn’t tell. “That beer comes from my home state. I didn’t even know they made it anymore. What are the odds it would end up down here?”


  “About as good as you and me winding up here together, I’d say. Goes to show anything’s possible.”


  Her smile faded, and heat spread through her belly and hips as her gaze slid back to his dark eyes. He’d pulled off his dive cap and mask, and his wet hair glistened under the sun. Water ran in rivulets down his sculpted jaw covered in a day’s worth of scruff, and for the first time since seeing him again, she wondered how many other women had run their fingers over that jawline. How many had nibbled on the soft curve of his lobe, how many had tasted those masculine lips as she wanted to do right now.


  “Makes it about a million to one,” she managed.


  “Probably more like a billion to one. I guess that means we’re lucky.”


  Her heart thumped hard. She was reading too much into his words. He was only worried about her because she was his dive partner. He wasn’t worried about her as a woman. Definitely not as his ex-lover. All that stuff before at the market…he’d just been messing with her, trying to get under her skin like he did with everyone. She saw the way he joked around with Drummer, the way he flirted with Lisa and the other female grunts Patrick had hired. It didn’t mean anything. And no matter what her irrational mind and thrumming body were telling her right now, she didn’t want him to be worried about her, period.


  She looked out across the water and tried to get her head back in the game, but he was still watching her with those concerned, heated eyes.


  She needed to change the subject, fast. “I don’t suppose Doña Marina drank beer.”


  One side of his mouth curled in a lopsided smile. A sexy, kiss-me-crazy smile she caught from the corner of her eye. One that lured her in, took hold of her heart, and refused to let go. “I doubt it.”


  Maren’s pulse skyrocketed. And under the warm Caribbean sun, she realized she wasn’t just in trouble, she was in serious trouble.


  She wasn’t over him. She wasn’t anywhere near over him. Two days with Thad Leighton, and her entire world was already tipping on its axis. She had to put distance between them before she said something that gave her away. Before she did something to ruin everything. Like jump his bones, right here in the water.


  With shaking fingers, she slipped her mask back on. “I feel better.”


  Before he could respond, she dove under the water and swam hard in the direction of the Escapade.


  And reminded herself that any kind of relationship with Thad outside work would have consequences. The problem was, at this point, she didn’t know if she could stop it.


  


  


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  


  


  


  


  Maren skipped dinner in the dining hall with the rest of the crew and instead munched on snacks in her cabin as she studied her father’s graphs and charts recording the last known location of the Conquistador. She compared it to the marks where he’d found Castillo’s sword and let out a sigh. There was a twelve-mile gap.


  


  A gentle knock sounded at the door, and she looked up. Patrick’s grim face peered through the screen. Her back straightened, and he took that as a sign to pull the door open.


  “We missed you at dinner,” he said.


  She wanted to ask who “we” included but stopped herself. Just thinking about Thad made her skin shiver. “I wanted to spend some time going over the charts.”


  He glanced at the notes she’d jotted down. “You think my coordinates are off?”


  She shrugged and rolled her shoulders. “Maybe. Twelve nautical miles is a fair distance. The coastline has changed, and it’s probable when Atticus hit, they maneuvered the boat out to sea to avoid the storm surge. I’m just starting to wonder if by spending time looking in the cenotes, we’re wasting our efforts.”


  “Don’t wonder. Tell me what your instincts say.”


  His request for her opinion surprised her. When had he ever done that?


  She bit her lip. Not because she didn’t want to tell him but because her instincts were no more scientific than his obsession with a legendary relic. “I think it’s possible Leonard did what you said. That he found a dingy, rowed back to the mainland, and tossed La Malinche in a dark hole. Maybe himself too, since he knew he was dying. But there’s also the very real possibility he died before he ever got there. That his son turned on him, either on board the Conquistador or on their way to the mainland. If that’s the case, she could be hidden in the sand anywhere from the coast to the wreckage. And that’s assuming he didn’t take her back to Spain.”


  He nodded in agreement. And she realized he’d already considered that fact and didn’t care. He was committed to this location, heart, mind, and soul. And if she wanted to walk away from this dig with her freedom, she needed to do the same.


  “Are you up for this, Maren?”


  Her gaze met his briefly, held for a moment, and in his blue eyes she saw concern. It wasn’t like him to be worried, at least not about her, and she wasn’t sure how to react.


  Feeling unsteady, she set her pencil down and headed for the small kitchen that was really no more than a long counter. “Do you want coffee?”


  “Sure.”


  She poured two cups from the fresh pot she’d made earlier, handed him one and sat at the table.


  “I need to know something,” he said as he eased into a chair across from her. “Are you going to be able to work with Leighton?”


  Okay, so the concern was for the dig, not her. That sounded more like the Patrick she knew.


  Her mind strayed to what had happened earlier on her dive. A chill rushed down her spine, but she shook off the feeling. “I’ll be fine. I’m a professional. In my lifetime, I’ve had to work with several people I don’t like. I’ve even managed to put on a happy face and pretend to enjoy it.”


  “I know you can do it. You’re a Hudson, after all. I just want to make sure it isn’t too much for you.”


  “I’m here, and I’m staying.”


  He was quiet for a moment. “Have you spoken with Isabel since you’ve been here?”


  Her gaze flicked to the screen door, and, confident they were alone, she glanced back his way. “Yes.” She hated the way his face softened when he talked about his granddaughter. Hated even more the way she wished his face could look like that just once because of her. “This afternoon. She’s fine.”


  “And your mother?”


  “She’s fine as well.”


  He nodded again and ran a hand across his forehead. If she didn’t know him better, she’d think he was nervous.


  Silly thought. The man was never nervous.


  “Look, Maren, I realize it’s a little late to play father with you, but, well, I hope you think long and hard about what you’re doing with Isabel.”


  Her jaw clenched, and she fought back the resentment. “It’s none of your business, Patrick.”


  “It is my business whether you think so or not. She’s my blood. And regardless of my personal feelings for Thad Leighton where you are concerned, he deserves to know about her.”


  He had harsh feelings toward Thad because of her? That was news.


  Unable to sit still, Maren took her cup to the small sink in the kitchen and tried to keep her voice calm. “Don’t push me on this one. I’ve made choices in my life that have gotten me to this point. Where I go from here is my decision. Isabel knows I won’t stand in her way if she wants to find him, but at this point, she doesn’t. That’s all there is to it.”


  “There’s more, Maren.” He rose and followed her to the closet-sized kitchen. “I wish I could change the things that have happened to you in your life. I wish I could go back and be a better father and make it easier for you, but I can’t. You’ve locked yourself away these past few years, closed down from the people around you. I just don’t want to see that happen to Isabel.”


  Of course he was worried about Isabel. That wasn’t a surprise. But why couldn’t he be worried about her?


  Maren looked away and checked her emotions.


  When she didn’t respond, Patrick let out a sigh and leaned back against the worn counter in the cramped space. Tension hung like thick clouds in the air. “Your mother and I never did a very good job of telling you how we felt. We both just assumed you knew. Maybe it’s why you are the way you are today.” He shook his head as if he were at a loss for words. “All I know is you’re different from us. You’re more emotional, but in a good way. Sometimes…” He sighed. “Sometimes I wish we could be more like you. I just want you to realize you don’t have to handle everything all on your own.”


  Her gaze snapped to his. “Was there a compliment laced in with that reprimand?”


  Patrick rubbed his chin and flashed an annoyed look. “I’m not reprimanding you. I never thought you needed to hear praise. You’ve always been good at everything you’ve ever done. You sailed through school, you’re raising an amazing daughter, you saved your mother’s hotel and knocked the socks off everyone up on that godforsaken island. I know I wasn’t supportive of you going up there and sacrificing your career for her, but I want you to know I’m proud of what you’ve accomplished.”


  Her fingertips gripped the counter. “A whole slew of compliments? Patrick, are you feverish?”


  He frowned. “You also happen to be obnoxious and bullheaded, and, sometimes, downright cold. And if you’re not careful, those qualities are going to be your downfall. I just really don’t want to see that happen.”


  He turned and headed for the door before her brain could click in gear and she could think of something to say. “Get some rest and be ready to dive in the morning.”


  Maren rubbed her temples in complete astonishment as the screen clapped closed in his wake. What exactly had just happened? Was her father seriously trying to form a bond after all these years? That was a ludicrous idea. He’d never really tried before. Why would he start now?


  She thought back over their conversation, and then, like a bullet to her brain, reality hit. He was trying to butter her up so she’d go along with him and tell Thad about Isabel. Why, she didn’t know, but it was obvious he wanted her to do things his way. That was the Patrick Hudson she knew so well.


  He wouldn’t get his way on this one. Maren rolled up the charts, flipped off the light, and headed to bed as she tried to will away the headache threatening to descend on her already overstressed brain.


  No matter what Patrick had to say, she was sticking to her plan.


  She had to.
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  “Something’s up with her.”


  


  A gentle wind blew across the sand in the early evening hours. Kicked back in a chair on his back porch with his feet resting on the railing and the warm breeze blowing across his bare toes, Thad lifted the beer in his hand and took a long sip.


  “Maybe she just doesn’t like you anymore, man,” Drummer said, tossing a pistachio shell into the bowl at his feet and popping the nut in his mouth.


  Thad frowned and looked out at the water. No, it couldn’t be that. He’d felt Maren’s increased pulse when he’d had her cornered at the market. Had watched the way her eyes had dilated slightly and her breaths had sped up when he’d teased her. She definitely still liked him. She was just fighting it for some reason.


  “She’s hiding something. I’m just not sure what.”


  Drummer harrumphed and rocked back in his chair while he cracked another nut. “You just can’t fathom the fact a looker like Maren isn’t interested in you. Maybe she’s got the hots for me. Ever think of that?”


  Thad glanced to his right. Drummer’s red hair stood out in all directions, and his cocky grin curled his lips, accentuating the faint lines around his eyes and the plethora of freckles across the bridge of his nose. “Dream on, Sideshow Bob.”


  Drummer chuckled and popped another nut in his mouth. “Maybe she’s ready to go ginger. You know the saying, homeboy. Once they go ginger, they never go back.”


  Thad rolled his eyes. “Yeah, that’s it.”


  Drummer grinned and went on chewing.


  Water lapped at the shore yards from their hut. Thad watched the fading light over the water and ran back through Maren’s weird reaction during their dive. Several seconds passed before Drummer said, “You’ve still got it bad, don’t you?”


  Thad’s chest grew tight, and he rubbed the palm of his hand over the spot. No, that couldn’t be what was bothering him. He’d gotten over Maren a long time ago, and he’d be stupid to want to start something up with her now. If there was one thing he’d learned over the years it was that he and happily ever after did not go together. And yet…he couldn’t stop thinking about her.


  Frustrated with himself, he pushed out of his chair. “I’m going for a walk.”


  “Yeah, you do that,” Drummer said as he cracked another nut. “When you see Maren, tell her this ginger’s ready and waiting for her, anytime.”


  Thad snorted. “That so isn’t happening.”


  Drummer burst out laughing as Thad headed down the beach. “Oh yeah. You’ve got it real bad. This is gonna be fun to watch.”
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  They dove for five days straight, searching for the wreckage of the Conquistador as Patrick and his grunts mapped the coastline, but so far they’d come up empty-handed. Every day that passed inched Maren’s anxiety a little bit higher. So far Evan was staying away, but if she didn’t give him some kind of news soon, she knew he’d get antsy. And if there was one thing she’d learned over the years about the man, it was that an antsy Evan meant danger.


  


  She tried not to think about that too much as she stood on the edge of the cenote, staring down at the murky water. How the hell she’d let her father talk her into this, she’d never know. She should be with Lisa and Drummer on the Escapade, mapping the sea floor and looking for anomalies, not standing here, staring into what looked like a dark, lurking tomb.


  “Blondie? You okay?”


  Maren glanced toward Thad, standing feet away, zipping his wet suit. Sunlight glinted off his dark hair as he studied her, and above, palms swayed in the sweltering heat so far inland. But the way his wet suit shimmered dragged at her attention, the way it showcased his toned shoulders, his carved abdomen, his strong, muscular thighs…


  “Blondie?”


  She blinked twice and focused on his face. “What?”


  A slow smile spread across his lips. “You sure you’re up for this? You seem…distracted.”


  Oh, holy hell. Maren rubbed a hand over her face. She was distracted. First by what she was about to do, and now by the sex god in front of her. She seriously wasn’t up for this, but she needed the peace and quiet a dive could give her. And if it got her away from her father, even better.


  As if the thought had summoned him, Patrick stepped up on her right. “Andy and Jill have already been down in this cenote. Be sure you set the guideline. Even though you’ve both done this before, I don’t want there to be any mistakes.


  Andy and Jill were two of his grunts, and Maren knew he’d asked her and Thad to participate in this dive because of the depth he wanted to explore today and because they were the more experienced divers. But she also wondered if he’d done it to keep her interested. Last night, he’d commented about their lack of progress with the Conquistador, and she knew he sensed her frustration. Was he afraid she’d give up and go home? Or was there something down here in this hole that he wasn’t telling her?


  She pushed the questions from her mind, strapped on her tanks, and clasped her belt.


  “Two hours,” he said as both she and Thad slipped into the water. “We’ve got weather moving in later today, and I want the team out of here before it hits.”


  No affectionate parting words. No well-wishes or “be carefuls,” not that she expected them from him. But they would have been nice today, especially considering the last time she’d been in a cenote a member of their team had been killed.


  Not wanting to delve into those memories right now, Maren gave her father the thumbs-up signal and looked to Thad. When he nodded, she drew a deep breath and dropped beneath the swirling surface.


  Quiet, peaceful, beautiful.


  A tomb.


  She shook her head. God, she was in a mood. But never before had a water-filled cave opening looked more like a doorway to Xibalba, what the ancient Maya believed was the underworld.


  Thad swam up next to her and pointed ahead. Maren nodded and let him take the lead. Flipping on her light, she looked back and watched the daylight disappear at the glittering surface.


  The entrance to the cave was shallow, barely five meters, which led through a small narrow passageway full of thick organic silt. There was no way to keep from disturbing the debris, and Maren quickly found her visibility waning. She placed a hand on the guideline Thad was following and eased through the passageway.


  The water this shallow was warm, like bathwater, and they swam for a bit; then the tunnel opened to a large room that plunged to at least twelve meters. The visibility cleared some, enough so Maren could make out freshwater tetras and catfish swimming around. Huge stalagmites rose from the floor of the cave, and the walls seemed to grow from the bottom of the cave floor. Monumental columns surrounded them, as if carved and created by ancient architects.


  From just a look, it seemed like this was the end of the line, the walls rising and towering above, closing them in, but Maren knew better. Thad turned and signaled to her, and they dove again toward another tunnel farther down.


  At fifteen meters, the water grew blurry. The halocline zone, where fresh water and salt water mixed. It would clear again, but the effect of swimming between the two layers messed with Maren’s mind…as if there weren’t enough other things messing with it.


  Refocusing, she swam on. The next tunnel was narrower, and she had to work to keep her tanks from hitting the ceiling above. It was a constant struggle to stay off the floor of the cave and keep from stirring up debris while maintaining a safe distance from the walls and ceiling of the passageway that could snag and damage her equipment.


  They swam for what seemed a long time, weaving in and out, through tunnels, over and around stalagmites that erupted from the cave floor. At one point they swam through a massive chain of stalagmites that looked like shark teeth lined up in neat and linear rows. Maren retrieved her underwater camera and snapped a picture, knowing Isabel would never believe her if she tried to explain what she’d seen.


  Twenty minutes into the dive, the tunnel opened again to another enormous cavern littered with more of the ever-present stalactites and stalagmites. The deeper they went, the colder the water grew, and she could tell they were now hitting the saltwater zone. As if by magic, everything became crystal clear with that typical blue hue associated with the Caribbean. Bleach-white limestone walls rose around them, sparkling when their lights reflected off their surfaces. The floor of the cave was easily visible, and Maren swam down to take a closer look.


  Littered in the soft sand and limestone silt of the cave floor, she recognized bone fragments, pieces of broken pottery, glints of metal sparkling in the artificial light. Her heart beat faster when she realized this was a virgin cenote, undisturbed by the pleasure divers who frequent the sinkholes of the Yucatan. She glanced back at Thad, who was watching her with an amused expression.


  History. She was looking at something that had lain undisturbed for possibly hundreds of years. No wonder Patrick wanted her to see this.


  Thad secured the second guideline and gestured toward another cave to their right. Maren eyed the dark opening and drew a deep breath from her regulator. From here on out, they’d be blazing a new trail. Why that left her uneasy, she didn’t know.


  She checked her gauges, found her air was still good, and gave Thad the thumbs-up signal. With the spinning wheel in hand, Thad took off again, and Maren followed, her camera at the ready in case they found anything of interest.


  Normally, Maren loved diving, but something about this just felt wrong. She couldn’t pinpoint why. She told herself it was because of what had happened to Colin, because she’d heard those voices the other day on her dive, because of everything she was worried about…but none of that felt right either.


  They swam for another thirty minutes, through small and large tunnels, around stalagmites and across large, open rooms. She stowed her camera as her nerves inched up. The beauty was lost on her. The longer they swam, the more she just wanted to get out. She checked her dive watch and realized they were getting close to the end of their bottom time.


  She signaled for Thad, but he didn’t see her. He’d already headed into another tunnel. Frustrated, Maren swam after him. Something brushed her ear, and halfway through the tunnel, she paused and looked back.


  The dark silhouette of a diver swam across the arc of light from her headlamp, and then disappeared.


  Her pulse shot up. They weren’t alone down here. Someone was in the cenote with them.


  Memories from nine years ago swamped her. Caused her breathing to quicken and her heart to race.


  She kicked hard to join Thad in the next room. This one wasn’t very big but wide enough that she could swim up next to him. She grabbed his arm and tugged. When he looked her way, she pointed back the way they’d come.


  He frowned, looked at his dive watch, and shook his head.


  Dammit, he thought she was telling him their bottom time was up. And though they were getting close, that wasn’t their biggest threat at this moment.


  She tugged him hard and pointed toward the tunnel. A muffled boom shook the cenote, followed by debris shooting every direction.


  Rocks slammed into her body and cracked against her mask. A hand closed around Maren’s ankle, followed by what sounded like her name being yelled underwater.


  Through murky water, she glanced up just in time to see a stalactite break free from the roof of the cave. She tried to move, but it felt like she was swimming through syrup. The giant rock hit her back, knocking into her tanks, pushing her down to the cenote floor. Pain ricocheted through her limbs, and she groaned. Her regulator dropped from her mouth. Debris swirled as she tried to right herself. The rumbling continued, and other stalactites broke free, tumbling through the cloudy liquid, straight for her.


  Frantic, she searched for her regulator in the thick silt, finally found the tube, and followed it to the mouthpiece. She popped it back in her mouth and drew a breath.


  No air filled her lungs.


  No. Oh shit. My tanks…


  She looked up at the falling rock, still searching for her octopus. She felt like she had a sixty-pound stone anchored to her back. The other stalactite barreled close, and she twisted to the right, just barely missing it. The ground shook again. Pulse roaring in her ears, she trailed her hand through gravel and debris. Dammit, where was it? She knew it was hanging off her tanks, but she couldn’t reach it.


  Her fingers closed around the small apparatus. Heart thundering, she pushed it into her mouth. Blew out water and silt. Tried to take a breath.


  Nothing happened.


  Shit. Shit! Her octopus was damaged too.


  Fear consumed her. She wrestled with her harness, her back and shoulder throbbing as she searched the blinding maze of dust for Thad. Her chest grew tight. Icy fingers of terror trickled down her spine. Just when she felt the need to scream, Thad’s masked face came into view.


  She gave a desperate signal she was out of air. He looked toward her damaged tanks, then took two deep breaths from his regulator and passed it to her. She breathed deep as he searched for his own alternate air source.


  Oxygen filled her lungs, and she beat back the fear, just enough so she could unhook her straps. Once she was free, she looked down and realized her tanks were dented and pinned beneath not one but two stalactites and a handful of rocks. It was futile to try to save them. They’d be no help to her now.


  Dread filling her, she handed the regulator back to Thad. He gave her the octopus, since it had the longer hose, and looked toward the tunnel they’d come through. Her gaze followed when she saw the concern in his eyes.


  The passageway was blocked.


  Oh God… The guideline was crushed, the tunnel impassable. And whoever had been on the other side had set off that explosion on purpose to trap them.


  A watery grave…


  Zantum Leonard’s words sent a shiver down her spine. She thought of Isabel, of all the mistakes she’d made, of what she was doing now to the people she cared about. Of Thad. The need to escape pushed against her lungs, forced her pulse higher, caused her breaths to come fast and shallow.


  Thad touched her arm, shaking her out of her trance. She looked up sharply and caught the intense look in his eyes. He shook his head hard.


  He knew she was losing it. If she let that happen, he’d die down here with her.


  Pull it together, Maren.


  She drew a deep breath, then another. And focused on slowing her pulse so she wouldn’t panic. They were alive. They had a chance.


  When she felt steadier, she nodded. She couldn’t let him worry about her right now. She needed him focused so they could find a way out of this tomb. So she could get back to her girl.


  Thad checked his cylinder and signaled his air was okay. Fear easing just a touch, Maren nodded again. He pointed toward another cave Maren hadn’t noticed earlier and took off swimming. Maren followed close at his heels.


  Debris still swirled, making it hard to gauge where they were, but cenotes in the Yucatan had multiple entrances and exits. The key was finding another one.


  Maren’s shoulder and back ached where she’d been knocked to the cenote floor, but she tried to forget the pain as she swam. It was dark—her light source had gone out when she’d lost her tanks—and Thad’s light shining ahead did little to illuminate the rocks and walls around her. She tried her best not to crash into the closing tunnels, but she failed more times than she succeeded.


  Just when she was sure they were trapped down here forever, she realized the tunnel was gradually rising. A wave of relief rushed through Maren. They were making their ascent. They had to be getting close to the surface.


  Maren pushed the thought from her mind and kicked hard to help maneuver them through the water, but her legs weren’t working. Behind her mask, she blinked twice against a wave of blurry vision and shook her head. She tried to wipe the silt from her mask, but her fingers felt heavy. Tingly. Numb.


  Thad’s hands closed around her shoulders, and he pulled her up next to him. His intense gaze searched hers. God, he had the best eyes. So dark and sexy. Why was she always afraid to have those eyes focused on her? She loved looking at him. Loved being close to him. Why the hell was she trying to push him away again?


  His light went out, and she panicked for a quick second, then relaxed. Darkness really wasn’t so bad. It was kind of relaxing. She closed her eyes. Her shoulder knocked into something hard. What was he doing now? Couldn’t he tell she was tired and just wanted to sleep?


  Sleep, yeah. That was it. This cave wasn’t that bad after all. As the darkness closed in around her, she couldn’t remember why she’d had such a bad feeling in the first place.


  


  


  


  Chapter Eight


  


  


  


  


  


  Time seemed to stand still, the sparkling light at the surface teasing Thad and dimming with every kick. His lungs burned, his muscles ached, and for one horrifying moment, he thought they wouldn’t make it.


  


  Then his head broke the surface. He gasped for breath, filling his lungs with as much air as he could get, and pulled Maren up with him. Several seconds passed before his orientation righted. They’d surfaced in a new cenote. Rock walls rose on three sides; the fourth was covered with vines and brush. Against his chest, Maren lay limp, eyes closed.


  Shit. Shit…


  Thad yanked the regulator out of her mouth and tugged off her mask. “Maren?” Water ran in rivulets down her face. When she didn’t respond, fear almost crippled him. He gripped her shoulders and shook hard. “Maren!”


  She jolted and gasped, and the relief that poured through Thad was as sweet as wine.


  He tugged the wet suit cap off her head and held her close. “Breathe, baby. Just breathe.” Her fingers dug into his shoulders as she sucked in air. A cough shook her body. “Breathe,” he said again, trying to steady his voice.


  Slowly, her grip relaxed, and his heart rate slowed enough so he could think. There was just enough light coming through the vines to create swirling gold and yellow patterns on the ceiling of the cave. He dragged her toward the ledge where the pool met the long, flat rocks and helped her out of the water. She moved slowly, finally rolling over onto her side on the rocks. After dropping his tanks, he unhooked his restraints, yanked off his gloves, and gripped her face.


  “Maren, open your eyes.”


  She blinked several times.


  “Can you hear me?” he asked. “Focus, Maren.”


  “I’m… I’m…” She batted at his hand. Couldn’t seem to make her arm work. “I’m…okay. Di-dizzy.”


  Her eyes were dilated. Her skin, still too cold. “That’s because we didn’t decompress. I was afraid if we did, we’d run out of air.” Her eyes slid closed. “Maren?” Panic clawed its way back up his chest, and memories of Colin’s limp body lying on the edge of that cenote threatened to consume him, but he fought them back. “No, dammit. Keep your eyes open and look at me.”


  Her lashes fluttered. And this time when she lifted her hand, she connected with his bicep. “I’m…okay. I’m…just tired.”


  Tired was good. Tired he could deal with. So long as she didn’t black out on him again. “What else? Keep talking, baby, tell me where it hurts.”


  “My… My back and…shoulder. That stala… The stalactite hit my tanks. I think that’s why it hurts.”


  “What about your joints? Any pain there? Any pain in your chest? Any numbness or tingling in your arms and legs?” She was disoriented; he just didn’t know how disoriented. Joints hurting was no big deal—just the bends—it would go away. Lungs burning excessively could mean respiratory distress. Severe tingling in the limbs could lead to paralysis...


  She pressed her fingers to her temples. “My… My joints hurt a little. My chest is okay.” She shook her head. “No, the rest, no. I…I think I’m okay. Just fuzzy.”


  Thad breathed a little easier. “Okay. Fuzzy I can deal with. Okay.” Rubbing a shaky hand over his face, he tried to steady his emotions. That had been way too close. He shouldn’t have let her dive after her odd behavior the other day.


  He suddenly remembered the aspirin he kept in the thigh pocket of his wet suit. After fishing two out of his pocket, he cupped fresh water in his hands from the cenote for her to drink, then sank behind her on the rocks and wrapped his arms around her so she could lean back against him.


  She was okay. They were okay. They’d made it out alive. She just needed some time to find her balance again, and so did he. The fear that had tightened his chest like a vise when he thought she wasn’t going to make it eased, just a touch.


  He closed his eyes. “Scared me, Blondie. Don’t do that again.”


  “I’m not going back down there.” Her voice was small and quiet, but he didn’t care. She was talking, and that was a good sign. “Fuck Patrick and his stupid obsession. Nothing’s worth that.”


  He chuckled, because he was suddenly thinking the same thing.


  Her chest rose and fell as she breathed deep. Even through their wet suits, her body heat seeped into him, warming places he thought had gone cold.


  “Thad?”


  God, he liked the feel of her against him like this. Relaxing into him. Leaning on him. He could do without the whole near-death experience, but this… Yeah, he liked this. “Hmm?”


  “We weren’t alone down there.”


  All that warmth felt like it was pushed out by an icy wave. “What are you talking about?”


  “I saw another diver through the tunnel just before everything collapsed. That’s why I grabbed your arm. Someone else was down there with us.”


  “I didn’t see anything.”


  “I’m not making it up. I saw them.”


  The lift to her voice told him she was getting agitated, which was the last thing he wanted for her. “I believe you.” He ran his hand down her arm, hoping to soothe her. “Tell me what you saw.”


  She blew out a slow breath. “It was just for a split second. Through the tunnel. I saw a diver’s silhouette; then they swam off. And seconds later, the ceiling came down. That wasn’t an earthquake or an accident. That was some kind of explosion.”


  Thad’s mind spun, and in the silence, his heart rate ticked up. “Who knew we were exploring this cenote besides Patrick and the team?”


  “Only Patrick and the team. Of which there are several new faces.”


  Including Drummer.


  She didn’t say the words, but she didn’t need to. His conversation with Lisa on the boat ran back through his mind. Years ago, when Colin had been killed, it had been because one of the grunts Patrick had hired had filtered information to Declan. The treasure hunter had sent in his own team of divers to head them off, thinking they were close to locating La Malinche, and when one of them had tried to grab the bag off Maren’s hip, Colin had gotten in his way.


  “We’re not close to finding La Malinche this time,” he said quietly.


  “I know,” she answered.


  But they could be. They were both thinking it.


  His pulse was a roar in his ears, and his mind was churning a mile a minute, but when she turned onto her side and rested her cheek against his chest, everything else slid to the wayside.


  “I’m tired,” she whispered.


  He looked down at her wet eyelashes, already sliding shut. At the damp hair matted against her head. At her fingers, curling into the fabric of his wet suit. Brushing a lock away from her temple, he realized he should have taken the constricting garment off so he could feel her breath warming his skin, but he wasn’t moving her now. She felt too damn good against him, and he was still too keyed up by what had happened beneath the surface to let her go.


  “Just breathe, Blondie. Rest.” He stroked her hair. “We’ll figure everything out later.”


  Slowly, she drifted to sleep. And as his pulse slowly came down, relief eased the anxiety. He’d been scared underwater before, but never like this. Even when Colin had been injured, he hadn’t been as afraid as he’d been today, and he didn’t want to think too much about what that meant.


  “Just breathe,” he whispered again, wrapping his arms around her and holding her close.


  He just wasn’t sure if the words were meant for her ears or his own.
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  The sound of lapping roused Maren from a deep sleep.


  


  Thad’s wet suit lay propped under her head, but the cold, rugged inflexibility of the rocks pressing against her aching back shot pain through every inch of her torso.


  She sat up and rubbed her shoulder, surprised to find herself alone. She knew Thad hadn’t gone far, but she wondered how long he’d been gone. Wondered even more how long she’d been out.


  She glanced around, for the first time taking survey of her surroundings. The cenote was large and sheltered, a narrow opening letting the dim light of day slide into the cavern. Stalactites hung down, even in here.


  The water itself looked only like a pond, lapping gently against the solid stones. You’d never know there were tunnels and caves down there; that a watery tomb lurked, ready to pull you under, draw you down, hypnotize you into believing you were safe.


  Get a grip, Maren.


  She shook her head to clear the stupid thoughts and rubbed her throbbing temple. She’d made it out. She was safe. She had to remember that.


  Leaves rustled, and she glanced toward the cave opening. Seconds later, Thad appeared and ducked under the ledge, a bright smile spreading across his face when he saw she was awake. “Hey there, sleeping beauty. How are you feeling?”


  “Um. Okay.” Relief was swift and ignited a swarm of butterflies in her belly. She rubbed her head, averting her gaze from the tanned skin of his bare chest and the blue swim shorts he’d worn under his wet suit. The ones that were riding dangerously low on his hips and making her think about other—more enjoyable ways—to celebrate being alive. “What’s that?”


  “Dinner, or as close as I could find.” He set the bunch of bananas next to her on the rocks and sat beside her. She was still in her wet suit, hot and sweaty, and his body heat so close seemed to amp hers a good ten degrees. Dragging the zipper down, she wiggled her torso out of the suit and let the rest hang around her waist.


  His gaze rested on the locket against her chest, and her adrenaline spiked.


  Shit… Too late now. Would he say something about it? Would he even remember? Her stomach tensed.


  His gaze drifted to her shoulder. “Ouch.”


  When she realized he was staring at her back, she breathed a sigh of relief. He hadn’t noticed. He just thought it was a random necklace. Tragedy averted, for now.


  His soft fingers brushed her shoulder blade, and she fought to keep from flinching. “That explains why I hurt so much.”


  “You got hit pretty hard.”


  She had, but, oh, man…his touch felt like heaven. She tried to focus on the pain lingering in her muscles, not the way his skin was sliding over hers so delicately. “I’m lucky it didn’t knock me out.”


  He didn’t answer, just went on lightly touching her back with that worried look in his usually confident eyes, and she felt the urge to change the subject. Memories of their time below the surface were almost too much to deal with right now. “What time is it?”


  “About eight, I think.”


  That sounded about right. She could tell the light was fading and that the cave was darker than it had been when they’d emerged from the water. “Any idea where we are?”


  He dropped his hand, looked away, and in the silence, she knew he didn’t want to say. He’d done that years ago—tried to protect her—but she was older, wiser, and a helluva lot stronger than she’d been then. And she didn’t need anyone to take care of her. “Come on, Leighton.”


  He sighed. “Not a clue. We swam for quite a while down there. I’d guess we’re probably several miles from the dive site. In which direction, though, I can’t tell you. I walked around a bit. It’s pretty desolate. No villages, no signs of civilization. Just jungle as far as the eye can see. I’m not sure if we’re farther inland or closer to the coast.”


  Maren nodded and took a deep breath. She should feel thankful they were alive. But being stranded in the jungle didn’t sound so appealing right now either.


  “We’ve got a couple of options,” he said, turning to look her way. “It’s getting dark now. We can hang out here for the night. We’ve got shelter. That’s a plus. Odds are they’re looking for us.”


  “Odds are they think we’re still underwater.”


  “That’s a definite possibility, but Patrick would have sent others down right away to find us.”


  “Not if he felt that explosion. He’d think earthquake, not bomb. And he’d never risk another diver’s safety with those kind of odds stacked against him.” She knew her father’s rigid practicality. “And if he did send someone down, once they discovered the guideline was blocked, they’d focus all their time trying to find an alternate route in, not searching out here for us. Odds are it’ll be days before they start looking at other cenotes.”


  He frowned and rested his arms on his updrawn knees. “You’re a breath of fresh air, you know that?”


  She smiled, not because what he’d said was funny but because it eased the knot forming in her chest. “I’m a realist.”


  He glanced around the cave. “Realist or not, we’ve got no shoes, no idea where we are, and no clue how far it is to the nearest village. Not to mention the food and water problem.”


  Food and water was a biggie, but not so massive when Maren was still trying to wrap her mind around the fact someone had tried to kill them. “Looks like you solved the food problem. Any chance we can fill your tanks with water and carry one with us?”


  “You wanna try to hike out of here barefoot?”


  “We can use your dive knife and cut off the flippers, just wear the rest. Not perfect, but better than going barefoot. Unless you have a better idea?”


  “No, I don’t.” He let out a deep breath. “I’ve got my compass. I figure east is our best bet. If nothing else, it’ll take us toward the Caribbean. We hit that, we can make our way up the coast and find a village.”


  She nodded. “Okay, it’s settled.”


  “Not tonight. There’s no sense heading out into the jungle when it’s already getting dark. I don’t think we want to casually come across a crocodile. And there’s a fresh scraping on a Zapote tree not far from here. My guess is jaguar. I think it’s best for us to just hang out here, get some sleep, start fresh in the morning.”


  His logic made sense, even if she was itching to get going. But hanging out here with him meant being alone—at night—with the biggest temptation on the planet.


  Her nerves jumped, and she wrapped her arms around her knees, working for calm and cool, when all that she could think about was how good he looked in those shorts. “So, um…bananas. You think that’s going to sustain me?”


  One side of his lips curled. “I had a bead on a coconut, but I wasn’t agile enough to scale the tree.”


  She sighed and looked down at her toes. “Too bad. For a coconut, you could have been my hero.”


  “I still can be, Blondie.” He leaned in close, so close her head came up in surprise. Her breath caught, and for a moment, she thought he was going to kiss her. But he didn’t. He just grinned wider. Sexier. A thousand times more seductively. “This little excursion isn’t over. Not by a long shot.”


  Those butterflies flapped furiously in her belly, and heat rolled all across her skin, sending sparks of electricity straight between her thighs. Her gaze strayed to his lips, so soft and masculine. So close. And the urge to kiss him overwhelmed her.


  His eyes sparked, and slowly he eased back. And before she could think of something to say, he pushed to his feet.


  “Wh-where are you going?”


  Holy hell, she sounded aroused, desperate. And God, but she was.


  He grinned down at her. “To get you that coconut.”


  “But you said there were crocodiles out there. And jaguars.”


  “Worried about me?”


  Yes! “No,” she sputtered.


  His grin widened. “To regain my hero status with you, it’s worth the risk. I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.”


  Hero…


  She’d called him her hero way back when… When she’d been young and in love and he’d been all she could see. Why she’d used the word now, she’d never know. The only thing she knew as she stared after him, unable to move—unable to think—was that her situation had not improved.


  And if they didn’t get back to camp soon, she didn’t trust herself not to make things even worse.
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  Maren stirred where she’d been sleeping against Thad’s chest and licked her lips.


  


  Faint rays of early morning light spilled into the cave, highlighting the strands in her hair and the bruises along her temple Thad hadn’t noticed last night. Something in his chest tightened as he watched her, but he didn’t move, waiting to see if she’d fall back asleep. When she lifted her head and peered up at him with sleepy, sexy eyes, he forced a smile he didn’t feel.


  “Wh-what time is it?”


  Her voice was raspy, sultry, everything he didn’t need to hear after lying awake most of the night with a massive boner. And every time he looked at that locket around her neck that she’d worn under her wet suit…something inside him tightened. “Early. The sun just came up.”


  A tiny line formed between her brows. “Didn’t you sleep?”


  He’d tried. At first he hadn’t been able to because he’d been racking his brain, trying to figure out what the hell she’d seen down there in that cenote, but when she’d curled into him and drifted off, her heat had warmed him to the point where he could barely breathe, let alone think. And forget sleeping when all he could see were her breasts rising and falling beneath that thin black bikini top, teasing him to find out if they were as soft as he remembered. “A little.”


  She pushed a hand against his chest and sat up, blinking and running her fingers through her long hair. On a yawn, she arched her back and lifted her arms above her head, the movement only accentuating her delectable breasts. “I’d give my left arm for coffee right now.”


  Forget coffee. He wanted her. And if he didn’t get away from her fast, he was going to take her, right here against these cold, hard rocks.


  He pushed his way out from under her and stood, cringing at the pain in his groin. “In a few minutes, you’ll be wishing you had mosquito repellent too.”


  “Don’t remind me.”


  He wanted to take a dunk in the cenote to cool himself off but settled for splashing cool water on his face. When he turned back to gather the tanks he’d filled with water the night before, Maren was standing with her arms over her head, tying her hair back into a ponytail.


  Light from the cave opening fell over her bare skin, highlighting the muscles and angles of her trim body. Wearing only the tiny black bikini, she looked like a model ready for a sultry photo shoot, not a woman about to hike through the jungle.


  And it was all Thad could do not to groan thinking about walking behind her perfect ass all day long.


  He cleared his throat and hefted the tanks onto his back. “Let’s get moving before it gets too hot.”


  Sunlight speared though the trees like fireworks, blinding them the second they stepped out of the cave. Thad squinted and pulled the vines back for Maren, then pointed east and fell into step behind her.


  They picked their way through the jungle flora, watching their steps with care. Trees rose thirty to fifty feet above, curling tendrils of vines sweeping down around them. Variations of palms littered the floor of the jungle, from wide-leaf plants to majestic ferns with tender leaves caressing their bare legs as they walked. Bright flowering plants popped out in the trees here and there, splashing color against a dense green canvas, but it wasn’t all beauty.


  Prickly spears jabbed into his skin from different angles, and the bugs were already ferocious, even early in the day. Thad grimaced as he took the lead and picked his way through the overgrown jungle, wishing like hell he had a machete. Luckily, he couldn’t see Maren’s fine ass from his vantage, but he noticed her movements from every angle, and the tiny gasps and groans she kept making were enough to send his libido into overdrive, even out here in the sweltering heat.


  The only plus was that they were alone. When he’d scouted the area last night, he hadn’t seen anyone, nor had he heard anyone today besides the howler monkeys who followed them in the trees. Whoever or whatever Maren had seen in that cenote could very well be a figment of her imagination. He knew how the mind could play tricks on a person underwater, and she’d definitely already been acting a little strange. And though rare, earthquakes did happen in the Yucatan.


  They stopped to rest around noon on the trunk of a fallen palm. Thad passed her the water and eyed her pink cheeks and sweat-slicked forehead. “How are you holding up?”


  “I’m melting.”


  “Me too.” He swiped the back of his hand over his brow. “You’re a tough chick. Tougher than most.”


  “That’s me. Resilient, as my mother always says. The Craemer women are all resilient. She loves to point out I get that trait from her side of the family, not Patrick’s.” She took a sip of water, then glanced around the jungle. “I feel like we’re in a lost episode of Survivor. Minus the naked gay guy and the million dollars.”


  The corner of Thad’s lips curled. “Richard was like…a dozen years ago. I don’t think they’ve had many more naked guys on the show.”


  “No?” She feigned disappointment. “Bummer. That was the best part. Naked guys, hot jungles, lots of cash. What woman wouldn’t love that?”


  His smile widened, and that arousal he’d fought back most of the day came raging to the surface once more. “Say the word, Blondie, and I’ll get naked for you.”


  She shot him a yeah-right look and took another sip of water. “We’re professional colleagues, remember?” She handed him the water and pushed to her feet. “Plus we’re too smart to get wrapped up in something like that again.”


  Whether she was purposely baiting him or not, he’d never know, but he wasn’t about to let this opportunity pass.


  He grasped her hand before she got two steps away and tugged her back. The movement knocked her off-balance, and she yelped as she went down. He caught her in his lap and tugged her close. “I was never very good at the whole professional thing.”


  Her soft fingers landed against his chest, and her startled eyes grew wide. And he knew he probably shouldn’t, but he’d been dying for a taste of those lips since he’d picked her up at the airstrip.


  He lowered his head and brushed his mouth over hers. A gasp slipped from her lips, and she tensed in his arms. But she didn’t push him away. And that was all the encouragement he needed.


  He kissed her again. Ran his tongue over the seam of her lips. Waited for her to open. Her mouth was just as he’d remembered. Soft, lush, perfect. But he wanted to taste her. And if she didn’t let him in soon, he was pretty sure he might go mad.


  He changed the angle of the kiss, licked her again, and slowly, gently tugged her bottom lip between his teeth.


  She gasped. Or maybe she moaned, he wasn’t sure which, but it was enough to part her lips just a millimeter. And he didn’t hesitate. He dipped inside and slid his tongue along hers, tasting, savoring, reliving the warm, wet perfection of her mouth as if it was the first time.


  Her fingers curled against the bare skin of his chest, and she opened wider, slowly stroking her tongue against his as her fingers found the hair at the nape of his neck. Gently, she combed through the locks as he kissed her again and again, as he drew her in and took everything he’d been dreaming about for way too long.


  Oh yeah. This was what he’d been missing. This was what he wanted. His hand trailed down her side to the bare skin just beneath her breasts. He wanted her naked. Wanted to feel the weight of her breasts in the palms of his hands. He reached back for the tie on her bikini top.


  Maren pulled away from his mouth and stared up at him with wide eyes. “What are you doing?”


  She was definitely no longer a virgin, but she played one really well. Amusement trickled through him. “I don’t think I need to draw you a map.”


  She pushed off his lap and stumbled but caught herself before she hit the jungle floor, then whipped around to face him. “Don’t do that.”


  Don’t do that? The woman was sending him all kinds of mixed signals. “I think you liked that. Come on, Blondie.” He reached for her hand. “It’s kind of stupid to keep ignoring the chemistry still sizzling between us.”


  She pulled out of his grip and stepped back. “We’re professional colleagues.”


  He rose to his feet and stepped toward her. “We were that once before. That didn’t stop us.”


  A blush rose up her cheeks as she stepped back again. “Well, we’re older now.”


  He moved closer. “Just think of how much better it’ll be.”


  She shifted back again, then stopped abruptly when her spine hit the trunk of a palm tree. “Thad, wait.”


  He hesitated with one hand on the trunk above her head, the other centimeters from touching her, and looked into her eyes. “You still want me, Maren. I know you do. I can feel it. I want you too. Just as much.” His gaze flicked to her chest. “And you’re still wearing my locket.”


  Her hand covered the small gold heart hanging between her breasts, and her cheeks turned pink. “It’s just a piece of jewelry. It doesn’t mean anything.”


  His gaze lifted to hers. “I think it means something.”


  Her chest rose and fell with her shallow breaths, but she met his gaze, and in her light blue eyes, he saw the hesitation. “I’m not the same girl I was nine years ago, Thad.”


  “That’s okay. I’m not the same guy. And I don’t want the girl you were, I want the woman you’ve become.”


  He rested a hand on her slim hip and leaned close. Her sweet scent mixed with the jungle heat and made him lightheaded. He breathed hot over her ear in a way he knew she’d loved once. Just as he’d hoped, her entire body softened.


  “Thad…” She rested her hand on his bare chest but didn’t push him away. Electrical arcs shot from the spot straight to his cock.


  “God, Blondie. You’re so sexy.” He pressed his lips to the soft skin behind her ear, felt his pulse race being so close to her. “You had a great body before, but I always wondered how it had changed over the years. It’s even better than I imagined.”


  Her throat worked as she swallowed. He skimmed his lips over her earlobe, then down the silky column of her neck. His stomach tightened with anticipation as he trailed his hand up her rib cage to the underside of her breast.


  Her other hand landed against his chest. “Thad…”


  He kissed her throat, then gently sucked the spot. “Yeah, baby. I’m right here. Tell me what you want.”


  “Thad. Stop.”


  She pushed against his chest, hard enough to force him back a step. His eyes came up, but this time when he focused on her face, he didn’t see hesitation, he saw fear.


  “Please stop,” she said in a breathless voice. “I can’t go through this again with you.”


  She was afraid she was going to get hurt again. She couldn’t possibly know that was the furthest thing from his mind. “Maren, this isn’t then. As you said, we’re both older now. And I learned a long time ago, I’m not a happily-ever-after kind of guy. But I’m not opposed to being happily-for-now. With you.”


  He moved back in again. Kissed the other side of her throat. She swallowed hard and pressed her hand against his chest, but this time not with any real force, and he took that as a good sign. “So, you’re only talking about sex.”


  Just hearing her say the word sent a rush of blood straight into his cock. “We’re both still totally hot for each other, you can’t deny that.” He pushed her feet apart and moved between her legs, letting her feel his growing erection against her belly. Then he nipped at her jaw. “And we had really amazing sex. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten.”


  The tiny groan from her lips told him she remembered loud and clear. And oh, he wanted her right here, against this tree. All he had to do was slide those bikini bottoms down her legs, free his cock, and sink inside all her lush, sweet heat.


  “I…” She groaned as his mouth found hers again. As he stroked his tongue over hers and tasted her deeply. But before he could take his fill, she pushed away and stepped out from beneath his arm.


  She held up a hand to keep him back. “No, don’t.”


  “Maren—”


  “No, Thad. I’m too busy to do happily-for-now with anyone, even you.” Her chest rose and fell with her shallow breaths. “Yes, I’ll admit there’s still…something…between us, but I’m not a kid who takes whatever she wants anymore. Everything has consequences. I learned that the hard way.”


  He had no idea what she was talking about, but the icy chill suddenly racing down his spine said it didn’t have a thing to with their dig, and everything to do with the secret he knew she was hiding.


  “Maren—”


  She turned for the path, carefully averting her eyes. “Let’s just keep going. The sooner we get back to camp, the better. People are waiting for us. We’ll just…forget this ever happened.”


  He stared after her as she stalked into the jungle, unsure what to do next. There was no way he could forget that had just happened. The way she’d kissed him back... The sounds she’d made...


  Yeah, he wanted her. Ached for her. His ever-present hard-on was a clear indicator of that. But there was something else too. A tingle. A feeling deep in his chest that he didn’t want to acknowledge. An emotion he’d buried long ago that tried to claw its way free.


  His skin grew tight, and in an instant, he knew what the feeling was. Regret. Regret over the way things had ended between them. Over the years he’d stayed away. Over the fact he couldn’t give her what he knew she really wanted.


  Tomorrow. Every woman wanted the promise of tomorrow, but he’d decided long ago that he wasn’t that kind of guy. And he wasn’t about to break Maren’s heart again. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t enjoy each other in the meantime. They were both adults, as she’d pointed out. And she did still want him, dammit. He’d felt it. All he had to do was give her a little time to warm up to the idea. Hell, she hadn’t wanted to work with him at first, and look where they were now.


  Confidence swelled in his chest, forcing out the regret he refused to let suck him under. Been there. Done that. Not going back. But finding a way to convince Maren to crawl back into his bed…


  Now that idea sounded like more fun than he’d had in years. And it would keep him from wondering what the hell she’d seen in that cenote. Or what she was hiding.


  The key was coming up with a way to make her think a superhot fling was all her idea.


  


  


  


  Chapter Nine


  


  


  


  


  


  Sex. Just sex. He’d actually proposed that.


  


  Maren picked her way around a thorny bush, swiped at the sweat dripping from her forehead, and worked to keep her temper under control. He wanted to have a sex-only relationship. Did the man not know what she’d been through because of him?


  She eyed Thad’s muscular back through the vines ahead and ground her teeth. Of course he didn’t know, and she wasn’t about to tell him. Not a happily-ever-after kind of guy? No, he clearly wasn’t, and she was suddenly glad she’d never tracked him down and told him about Isabel. Maren had no doubt now that he’d be the kind of father she’d lived with—always running off when a new project popped up, barely caring who he left behind. The fact Thad had so casually proposed a fling after everything they’d been through proved just how shallow he’d become.


  You know you want it too.


  Tingles rushed all through Maren’s body at just the thought, and she stopped, breathed deep, and tried to get her crazy hormones under control. It had taken every ounce of self-control she had to back away from Thad when he’d had her pinned against that tree, because she did want that. No matter what had happened between them in the past, they did still have incredible chemistry, and her body was vibrating at just the thought of being beneath him, on top of him, in any position he wanted. But there was too much at stake for her to fall into a carefree affair with him. And she was too afraid of slipping up and giving everything away. It was safer to keep her distance, even if doing so was pure torture for her body in the meantime.


  They hiked through the afternoon. Thad didn’t speak a whole lot to her, and she was grateful for that. If she’d pissed him off, well…that would just make things easier, wouldn’t it?


  Yeah. Telling herself that and convincing herself of it were two very different things.


  To keep her mind off his hard body in front of her, Maren tried to keep track of time as the sun tracked west across the sky, but dark clouds rolling in made it hard to follow. Maybe they’d open up and unleash on her. That, at least, would cool her down.


  They stopped again for water and to eat a few bananas, but this time, thankfully—or not depending on which way Maren’s mood was tilting at that moment—Thad kept his hands to himself. By late afternoon, Maren was sure they had to be getting close to the ocean. The trees were spreading out a little, but she couldn’t be sure. The jungle was still dense, the humidity was stifling, and her mind was playing tricks on her. And the lack of real food wasn’t helping her steadily declining resistance where Thad was concerned.


  “Maren!”


  Thad’s frantic voice cut through her thoughts. He’d gone ahead to take a look around while she’d sat to rest her aching feet. Irritated, she glanced up. What the hell did he want now? Couldn’t he give her a five-minute break?


  He jogged toward her out of the palm trees. A wide grin cut across his tanned and rugged face. “Get up.”


  She went back to rubbing her bruised and battered feet. “I’m too tired to keep going right now.”


  He pulled her to stand. “Trust me, Blondie. You want to get up.”


  Blondie… Why did her insides turn to mush when he called her that? He probably called a lot of girls that.


  Irritated, she shoved her feet back in the makeshift shoes and growled under her breath as he dragged her along, cursing him for having unending energy. Cursing herself as well because he felt way too good against her, and when his hands were on her—anywhere—she started to forget all those reasons a sex-only fling was a bad idea.


  But when he pulled her through the trees and the breeze blasted across her face, everything else faded away. Salt wafted in the air. Ahead were more palms, flowering tropical plants, and in the distance, the unmistakable blue of water.


  “Please tell me that’s not a mirage.”


  “Not a mirage,” he said with a smile in his voice. “I told you we’d make it.”


  When her toes hit the soft, white sand, she nearly collapsed in pure relief. “Oh, baby.”


  Thad dropped the tanks he’d strapped to his back, kicked off his makeshift shoes, grasped her hand, and pulled her toward the crashing waves. “Come on.”


  She went with him easily, kicking off her own shoes as she ran. The fresh, cool liquid against her feet felt like heaven. She sank into the surf on a moan and let the water cradle her sore and aching muscles, then bubble over her head.


  Thad’s hand closed around hers, and he pulled her toward him. When her head broke the surface, she flipped wet hair out of her eyes, saw the smile on his face, and laughed.


  They’d made it.


  He tugged her against his body, moved them farther out past the breakers, and wrapped his arms around her waist. She was so tired and thankful and—for the moment—happy, she didn’t even care that he was holding her too close, that she was leaning into him. Didn’t even care that he might get the wrong idea. Resting her cheek against his shoulder, she sighed. “East was a good idea.”


  “You bet your ass it was.”


  She smiled against him, and for a moment wished he’d grab her ass. But a rumble above brought her head around, and she looked up.


  The dark clouds she’d noticed in the jungle were thicker here, more angry, and for the first time she noticed how rough the surf was. Water sprayed in her face and crashed against the shore.


  “I think that’s Patrick’s storm coming in,” Thad said next to her.


  Patrick’s storm… She tried to remember what her father had told her about the incoming weather but drew a blank. At the time, she’d been so worried about the dive, she hadn’t cared what was happening on land.


  Thad tugged on her hand and pulled her back toward the beach. “We need to keep moving. That’s gonna reach us soon, and we’re going to need shelter.”


  Maren knew he was right, but she didn’t want to leave. And though it went against every one of her resolutions where he was concerned, she only wanted to go on feeling his arms around her.


  Reluctantly, she followed him out of the surf and brushed her wet hair away from her face. Thad hefted the tanks back on, then grabbed her hand and pulled her with him. They stayed on the beach, heading north. The rain hit, and a shiver raced down Maren’s spine. For the first time she started to wonder if maybe the jungle heat wasn’t so bad after all.


  They moved into the trees to try to get away from the steadily increasing wind. Rain ran down Thad’s face and dripped onto his chest. Maren continually wiped the water from her eyes and tried to keep up. This wasn’t just a tropical depression. This storm had morphed into something bigger, and as the trees whipped and howled above them, fear started to slither in. She’d thought their biggest threat was below water. Now it seemed even Mother Nature was against them.


  “Maren, look.”


  Thad drew Maren to a halt about two miles up the beach. She peered through the blinding rain and zipping palm fronds toward what looked like…a beach resort. A series of small, similar-looking casitas were set back from the sand.


  Relief teased the edge of her mind. Shelter. A place to get out of the wind and rain.


  Thad tugged on her arm. “This way.”


  They ran toward the buildings. There was no way to tell where the main office was, but the place looked deserted. People had obviously evacuated for the storm. He dragged her around the back of one of the buildings toward a door, then dropped his tanks on the ground. Gripping the rusted door handle, he shoved his hip against the solid wood.


  The wood groaned but didn’t budge. Thad did it again. Shivering, Maren wiped more water out of her eyes and prayed the damn door wasn’t dead bolted.


  Something moved to her right, and she turned to look that way, but before she could focus through the blinding rain, a two-by-four slammed into the side of Thad’s head.


  He grunted and went down with a thud. Maren screamed, a shadow moved, and then the two-by-four swung out again. She ducked at the last second and missed being nailed. The shadow growled and swung out once more. Maren jumped back and, in an instant, realized it wasn’t just a shadow, it was a person.


  A woman.


  She was dressed all in black, in heavy boots, cargo pants, and a long-sleeved black shirt, and her hair was piled on top of her head. And she swung that two-by-four like Babe Ruth.


  “You are not welcome here,” the woman growled in a thick accent, swinging the board again.


  “We’re just trying to get out of the storm.” She ducked behind a palm tree and shook water from her eyes. “Stop! Oh my God. Why the hell are you swinging that at me?”


  “Because you covet something that does not belong to you.”


  The woman stepped to the side, and Maren darted to her right, behind the shelter of another tree. “I’m sorry. We’ll leave. We didn’t know this was your place—”


  “Not the place,” the woman said, advancing on her. “La Malinche.”


  In a flash, Maren recognized her. The woman from the market. The one she thought she’d seen at the docks when they’d left for their first dive. Her heart rate shot up. “I’m not—”


  “Do not lie!” the woman hollered in a thick accent. “Las Hermanas de Protección safeguards the location of La Malinche. You will not find her!”


  She swung out with the beam again. Maren looked right and left and realized she’d backed herself into a corner. Thick brush stood at her back. Tall trees blocked her path to the right and left. Her adrenaline surged.


  “I don’t care about La Malinche!” she yelled. “I’m just trying to protect my daughter. You’re a woman. You have to understand that!”


  Wind howled and whipped Maren’s hair in front of her face. The woman stopped her swing in midair and stared at Maren. Slowly, her dark eyes narrowed.


  Yes, yes… Maybe she’d gotten through to her.


  “Doña Marina had one daughter. She had to give her up, for her own safety. She—”


  Silver flashed in the corner of Maren’s vision, then slammed into the back of the woman’s head. The woman grunted and went down. The two-by-four flew out of her hand and landed against the base of a tree. Through the raging wind and rain, Maren caught sight of Thad, swaying as he braced a hand against the trunk of a nearby palm.


  “Oh my God.” Blood ran in rivulets down the side of his face, mixing with the rain sliding across his skin. She stepped over the woman’s still body and rushed up to him, catching him before he went down. “You’re bleeding.”


  “That’s how you use a dive tank, bitch,” he said, looking down at the woman’s unmoving body.


  Maren tugged him toward another building. He moved slowly, as if half out of it. Wind slapped in their faces, and wet hair whipped across her eyes. She pulled him up the two small steps and helped him lean against the building. “Stay here!” she called through the storm.


  She ran back down the steps toward the tanks. She didn’t know if they’d need the water or not, but it was better to be prepared. A chill rushed down her spine when she realized the woman was gone. She looked right and left. Didn’t see anyone. But the storm had kicked up even more since they’d arrived, and it was nearly impossible to see more than a few feet in front of her now. Realizing there was nothing else she could do, she grabbed the tanks and ran back to where she’d left Thad. Blood dripped down onto his bare chest, and his eyes were closed, his head tipped back against the wall.


  Fear caused her heart rate to soar. She had to get him out of the storm. She tried the door, but it was locked. Realizing she’d never be strong enough to knock it in on her own, she grabbed the tank and slammed the base against the lock.


  The door cracked. She did it again, this time putting her weight behind it. The door gave with a crash, and she stumbled into the room.


  She didn’t waste time looking around. She dropped the tank, ran back out, and helped Thad to his feet, then brought him inside. After helping him sit on the bed, she ran into the small bathroom, grabbed a towel, and brought it back to him. Then she shoved a small dresser in front of the door to keep it closed.


  In the shelter of the room, she could finally breathe. She turned and looked over the small space. A bed, a couple of lamps, and windows that looked out toward the beach. A basic beach motel, if you wanted something rustic in the southern Yucatan. But the howling wind and sideways rain slamming into the casita kept her from relaxing. And all that glass set her nerves right back to vibrating.


  She crossed to Thad, who’d flopped back on the bed, and tugged him to his feet. “Come on. Into the bathroom.”


  “Just want to sleep.”


  “Not until I make sure you’re okay. And I’m afraid if this storm gets any stronger, this room might be a death trap.”


  “Lots of things a person can do in a bathroom,” he mumbled. “Sleep isn’t one of them.”


  She smiled, because at least the teasing tone was back in his voice. That was a good sign. “As long as you don’t have a concussion, you can sleep. Even in a bathroom.”


  She helped him sit on the edge of the tub, had him hold a towel against his bleeding forehead, then went back into the bedroom and ripped the sheet off the bed. She dropped it and all the pillows she could find on the floor in the bathroom, then went back out and dragged the mattress in with her.


  “Sweetheart,” he slurred, “if you wanted to roll across the sheets, we could have done it out there. This room’s not big enough for my acrobatics.”


  “Cute.” She leaned the mattress against the sink and toilet, then lifted the sheet from the floor and ripped it into strips. Stepping in front of him, she reached for the towel at his forehead. “Let me see.”


  The towel was soaked in blood, and she cringed when she pulled it away and saw the gash at the end of his eyebrow. The wound was red and angry, and a bruise was already forming around the spot. Head wounds bled a lot, she reminded herself. He was okay; they were okay. So long as this storm didn’t kill them, they’d be fine.


  She dabbed at the spot and knew by the way he hissed in a breath that it had to hurt like hell. Trying to be gentle, she folded the cotton strip lengthwise, then tied it around his head. “This is the best I can do for a bandage right now. At least you won’t have to hold the towel up.”


  He closed his eyes and gripped the side of the tub. “Call me Mr. Miyagi.”


  She laughed at the Karate Kid reference. “You’re dating yourself, Leighton.”


  “What can I say? I’m a child of the eighties.”


  She remembered. She remembered a lot of things.


  Shaking off the memories trying to seep in, she tossed the pillows into the tub so they cushioned the basin. Then she lifted his feet over the side and said, “Get in.”


  He shot her a look. “You’re kidding, right?”


  “Have you ever been in a hurricane? Trust me, when broken glass starts flying, you’ll be thanking me.”


  He studied her a minute with that silly bandage on his head, the red seeping through and his eyes only half-open. And though they were still a little dazed, they were also heated, and so damn sexy she started to wonder if maybe this wasn’t the smartest idea she’d ever come up with.


  “You’re coming in too, I take it?”


  Yeah, that was the plan, but Maren was suddenly second-guessing herself.


  A slow smile spread across his lips, and he eased down onto the pillows in the tub and held out his hand. “Come on, Blondie.”


  Wind howled. The little casita shook. But when glass shattered in the other room, she didn’t even hesitate.


  She climbed in with him, lay on her side against his, and pulled the mattress over the top of them, creating a padded shelter on one side.


  “Now this,” he said on a sigh, “is what I call cozy.”


  Thad wrapped his arm around her, bringing her tight against his body, and his heat immediately seeped into Maren, warming her from the outside in. Yeah, okay, this definitely wasn’t the brightest idea, because pressed up against him like this, with his hard body plastered to hers and the mattress cocooning them in safety, all she could suddenly think about was sliding her body over his and letting him ease the fear still teasing the edges of her mind.


  He breathed deep, rested his head back against the tub, and rubbed his hand down her arm. “Who was that crazy bitch outside?”


  “I-I don’t know.” She tried to focus on his question, and not on how good he felt, but it was futile. She’d always loved snuggling in with him like this. Loved the way he smelled and the soft caress of his fingers and the way when she was with him, it was as if the rest of the world didn’t exist. “I saw her in the market. And again at the marina when we set sail for that first dive. And I’m not certain, but I’m pretty sure she was the one in the cenote who set off that explosion. She’s trying to keep us from finding La Malinche.”


  “She said that?”


  “Pretty much. She said ‘Las Hermanas protects the location of La Malinche.’”


  “Hmm.” Thad was silent for a moment, but his hand against Maren’s arm kept moving, kept sending tiny arcs of electricity all along her skin. “We’ll have to mention it to Patrick when we see him.”


  Her father was the last person she wanted to talk about. She rested her hand against Thad’s chest and marveled at the muscles hidden beneath his tanned skin. He thought she was sexy? He had no idea. While he’d been attractive in his twenties, in his midthirties he was more confident, more muscular, and just downright hot. He probably had women falling for him all the time.


  That thought was more depressing than she liked, so she pushed it aside and looked up. His eyes were closed, his head tipped back, but there was the slightest smile on his lips. One that made her think he was enjoying this as much as she was. “How’s your head?”


  “Better,” he answered without opening his eyes. “I think I’m gonna have to call you my hero from now on.”


  “I’m not the one who knocked her out.”


  His smile faded. “I hope she’s still out. And that the storm carries her away.”


  “She was gone when I went back for the tanks. I think we’re safe until this weather blows over.”


  “Or until she—whoever she is—brings back reinforcements.”


  Yeah, Maren had considered that too, but for whatever reason, she had a feeling the woman wouldn’t. There’d been a look in her eyes when Maren had mentioned Isabel—a connection between them, as if the woman suddenly understood. And though it was crazy, Maren sensed that woman wasn’t going to come after her again. At least not tonight.


  She shook off the strange feeling and studied his bandage. “We’ll just make sure we’re gone when she comes back. In the meantime…let me check your head.”


  She shifted up, but there was very little room to move side to side in the tub. Finally realizing the easiest way to reach his forehead was to kneel, she lifted her leg and straddled his hips, careful to keep her weight on her knees so she wouldn’t sink into him.


  Her fingers grazed his forehead as she lifted the bandage and checked the wound. The bleeding had slowed considerably. After changing the bandage, she tightened it around his head and was just about to climb off him when his hands landed at her waist, holding her in place.


  “Thad,” she warned.


  A sexy, one-sided smile spread across his face. “I’m cold, Blondie. I have a head injury. You don’t want me to go into shock now, do you?”


  He was playing her. He wasn’t going into shock. And she needed to get off him right this minute. But oh, he felt good between her legs. And when he tugged her weight down until her hips were pressing against his and his growing erection was nestled right between her thighs, her brain short-circuited.


  So thick. So aroused. So hers for the taking.


  Her hands landed against his shoulders. She made a feeble attempt to get away, but he held her close and didn’t let go, and truly, she didn’t want to leave.


  “God, you feel good,” he mumbled. One hand slid around to the small of her back. The other slinked into her wet hair. “Mm…warm.”


  She wasn’t warm. She was on fire. And if he lifted his hips like that again, so close to where she wanted him to rub against her, she might not be able to stop herself.


  “Thad,” she warned again.


  “See how good it can be, Blondie?” He rocked his hips slightly. Tugged her tighter to him with the hand at her back. The rigid length of his erection brushed the sensitive skin between her legs, and she couldn’t help herself. She groaned. “Yeah,” he mumbled. “Not just good. Amazing.”


  Maren’s eyes slid closed, and she arched into him, forcing her hips into closer contact with his. Oh yes, he felt good. So good. She was running on too little sleep, not enough food, and way too much adrenaline. And everything else—the reasons she couldn’t have him, the things left unsaid between them, her purpose for being here in the first place, seemed to fade into the background.


  “Thad,” she whispered.


  “I know.” He lifted his shoulders from the back of the tub and pressed his lips against the column of her throat. “This isn’t sex, though. Think of this as…nursing me back to health.”


  She laughed but didn’t pull away. God, she should pull away. “Nice try.”


  His lips curled into a smile against her skin. “No? Then how about celebrating the fact we’re alive.”


  Her hands landed on his shoulders while his lips trailed a line of hot, wet kisses from her throat to her ear and finally to her jaw. Tingles raced down her neck, into her breasts, and across the tips of her nipples. A moan slipped from her lips. His muscular chest grazed her oversensitive breasts while the hard length of his cock pressed against her throbbing sex, right where she wanted him most.


  “Maren…” He kissed her jaw, her cheek, nipped his way to the corner of her mouth. Then slid his tongue along her bottom lip and lifted his hips again. “I want you.”


  Sparks ricocheted through her lower body. Oh, God… She wanted him too. She pressed down against him, groaned at the wicked sensation, and gave up the fight.


  His mouth closed over hers in a possessive kiss. His tongue instantly found hers. She framed his face with her hands and kissed him back, stroking his tongue with hers in the way she wanted him to stroke her body. With his fingers. With his cock. For just a second…for a few minutes…she wanted to let go of the hows and whys and everything that could have happened to them. She just wanted to feel.


  He changed the angle of the kiss, tasted her deeper, lifted his hips once more, rubbing against her clit again and again. She moaned, dragged her mouth from his, offered her throat. Loved the way he could still drive her crazy with his lips, his tongue, with those wicked hands against her breasts.


  At some point, he’d untied her bikini top. She was so lost in him she didn’t know when. All she knew was his warm, rough fingers were twisting her nipple, sending sharp currents of arousal straight to her sex, and his lips…moving down her throat, across her chest, heading for her breasts.


  “Oh, Thad…” She arched her back, groaned when he squeezed her breast, when he brought it to his lips. And nearly came out of her skin when he licked around her nipple and finally drew her into his mouth.


  She rubbed against him again and again, saw sparks when he suckled, when he bit down gently on her nipple. Frantic hands pulled at her bikini bottom and tossed it aside. And then his mouth was at her throat, her jaw, her lips again as he wiggled his hips out of his shorts.


  “Maren…” His mouth claimed hers once more. Hot, wet, needy kisses that only supercharged her more. And then she felt his fingers against her sex, pressing into her wetness and drawing a slick line up around her clit.


  She shivered, lifted her hips to give him more access. Knew nothing but the exquisite feel of his touch. Her body trembled as he pressed inside her and stroked deep, and she kissed him again, thrusting her tongue into his mouth the way he was thrusting his fingers inside her body.


  “You’re so wet,” he mumbled against her lips, “and tight. Just like I remember.” He captured her hand and brought it to his cock. “I’m dying here, Blondie.”


  He was hard in her hand. Long and thick, and she knew he’d feel even better inside her body. She stroked him from base to tip as he kissed her again. As he groaned into her mouth and circled her clit with his thumb.


  He arched his hips so the tip of his cock brushed against her swollen clit. Maren shivered and groaned. He captured it on his lips and moved again.


  His hand left her sex, settled at her waist. The other fell against her other side. He lifted her easily so the head of his cock was lodged at the entrance to her body. Then pulled away from her mouth, looked down, and groaned.


  He was watching. The idea sent a naughty thrill through her, and the lust she saw burning in his eyes only made her hotter. “Thad…”


  “Hmm…?” Eyes still locked where he touched her, he lifted his hips. Pressed inside one tiny inch. And oh…that felt so good. Her eyes slid closed.


  He drew out, trailed his cock up to her clit, and circled again until she saw stars, then slid back to her opening.


  She groaned. Felt herself slipping. Felt every wall start to crumble.


  “God, Blondie. I don’t think I’ve ever wanted you this much.”


  She wanted him too. But his words brought reality back to the forefront of her mind. And as crazy as she was for him at the moment, there were still some things she wasn’t willing to risk. “Thad…we can’t.”


  “Yeah, we can,” he said in a low voice. A sexy voice. An I-need-you-now voice. “We definitely can.”


  She lifted her hips and backed slightly away, preventing him from sinking inside her again. If he did that—even a fraction of an inch—her resistance would fail. Hand still wrapped around the base of his cock, she leaned her forehead against his. “We can’t. No condoms.”


  For a second, he didn’t say anything. Didn’t move. And then he groaned in utter disappointment.


  The sound relieved her. Why, she didn’t know. But knowing he was in as much agony as her eased the sting, just a little.


  She started to pull away, but his hand closed over hers around his cock, and then his mouth was on hers, kissing her deeply all over again.


  When she was breathless, when her libido was right back in overdrive, he drew her hand up and down his hard length, and against her mouth he whispered, “I might not be able to fuck you right now, but that doesn’t mean we have to stop.”


  He let go of her hand, found her sex again, and she groaned as he sank two fingers inside her wetness. His thumb flicked her clit again and again. Electrical currents arced all through her body as he pressed her back and his mouth returned to her breasts, to her nipples, already so hard and aching for his touch.


  Yes. Yes… Why had she fought this?


  She closed her eyes and stroked up and down his rigid length. He groaned against her breast, thrust deeper inside her. She arched so he’d hit that perfect spot and squeezed him tighter.


  His mouth trailed up toward her neck, and he raked the fingers of his free hand into her hair, drawing her mouth right back to his. Tongues fused. Their bodies slapped while the wind howled outside. He thrust deeply with his tongue; with his fingers. She stroked faster and rode the palm of his hand.


  She felt him growing harder in her hand. Hotter. Longer. Knew it wouldn’t be long. And her own arousal built to a crescendo. She kissed him, as frantic to feel his release as she was her own. And when his entire body tensed, when she felt him right on the edge, she closed her hand tight around the tip and squeezed.


  He groaned long and low, and she captured the sound with her mouth, stroked even faster. Warmth filled her hand, and knowing he was being consumed by his orgasm triggered her own. Bright light exploded behind her eyes, ricocheted through her limbs. Made every inch of her body tremble. Sent her entire body sailing.


  And then she was falling. Through time and space. Through memories and emotions she’d vowed never to relive. Through a feeling that was so sublime she didn’t ever want it to end.


  She was falling…for the man who’d broken her once before. For the one who’d saved her life, who’d taken care of her, who was every bit the sexy bad boy she’d fallen for all those years before.


  Falling for the man who, if she wasn’t careful, would this time break her for good.


  


  


  


  Chapter Ten


  


  


  


  


  


  A dull, throbbing pain brought Thad’s eyes open. He blinked several times and stared up at a dirty, water-stained ceiling and a strand of light shining in through a hole overhead, warming his skin.


  


  He tried to remember where the hell he was but came up empty. He’d been on more than one bender in his life. After Colin’s death, there was a good three to four weeks he barely remembered. But this headache didn’t feel like a hangover headache, and the kink in his shoulder had nothing to do with too much alcohol.


  Groaning, he twisted to his side, realized he was in a bathtub, and pushed himself up on his hand. Memories of the night before rushed back as he fought to stop the room from swaying. The storm. Running through the sideways rain. Maren…


  A wave of heat rolled across his hips, and a vision of what he and Maren had done together in this tub made him hard all over again. Blinking, he looked around for her, but she was nowhere to be seen. The mattress lay pushed against the far wall, and the door was open. He held his breath and listened, but only the soft sound of the ocean met his ears.


  The storm must have passed sometime in the night. He didn’t care when; he was just thankful it was gone. Pushing up on achy legs, he tugged up his shorts and stepped over the side of the tub. When he reached the sink, he flipped on the water, leaned forward, and splashed cool liquid on his face, then glanced up into the mirror and grimaced.


  The wound across his left temple was a mix of black and blue and angry red. And yeah, it hurt like a motherfucker. Gritting his teeth against the pain, he wiped his face with a towel and turned for the door, then remembered the woman who’d attacked him.


  His adrenaline shot into overdrive. He stumbled out into the bedroom and found it empty too. Broken glass from the windows lay shattered across the bed and floor. Outside on the beach, palm fronds and debris from the storm littered the bright sand, and the crystal-blue sky showed no sign of the previous night’s wrath.


  But there was still no sign of Maren.


  His heart rate jacked up. He shuffled toward the door, avoiding as much of the glass as he could. If that psycho woman had come back… If she’d brought friends…


  His chest tightened, and fear for Maren’s safety consumed him.


  The grassy area behind the casitas was littered with more debris—downed limbs, trees, and roofing materials that had blown off during the storm—but still no Maren. He rushed out onto the beach, looked up and down for her, couldn’t see her. Couldn’t see anyone.


  He raked a hand through his hair, tried to think of what to do. Pain shot across his forehead, but he ignored it. His chest rose and fell with his quick breaths, making it hard to get air.


  Voices echoed somewhere close. He whipped around, froze, and listened. Soft laughter echoed on the gentle breeze. Laughter he’d know anywhere.


  He pushed his legs forward, jogged around the side of a small building, and finally saw her. Wearing a frayed piece of white cotton tied over her bikini at her hip like a sarong, her blonde hair billowing behind her as she stood in the sunlight, laughing and chatting with a local man who could be as old as her father.


  Relief rushed through him. Overwhelmed him. Pushed out all other thought.


  “Oh, you’re awake.” Her smile faded as he approached. “This is José, he’s going to—”


  He captured her hand, pulled her into his chest, slid his fingers into her silky hair, and just held her close.


  His eyes slid closed. Against her warmth, his heart rate slowly started to come down. She was alive. She was okay. All those crazy thoughts he’d had a moment ago…none of them were real.


  He drew in a shaky breath, then let it out.


  “Um…Thad?” She tensed against him.


  “Scared me, Blondie.” He breathed deep again and just went on holding her, loving the way she felt against him. “You gotta stop doing that.”


  “Thad?” she said again. “I can’t breathe.”


  Realizing he was holding her too tight, he released her. And when she stepped away, out of his arms, he remembered they weren’t alone.


  He looked toward the toothless man to his left, the one who was grinning like an old fool.


  “This is José,” Maren said again, smoothing her hair. “He’s agreed to give us a ride back to camp.”


  Surprised, Thad glanced back at her. She’d found them transportation. Not only had she saved his life and nursed his wounds, she was now rescuing him.


  He reached for her hand, wanting—no, needing—to touch her, and smiled. “You’re taking this hero status to heart, aren’t you?”


  A wary look crept into her eyes, and slowly, she tugged her hand from his, then looked back at José. “I think we’re ready anytime you are.”


  “Si, si!” José said, running around the cab of the rusted Ford truck and pulling the passenger door open. “Come, come.”


  Thad looked into the truck and spotted the mangy dog sitting in the middle of the bench seat, panting in the morning heat. He glanced back at Maren, who was already walking around the vehicle.


  She shrugged. “I guess you’ll have to ride in the back.”


  José moved to the end of the truck and lowered the tailgate, then motioned for Thad to climb in. Maren was too busy petting and talking to the dog to care what he was doing. And, he had a sinking suspicion, avoiding him all together.


  More disappointed than he expected, he walked to the back of the truck and climbed in. Said a thank-you to José. As he settled back against the truck’s rear window, he shot a look inside. Maren was watching him, but when she caught him looking at her, she whipped around and faced the windshield. And she didn’t look back.


  She was nervous. Unsure how to react around him after announcing yesterday that she wasn’t interested in any kind of relationship, then all but jumping his bones in that bathroom last night. Warmth spread through his chest as they pulled away from the beach and he relaxed against the bouncing rig. She still wanted him. It was just freaking her out.


  Something in his chest squeezed tight at that knowledge, and for the first time since coming down here, he realized exactly what had been missing from his life all these long, empty years.


  Her.


  He wasn’t here for revenge. He hadn’t come for restitution or to finish things for Colin. He didn’t even care about that stupid relic. He’d come for her. The minute Patrick had called him and told him what this was all about, he’d hopped on a plane, hoping—no, needing to see her. And a meaningless fling wasn’t going to do it for him anymore. He wanted her. Back in his life. The way she should have been years ago.


  The muscles in his chest condensed, squeezing all the air out of his lungs, and panic filled the space left behind. But the thought of her, of last night, of the sounds she’d made and the way she’d held him close…they eased the pain until only sweet warmth remained.


  He rubbed a hand against his chest, and knew in the silence that Drummer had been right. He’d never gotten over her. He was never going to be over her. She was it for him. The one and only. And yeah, he was emotionally fucked up in a lot of ways, and he’d probably screw this up before the end, but he had to try. He couldn’t go back to living his life the way it had been before: empty, lonely, nothing without her in it.


  He turned his head and peered into the truck. Smiled at the way she avoided looking his way. Twisting back, he rested his head against the glass and felt a lightness inside him he hadn’t felt in years.


  Nine, to be exact.


  Somehow, he just had to find a way to make her realize he was exactly what she needed too.
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  Maren dove into her work, needing the escape. She spent her first few days back at camp helping the rest of the team clean up the site. Tropical storm Harvey had done a number on the trees and beach, but luckily their huts were in okay shape.


  


  The team was happy and relieved to have her and Thad back. Lisa had hugged her so tight, Maren was pretty sure she’d cracked a rib. Her father had even given her the day off to recuperate after their experience, but Maren hadn’t wanted that. She needed to work and keep her mind busy.


  She tried not to let his lack of emotion over her experience affect her, but it did. No wonder her mother wanted nothing to do with him. But what really burned her was his declaration that she must have been seeing things in that cenote. An earthquake, he’d told her, not a bomb. She’d obviously been imagining things. But what were the odds an earthquake and a tropical storm would hit at the same time? And what about the woman who’d attacked them during the storm?


  She knew what she’d seen, dammit.


  It also didn’t help that her emotions were all over the map. Not simply because her father kept downplaying her concerns, but because being near Thad, remembering how he’d felt against her bare skin—what they’d done in that bathtub—was messing with her head.


  Stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid. She knew better. At least he hadn’t been hounding her since they’d returned to camp. He’d obviously gotten what he wanted, and he was moving on. She should be relieved by that fact—and thankful she hadn’t actually had sex with the man—but for some reason, her mood was now even darker than before.


  In the evenings she pored over the charts and journals her father had collected about the Conquistador and kept to herself. Since she’d been doing that for the most part since she’d arrived in Mexico, no one seemed to notice, and she figured that was a good thing too.


  “Hey, gorgeous.” She was so distracted by her thoughts, she didn’t notice Drummer until he opened the screen door and eased into her casita. “What are you working on?”


  She straightened, a small part of her irritated at the interruption, another part thankful because it pulled her out of her idiotic musings and overanalyzing everything she was doing wrong.


  “Just going over some of these charts.” She ran a hand over her hair and sighed. “Hoping we hit pay dirt soon.”


  He sat down at the table and studied the papers in front of her. “Sometimes finding a wreck is pure luck. You can plot and graph and plan all you want, but if something doesn’t want to be found, it won’t be.”


  She glanced up through her glasses. “That’s a simple-minded answer, don’t you think?”


  “Maybe, but I believe it to be true.”


  “And it’s easier than sitting around doing boring research, huh?”


  He grinned. “That too. Not everything’s about the beginning and end, Maren. The middle can be a hell of a lot of fun too. You need to sit back and enjoy the process, because before you know it, it’ll be over, and you’ll be left wondering where it went.”


  He spoke like a man who knew what he was talking about, and she wanted to ask what he meant, then thought better of it. She had enough problems and didn’t need to be worrying about what made Nate Drummer tick.


  She exhaled a long breath and looked back down at her charts. “Doesn’t it frustrate you that we go down day after day, yet we haven’t found anything significant?”


  “Why?” He eased back in his chair and hooked his arm over the back. “We’re looking for a needle in a haystack. No one said this was going to be a quick project. I know we’ll find the wreck. I’m just not going to get all bent out of shape if it doesn’t happen right away.” He cocked his head to the side. “Are you on some kind of timeline that makes it imperative you find the damn thing right away?”


  More than you know.


  She shook off the thought, told herself to stop stressing. Evan hadn’t called, hadn’t made any move toward her or Isabel. They were safe for the time being. And the man wasn’t stupid. He knew this could be a long process. “I’m just not good at waiting. I like the chase as well as anyone, but I prefer the digging.”


  He pushed out of his chair. “I think you’ve been shacked up in here long enough. The camp is cleaned up. We’re diving tomorrow. A bunch of us are going into the village for a night out before Patrick cracks his whip again. Join us.”


  She thought of a night out with Thad, and the nerves in her stomach formed a hot, tight ball. “I don’t think so.” She slipped off her glasses. “I’d rather stay here and try to get some more work done.”


  “Anyone ever tell you you’re a nerd, Maren?”


  She laughed, because she’d definitely been told that a time or two before—especially by Isabel. And because she knew she was so much less fun now than she’d been ten years ago.


  “Come on,” he added, grasping her hand and easing her around the table toward him. “One night away from these boring charts isn’t going to kill the project.”


  She frowned. “I’m not getting rid of you until I say yes, am I?”


  His grin was filled with devilish delight. “Not a chance. I will sit here and bug the hell out of you like a bear on honey.”


  “Like a fly on shit, you mean,” she corrected, shooting him a dry look.


  He laughed. “Yeah. Like a big ol’ pile of shit.” He released her and headed for the door. “Grab your dancing shoes, Hudson. I’ll meet you out front in fifteen. The rest of the group already left. And wear something sexy.”


  A frown creased her mouth as the cabin door slapped shut in his wake. The rest of the group? That meant it was just the two of them. Until they got to the village and she saw Thad.


  Her stomach vibrated, but she tossed her glasses on the table and headed for her bedroom. She stopped in front of the small dresser in her room, pulled the drawer open and bit her lip. She shouldn’t go. She should stay here where it was safe. But Drummer was right. She needed to enjoy the process, not just the end product. And she hadn’t spent nearly enough time with Lisa since coming back.


  Right. She was searching for something sexy to wear for Lisa. Uh-huh. Yep. That was it. She blew out a long breath, grabbed the only skirt she’d brought with her, and cursed her stupidity all over again.


  Wow, you’re getting good at the lies, girlie.
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  Drummer’s idea of a night out ended up being a smoky bar at one of the few resorts along the beach. This one was painted a bright pink with a few tables lit by candlelight surrounding a dance floor made of bamboo. A local band occupied the stage at one end of the open-air bar. Beyond the patio, concrete turned to sand. Palm trees swayed in the night sky, and in the distance, moonlight shimmered off the gentle waves lapping the shore.


  


  Thad took a long pull from his beer and turned to look over the dance floor. Drummer was sashaying with Lisa, while Maren sat at one of several tables her group had occupied, purposely positioning herself away from Thad. She wasn’t avoiding him, but she wasn’t going out of her way to be overly friendly either, and he wasn’t bothered by it in the least. He was biding his time, waiting for the right moment, and he knew it would come. Eventually.


  Only…the new Maren was turning out to be a helluva lot more stubborn than the old one.


  Patrick sipped the beer he was nursing and gestured toward the dance floor, where Drummer was spinning Lisa around. “That one there was worried about you two.”


  “Who? Drummer?”


  Patrick chuckled. “No, Maxwell. Insisted I send her down into the cenote as soon as she found out you two hadn’t come back up. Nearly had to restrain her to keep her from going alone.”


  Thad lifted his beer and took another sip to ease the sting in his chest. After what had happened to Colin, Lisa wouldn’t think twice about risking her life for the people she cared about. And the way Lisa had glommed on to both him and Maren when they’d returned to the site had told him loud and clear how she felt about them both. “Glad you didn’t let her.”


  Patrick turned to face him, and his expression sobered. “I told Maren I’d never heard of Las Hermanas, but that wasn’t the truth.”


  Now why was that not a surprise? “I figured.”


  Patrick glanced toward his daughter, and, confident she wasn’t listening, said, “Las Hermanas de Protección is a secret group of women dedicated to keeping the resting place of Doña Marina hidden from public knowledge. But their primary purpose—which isn’t so common knowledge—is securing the resting place of La Malinche and stopping anyone they think is getting too close to her.”


  Thad’s eyes narrowed, and he leaned closer to the older man. “Are you telling me they’re actively sabotaging anyone they think is searching for the damn relic?”


  Patrick lifted his beer and took a long swallow, as if it were no big deal. “Yes.”


  “And you didn’t think to mention this to any of us?”


  “The less Maren worries about this dig, the better.”


  The fine hairs along Thad’s nape stood straight. “They set off an explosion, Patrick. One that could have gotten both her and me killed.”


  Patrick frowned. “There’s no evidence of that.”


  “Maren’s pretty damn sure. And after this news, I’m starting to think she was right.”


  “Don’t be so dramatic. You’re both okay.”


  Thad huffed and lifted his beer. No wonder Maren’s relationship was so strained with the man. His cavalier attitude was astonishing. “We’re lucky, that’s what we are.”


  Patrick sighed. “Look, I didn’t think it was worth mentioning because I had no indication they were even on to us. Now that we know, we’ll be better prepared. Nine years ago, they weren’t interested in what we were doing, because we weren’t anywhere near finding La Malinche. The fact they’ve shown up now is a good sign. It means we’re close.”


  A good sign? Thad didn’t agree. He glanced at Maren and watched as she brushed her long hair behind her shoulder and laughed at something being said around the table. She was wearing a white sleeveless blouse and a sexy black skirt that showed off the muscle tone in her legs. And every time he looked at her, his chest constricted. He’d almost lost her in that cenote. Had thought he’d lost her when he’d awoken and found her gone from their storm shelter. He wasn’t risking her life again. Not for some stupid relic.


  “You need to tell her.”


  Patrick swiveled his barstool and looked toward the team’s table. Drummer and Lisa came back to the group. Lisa dropped into a chair and blew the bangs out of her eyes while Drummer grasped Maren’s hand and pulled her to her feet.


  Maren laughed, tried to pull away, but Drummer shook his head, not letting her off the hook. The short black skirt flitted around her thighs as he tugged her with him and started dancing around her in the middle of the floor. Her amused giggle echoed to Thad’s ears, as sweet as wind chimes.


  Patrick sighed. “Maren is suspicious of anything I say. She’s changed a lot. I’m sure you’ve noticed since you’ve been working with her.”


  Thad watched her twirl under Drummer’s arm. A smile split her face, making her eyes sparkle, her cheeks rosy, making her a thousand times more beautiful than she already was. Yeah, she was different—more mature, more reserved—but he sorta liked that about her. And the passionate woman he’d fallen for all those years ago was still in there, waiting to come out and play. He’d felt her when she’d finally dropped those walls she’d built around herself and kissed him during that storm. “I noticed. The last nine years made her cautious.”


  “Cautious, right. That’s a good description of her,” Patrick said sarcastically. “Look, I know my daughter, and I know she’s eager for a reason to leave. If I give her one, she’ll go. It might sound selfish to you, but I want her to stay. And though she doesn’t quite realize it yet, she needs to stay. She’s been through a lot these past few years. She’d never admit to anyone that things have been hard for her, but they have. I want her to remember what it is about this life that she loves, not only because she’s good at it, but because maybe by doing so, she’ll finally figure out where she’s supposed to be.”


  The old man was talking in riddles. Thad lifted one brow and glanced his way. “What do you mean? What happened to her?”


  “Unfortunately, it’s not for me to tell you.” Patrick let out a long, weary sigh. “She will, when she’s ready. At least I hope she will.”


  He stood and dropped money on the bar. “I’m heading back to camp. I’m too old for this scene. Make sure everyone gets a ride back, would you?”


  Thad nodded, lifted his beer, and glanced toward the dance floor again, trying to figure out what the hell Maren’s father had been getting at. But when Patrick stopped and turned back, he looked the old man’s way once more.


  Patrick scratched his head. “Professionally, Leighton, I think you’re just about the best salvage expert there is. And God knows, you’re one of the safest divers I’ve seen in a long time. I’d work with you anytime, anywhere. Personally, though”—he glanced over at Maren—“I think you’re a son of a bitch. The last nine years didn’t shape Maren into the woman she is today. Six weeks in the Yucatan did.”


  Patrick stalked toward the door, and Thad stared after him, more than a little taken aback. Maren’s father paused long enough to speak briefly with a tall, dark Latino man standing in the doorway. Lisa shrieked, jumped out of her chair, and raced across the room. The man dropped the bag from his shoulder, laughed, then caught her when she threw herself into his arms, wrapping both her arms and legs around him in a tight hug.


  The husband. Lisa had said he was showing up sometime later in the week. Thad watched as he hefted her into his arms and kissed her. Watched as her whole demeanor changed and a warm glow enveloped the feisty redhead.


  That was what he wanted. That was what he’d been missing. He glanced back to the dance floor, where Maren and Drummer were both looking toward the commotion.


  He didn’t know what Patrick was scheming this time, and he didn’t feel much like solving riddles tonight. He wanted Maren. And though he knew he probably should give her a little more time to come to him on her own, the ache growing in his chest warned too much time wasn’t always a good thing where she was concerned. Especially if Patrick gave her that reason to leave before she had time to come to her senses.


  He was just about to push off his barstool when a beaming Lisa sidled up to the bar next to him, dragging her husband by the hand. “Leighton, there’s someone I want you to meet. This is Rafe Sullivan.”


  Thad barely registered the guy’s face, but he managed to shake his hand and ask how his trip down had been.


  “Good,” Rafe said, sliding onto the stool Patrick had vacated. “Small plane, though.”


  “Not as small as the one Maren and I came down in, I bet.” Lisa stood next to her husband and signaled the bartender. “Two Coronas, please.”


  “See if you can get a menu, querida. I’m starving.”


  Lisa leaned into her husband and grinned. “You won’t be, once I get you back to our room.”


  Rafe’s arm slid around Lisa’s waist, and he whispered something Thad didn’t hear. Music swirled in the air as Lisa started chatting about the dig and the storm and the excitement of the last few days. But Maren’s laughter was like a tingling sensation rushing up and down Thad’s spine, keeping him from hearing anything else. He lasted all of about two minutes before he couldn’t take it anymore. “Sorry.” He pushed away from the bar. “I’ll be back in a few.”


  “Leighton,” Lisa exclaimed at his back. “You’re being rude.”


  “Let him go,” her husband said in a low voice. “I want you all to myself anyway.”


  Lisa’s throaty chuckle followed Thad out onto the dance floor. Weaving through the small crowd, he headed for the guitarist near the edge of the stage. The band was currently butchering a Bruno Mars song, but it was music and it worked, and if it gave him a few minutes alone with Maren, he’d listen to the off-tune lyrics all damn day.


  He slipped the musician twenty bucks, locked his eyes on Maren, then headed across the dance floor.


  He loved how her gaze found his in the crowd. How her eyes widened when he drew close. How she tensed, knowing he was coming for her.


  Drummer must have sensed him, because he turned and drew them to a stop.


  “I’m cutting in, Bob,” Thad told him, not looking away from Maren.


  “Somehow,” Drummer muttered, “I knew you would.”


  Drummer looked toward Maren. When she shrugged, he winked at her, then headed off the dance floor.


  Maren stared at Thad, unmoving. Music swirled around them, people moving to the beat on both sides, but she just continued to stand still and stare. And her eyes were so blue, so focused, he couldn’t tell what she was thinking.


  He moved in close, slid one arm around her back, and grasped her hand in his. She didn’t push away, and as her warm, taut body brushed up against his, it was all he could do not to drag her even closer and kiss her senseless.


  “What were you and my father whispering about over there?”


  He turned them slowly and shrugged. “Nothing. Just talking shop.” He hesitated, thinking back over his conversation with Patrick. “Your father doesn’t like me very much.”


  She rolled her eyes. “He seems to think enough of you. I’m the one he’s not wild about.”


  He thought about telling her what Patrick had said about Las Hermanas, but then decided not to. At least tonight. If he did, she might get all worked up and stalk off to confront her father. And if Patrick was right and she was really looking for a reason to leave, he’d lose his chance with her. “I think your father loves you. In his own way.”


  “In his own way,” she repeated, looking off toward the band. “You mean in his own dysfunctional, never-around way.”


  Thad knew her father’s part-time parenting had caused a huge rift between the two. They’d talked about it when they’d been together years ago, and he knew how much Patrick’s blasé attitude had impacted her. But back then he’d thought she’d just been a college kid overdramatizing what was, otherwise, a semi-normal relationship. Now he realized she felt abandoned by him, and that that abandonment was at the root of all her hang-ups where Thad was concerned. Because he’d done the same damn thing her father had done. He’d left her when she’d needed him most.


  His chest squeezed even tighter, but he drew a deep breath and tried to lighten the mood. “Sullivan showed up.”


  Maren looked over his shoulder toward the bar, where Lisa was leaning against her husband, beaming. A faint smile tugged at the corner of Maren’s mouth. “Rafe’s a great guy. And he’s crazy about Lisa. He’d never let anything happen to her.”


  “Unlike me.”


  Maren’s smile faded, and her gaze slid his way. “I didn’t say that.”


  “No, but you were thinking it.”


  Her eyes drifted down to his shoulder, and she bit her lip. Silence settled between them, and as they turned, Thad cursed himself. Dragging up the past wasn’t going to help his cause. And if he wanted Maren back in his life, he needed to make her fall in love with the man he was now, not the stupid kid he’d been back then.


  The music shifted, slowed, changed to a familiar steady beat. And he cringed, because he probably should have picked any other song. But he didn’t want to let her go yet, and if he could get her to remember the good times between them, maybe that wouldn’t be so bad.


  She started to pull away, but he dragged her close again. “You can’t leave yet. They’re playing our song.”


  Surprised pale blue eyes focused on his. “We never had a song.”


  “Sure we did. We danced to ‘Paradise’ in the kitchen of your cabin.” Recognition flickered across her face. He tightened his arm around her back. “We found paradise on that beach.”


  Something dark flashed in her eyes, the haunted look tugging on his heart. But before she could pull away, he slid his arm around her waist.


  “Come on,” he said, keeping his voice gentle. “I promise I’ll be good.” When she hesitated, he hit her where he knew it would hurt. “You don’t want the rest of our group to get the wrong idea, do you?”


  She glanced over at the table where Lisa and Rafe had moved with their beers. The group was laughing at something Lisa’s husband was saying. “One more dance won’t kill me, I guess.”


  She never could back down from a challenge. That was the same about her too. He bit back the victory smile that wanted to play across his face.


  He held her close as the gentle notes of the Bruce Springsteen song wafted over them. God, he’d forgotten how easily she moved with him, how she fit against him like they were made for each other. As they glided around the floor to the slow, steady beat, he felt her muscles relax one by one, watched as her eyes slid shut and she gave herself over to the moment.


  His skin tingled beneath his cotton shirt where her hand rested against his shoulder. Her bare arm was silky smooth against his. She was like a fire that wouldn’t die; the one flame he’d never been able to extinguish. Brushing his cheek against hers, he let his heart fill itself with only her.


  I’ve missed you, Blondie.


  Her body tensed in his arms. And in a flash, he realized he’d said the words aloud. She eased away and lifted her gaze before he could stop her. He wanted to reach for her, to pull her back, but the look that flashed in her eyes stopped him short. In that one moment, he wasn’t sure if what he saw there was relief or regret.


  She turned and walked out of the bar, leaving him to watch her go from the middle of the dance floor. The song continued to play, floating around him like an ominous warning. And Patrick’s words—“The last nine years didn’t shape Maren into who she is today. Six weeks in the Yucatan did”—floated in his mind.


  Whatever she was hiding, whatever Patrick thought she should tell him, stood between them like a giant wall. Until she opened up to him, they had no chance for a future together. And the only way to get her to confide in him was to prove he wasn’t leaving again.


  Before he could change his mind, he followed her out into the darkness.


  


  


  


  Chapter Eleven


  


  


  


  


  


  She was a complete fool.


  


  Maren pressed shaking fingers against her temples and tried to slow her hammering heart. She’d told herself not to get sucked back under by him, but it was happening all over again. One look, one touch, and she was putty in his arms.


  And what was worse was that she wanted it, wanted him. Not just for a fling like he’d proposed only days ago; she wanted him back for good. And she hated herself for feeling that way again, because Thad Leighton was exactly like her father. He didn’t do happily ever after. He’d said as much. He’d proved it to her nine years ago.


  She was so lost in her thoughts, she didn’t hear Thad behind her until it was too late. His strong arms turned her to face him. “Maren—”


  “I’m not falling for this again,” she said in a shaky voice she tried to mask with strength.


  His fingers slid into her hair, and before she realized what he was doing, he stepped close, lowered his head, and brushed his mouth against hers.


  Every protest died on her lips. He slid his tongue along her mouth, and she opened to him without even thinking. Warmth enveloped her. Consumed her. He dipped into her mouth, tangled his tongue with hers in a dance that sent a shiver all through her body. Then his arms came around her, pulling her so close she couldn’t tell where she stopped and he began.


  She’d never been able to forget the taste of him. It was ingrained in her mind, etched in her soul. And now that she was in his arms again, his body pressed up tight to hers, she only wanted more.


  Common sense told her to walk away, but desire clamped its hand around her, cementing her in her spot. Her arms slid around his waist as she tipped her head to deepen the kiss, her body demanding more with every tender touch. A wanting ache clenched her heart with each soft stroke of his tongue and gentle graze from his fingertips.


  Reality didn’t settle in until those tempting lips of his broke the kiss. With her eyes still closed, she drew in a long breath and tried to steady her quaking heart. He kissed her jaw, trailed his lips across her cheek, paused at her temple, and held her tight against him.


  And oh, man… Unlike the frantic way he’d kissed her during that storm, this was sweet, gentle, so completely seductive, it dragged her right to the edge. She was in too deep. A breath away from losing herself and melting against him, giving in and giving him everything he wanted. A hair away from losing herself in the process.


  She braced both hands against his chest. “Thad, don’t.”


  “There’s something you need to know, Maren.”


  He slid his hands back into her hair and tipped her face up to his. And when her gaze locked on his, when she saw the tender look in his dark-as-night eyes, her heart beat furiously beneath her breast. “I was stupid to think this could be a fling and nothing more. What’s between us is so much stronger than that. I never stopped thinking about you. Never stopped dreaming about you. I want you back, Blondie.”


  Her throat closed, and the world seemed to swirl around her. Of all the things she’d expected him to say, that wasn’t it.


  She opened her mouth. Tried to find words. Couldn’t seem to make her voice work.


  A slow smile spread across his lips, and he brushed his thumb over her cheek. “I know you’re still wary of me, and with good reason. I just want you to know I’m not leaving. When I thought I lost you in that storm, it brought everything into focus. You’re it for me, Maren. The one and only.”


  Maren’s head was so light, she was afraid it might spin right off her body. Joy rippled through her limbs and brought her heart to life. And then she thought of Isabel. And Evan.


  Her eyes slid closed on a wave of pain so intense, her knees nearly buckled. Isabel he might be able to forgive her for keeping secret, but not what she’d done with the man who’d killed his brother.


  She eased out of his arms. “Thad—”


  “No,” he said quickly. “Don’t say anything. Just…let it be. I don’t want anything from you right now. I just want you to know I’m not giving up on you. I’m never giving up on you.” He trailed his fingers over the locket resting just inside her blouse. “I can be patient until you realize I’m still your hero.”


  A slow, cocky smile spread across his face, one filled with determination and…adoration. For her. But when he learned the truth…


  Misery whipped through her, and that heart that had burst back to life at his words crumbled into a pile of ash in the bottom of her stomach.


  He slid his fingers along hers. “Let’s walk back before they start to wonder what happened to us. You know Lisa’s going to come looking for you if you’re gone too long.”


  She swallowed hard. Normal. She needed to act normal; otherwise, she’d give herself away. To Lisa, to Thad, to anyone who might be watching. “She’s too distracted by the Puerto Rican god in there to worry about you and me.”


  “Maybe,” he said with a mesmerizing grin. “Maybe not. Either way, I don’t want to be on the receiving end of her wrath.” He gestured with his shoulder. “Come on.”


  He wasn’t pushing her. He was giving her time to adjust to everything he’d just said. And that knowledge scared her more than anything.


  Because it meant protecting her heart from him was no longer an option.
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  Maren slapped the schedule on the table in the Escapade’s salon the next morning. “What the hell is this?”


  


  Her father’s hand paused from the notes he was making, and he slipped off his glasses. When he didn’t immediately answer, only looked at the paper as if he’d never seen it before, her blood pressure jumped a notch.


  She’d waited until Drummer and Lisa were in the water to confront him. So far the day had been a blur, getting their first dive up and going and avoiding Thad every chance she could, but when she’d seen the posted schedule, she’d almost come unglued.


  Thad was monitoring the airlift from the deck, and Patrick’s grunts were scouting different cenotes on land. She and her father were alone for the moment, and because of that she didn’t care about hiding her temper.


  “Looks like the boat schedule,” he said, slipping his glasses back on.


  “I can see that. I’m not a moron. What the hell did you do with it?”


  “Maren,” he sighed on an exasperated breath, “considering what you told me happened in that cenote, I thought you, of all people, would be happy I’m upping security on the boat.”


  “I thought you didn’t believe me. You said Thad probably got hit by a flying piece of debris and that I’d misunderstood what that woman had been yelling at us.”


  He frowned. “I didn’t say that. I simply said it was possible you misinterpreted her in the middle of the storm.”


  He was seriously going to act like this had something to do with what she’d seen? He hadn’t cared then, and he didn’t care now. “This is horse shit.”


  He shot her his head-honcho, I’m-the-boss look. “I realize you’re not happy about this, but I’ve decided we need two people on the boat each night for security reasons. Call me old-fashioned, but I’m not about to let you and Lisa stay out here alone together. If something happens, two women aren’t going to do a whole lot to deter an intruder.”


  “So pair me up with Drummer, or one of your grunts, or yourself, for that matter. Or better yet, let Lisa and her husband stay out here. I’m sure they’d love some alone time.”


  When he didn’t respond, just stared at her with a blank expression, her temper skyrocketed. “Nine years ago, you never would have let me spend a night alone on a boat with Thad Leighton, and now you’re forcing us together. What the hell do you think this is going to accomplish?”


  “I’m not forcing you together.” He glanced out the window, obviously trying to keep his voice low so no one would hear them. “You work well together. There’s no sense breaking up the teams just because you’re uncomfortable being around him for extended periods of time.”


  “You’re damn right I’m uncomfortable.” She pressed her fingers against her temple and tried to settle the fear raging in the center of her chest. She couldn’t be alone with Thad. Not after the things he’d said to her last night. She didn’t trust herself. She dropped her hands. “I see where you’re going with this, Patrick. You’re hoping I’ll spend time with him, relent, and tell him about Isabel. Well, it won’t happen.”


  “Maren—”


  “I can’t believe you.” She still didn’t understand his motives, but there was no way she was playing along. “I can’t believe you’d stoop to this.”


  He rose and gently laid his hands on her shoulders. “Maren, your mother and I made some grave mistakes where you and Thad were concerned.”


  “What are you talking about? Mother never met him.”


  A somber expression crossed his features. “There’s more to it than that, and once you and Thad get around to talking about these things, you’ll understand. I made my fair share of mistakes where you were concerned as well, and I partly blame myself you find yourself in this situation now. I didn’t want you to see him all those years ago, because I was selfish.”


  She grimaced and tried to pull away.


  “No,” he went on, “it’s true. And I didn’t do all I could to find him after you called and told me you were pregnant. I-I should have done more. I can’t change any of that now, but I can help try and set it right.”


  She couldn’t believe he was saying this after all this time. “I don’t want to set things right. I’m fine with the way things are.” She pulled out of his arms and stepped back. “You don’t have any idea what you’re doing, Patrick. It’s just going to make things worse.”


  “Well, then. On this point we’ll just have to disagree. It won’t be a major stretch for us.” His face hardened. “The schedule stays. Tomorrow Lisa and Rafe will stay on the boat. The following night, Drummer and I. Your shift is tonight.”


  Maren bit back a pithy retort and stalked out of the cabin. She didn’t for one minute believe this was his way of making amends. He’d had years to do that. There was no reason for him to want to do it now. He only wanted her to relent and tell Thad about Isabel.


  Well, she wasn’t doing it. She’d do everything she could to keep that secret from him now.
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  Hours later, screaming brought Maren’s head up.


  


  She’d been working in the pilothouse, reviewing video they’d taken of the ocean floor, where she didn’t have to look at her father and where she didn’t have to be near Thad or make small talk with Drummer. Dropping her pencil against her notepad, she rushed through the door and looked across the deck, where an excited Lisa was pulling herself over the side of the boat.


  “It was right there,” Lisa exclaimed, dropping her mask on the deck.


  “What?” Maren asked, rushing up next to Drummer, who was helping Lisa upright.


  “An anchor. Resting on the sand like a giant X. The storm must have shifted sediments around on the ocean floor. We didn’t even have to dig for it. The tip was sticking out between sections of coral.”


  Rafe pulled himself up over the side of the boat and yanked off his mask. Breathing deeply, he sat on the edge, rested his hands on his hips, and said, “About two miles south of here. I couldn’t get a bead on size, but it’s definitely an anchor. With Spanish markings.”


  A hot ball of fire formed in the middle of Maren’s belly. She looked to her father. Victory flashed in his eyes. Then her gaze slid to Thad. And his excited expression mirroring her own told her exactly what he wanted her to do next.


  She rushed by Lisa. “I’ll get the gear ready.”


  Thad darted for the pilothouse. “Two miles? That’s still outside territorial waters.”


  Thirty minutes later, they were all grinning.


  “Hot damn,” Lisa exclaimed. She turned and patted Rafe’s bare chest with both hands, then jumped up and down on her toes. “I told you, didn’t I?”


  The sensors were going nuts. Maren’s excitement grew. There was definitely something down there. The depth finder was recording something big too.”


  Thad was already suited up by the time Maren made her way out to the deck. “Grab your camera, Blondie.” He checked the video he was carrying. “Got your slate and pencil?”


  Maren tapped her goodie bag. “All set.”


  “Map the floor around the anchor,” her father told her. “I don’t want you disturbing the sediments too much.”


  He didn’t need to tell her things she already knew. She looked toward Thad, who was pulling on his own mask. “Ready?”


  He shot her a devastatingly handsome grin. “With you, Blondie? Always.”


  She ignored the double meaning in his words and jumped into the ocean.


  Water bubbled over her head. She checked her dive watch, waited for Thad to join her, then dove deep.


  If she was at all apprehensive about diving after what had happened in that cenote, she didn’t feel it now. Exhilaration over finding the ship pushed aside any lingering fear.


  She scanned the area, ignoring the dancing angelfish, the jelly swimming by, the coral and anemones on the ocean floor. They swam to the coordinates, taking care to record their depth and degrees. Thad was already shooting video. Maren snapped photos of the area.


  When they reached the coordinates Lisa had given them, Maren’s heart rate jumped. Rusted iron, alive with underwater sea life, peeked from beneath the sand. It was just like it had been on the screen. She let her fingertips brush the surface, the cold, hard metal grazing her hand. A jolt of adrenaline shot through her at the realization she was touching history.


  She scrambled for her slate, focused on a quick sketch, marking distance in degrees and recording every detail she could manage. When Thad banged his dive knife on his tanks to get her attention, she finally looked up.


  He’d swum roughly fifty yards to the southwest. And from the look on his face, he’d found something. Something big.


  He motioned for her to join him. Anticipation prickling her skin, she stowed her pencil and slate and kicked to reach him. And when she did, she almost lost her regulator when her mouth dropped open.


  At least two cannons covered in sea life, riggings, mounds of sand that had to be the wood of the ship, rusted pieces of iron sticking out here and there. As she scanned the wreckage, a slow smile spread across her face.


  The Conquistador. Leonard’s ship. It was real, and it was here.


  “He lies. All men lie…”


  Maren whipped around and looked behind her. Nothing. Just water and coral and sand. But the words were there. As loud as if someone had shouted them right behind her. A chill raced down her spine.


  Thad stowed his camera and touched her arm. More off-kilter than she liked, she whipped back toward him. He gestured for her to surface.


  She wasn’t going crazy. She wasn’t hearing voices. They’d found the damn ship. She should be elated, not freaking the hell out.


  Nodding, she kicked and broke the surface just after him. And told herself it was nothing. Just nerves. She hadn’t actually heard a woman’s voice down there.


  Sunlight glinted off his rugged face when he slipped off his mask. “It’s her.”


  “It is.” Excitement over what they’d found trickled back in, and she smiled. “We found her.”


  “You bet your ass we did.”


  He grabbed her and spun her around in the water, a deep rumble of laughter echoing from his chest. She sank into him without thinking. His strong arms closed around her, pulling her tight against his chest. The rough stubble of his cheek brushed hers, and against her chest, she felt the rapid beat of his heart. Perfectly timed with hers. As if they were meant for each other.


  She blocked out the sound of that voice, closed her eyes, and reveled in the feel of him. So familiar and new at the same time. Everything she’d been missing and longing for all these empty years.


  Shouts echoed from the deck of the ship, interrupting her moment of bliss. Reluctantly she pulled back and turned to look over her shoulder. The entire crew stood on deck, eagerly awaiting their confirmation.


  “I guess that means playtime’s over,” Thad said. When she turned back to face him, she caught the sparkle in his eyes. “Time to get busy, Blondie.”


  Time to get busy…


  Like a swift slap, the words pushed out all her enjoyment and reminded her why she was really here.
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  The next few hours were a blur of activity. There’d been a mini-celebration on deck with a six-pack of beer and a lot of dancing around, but then they’d gotten right to work.


  


  Patrick had insisted on suiting up and seeing the cannons for himself. While he and Thad had gone down to record the pre-disturbance survey, Drummer had begun taking video and photographing the site.


  Lisa and Maren debated excavation techniques. They’d be using an airlift, sifting through debris, creating trenches, and retrieving artifacts. Lisa was intent on not disturbing the sedimentary layers and wanted to work horizontally with a metal caisson to excavate stratigraphically, but at this shallow depth, barely sixty feet below the surface, much of what had accumulated over the past two hundred years would be changed due to tidal flows, storms, and currents. It would also be time-consuming and costly to use the metal caisson, and Maren finally swayed her friend toward her way of thinking.


  When Maren found Thad and Patrick on the deck of the Escapade late that afternoon, her excitement over their discovery had regained momentum. It could be weeks, even months or years, before they found La Malinche—if the relic was even onboard the Conquistador, and that was still a big if. A possibility Maren was starting to think might not be a bad one in the long term. Mind spinning, she headed toward the bow of the ship where the two were in deep conversation.


  Patrick scanned the water with his binoculars. “Word’s going to spread fast once we start excavating. Can’t hide the airlift or the cloud. Great big flag for anyone who’s watching what we’re up to.”


  Thad took the binoculars and looked toward shore. “Treasure hunters and sightseers will get interested.”


  Patrick rested a hand on his hip in the late fading sunlight and looked toward Thad. “You’re worried about Declan.”


  Maren’s heart lurched into her throat, and her feet drew to a stop.


  Thad lowered the binoculars. “So far he doesn’t seem the least bit interested in what’s going on out here, but that’ll change when he finds out we located the ship.”


  Patrick spotted Maren, and his expression softened as he turned her way. “Ah, Maren. We were just discussing marking the wreck.”


  Maren swallowed back the guilt lodged in her throat and crossed her arms over her chest. Just stay away, Evan. If they never found the relic, then she wouldn’t have to betray the people in front of her. Thad wouldn’t hate her. And she could go on pretending that the things he’d said to her last night might actually be real.


  “Um, Lisa and I are just about done. She and Drummer are checking equipment and refilling tanks so we’re ready to go tomorrow.”


  “Good.” Patrick smiled. “We’ll have a full crew on board tomorrow to work the artifacts and conglomerate brought up. We’ll let the grunts do most of the chip work, and you can oversee the cleaning and restoration.”


  She nodded and glanced from her father to Thad. Unease settled over her. Thad was watching her with those intense, curious eyes.


  Shaking her hair back, she worked up a smile she didn’t feel. “Well, I have a few more things I want to do. I’ll see you tomorrow, Patrick.”


  She turned for the salon, but Thad caught up with her, his hand on her arm stopping her. “Hey, everything okay?”


  “What?” She didn’t stop walking. Knew if she did, she might break, and knowing she was spending the night alone with the man, she couldn’t break. At least not mentally. “Yeah, everything’s fine. Great, actually. We found the Conquistador. Why wouldn’t I be happy?”


  She ducked into the salon, leaving Thad standing on the deck. But before she disappeared, she was sure she heard him mutter, “So why aren’t you?”
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  Thad waited until the rest of the group headed back to camp before he went searching for Maren.


  


  They’d sailed the Escapade back to shore and docked at the marina. After tying off the boat and making sure it was secure for the night, he stowed what was left of his gear and drew a deep breath.


  A night with Maren. No storm, no explosions, and no crazy person. Just the two of them. Alone. Until morning.


  Anticipation curled in his gut and spread through his limbs.


  He moved into the cabin and down the few stairs in the main salon. Nerves in his chest and belly hummed when he found Maren sitting at the long worktable in the middle of the room, wearing cutoff denim shorts and a fitted ribbed black tank that showcased her curves. Her long blonde hair fell down her back, and when she tipped her head and glanced at the sketch pad in front of her, a lock fell across her face. She brushed it back and scribbled in her notebook, then looked at the slate to her right and went back to sketching.


  God, she was beautiful. Slim. Fit. Curvy in places she hadn’t been before. And his. Whether she wanted to admit it or not, she’d always be his.


  As if she sensed him, she looked up and glanced toward the doorway. A nervous expression crossed her features before she went back to her notepad. And for some reason, it relaxed him.


  “All done up there?” she asked.


  “Yep.” He moved farther into the room. “Everything’s locked down for the night. It’s just you and me, Blondie.”


  Her pencil paused, just a fraction of a second, but he saw it. And warmth bloomed in his chest. She was as nervous as he was. That was a good sign.


  He moved behind her, stepped close, and peered over her shoulder at the sketch of the cannons she’d been working on. Her body heat and the sweet scent of pomegranates rose up around him. “I forgot how versatile you were with a pencil.” He sat next to her and flipped through the other sketches she’d done of the camp, the cenote, even the Escapade.


  She shrugged. “It comes in handy.”


  She didn’t make any move to stop her work, and though he liked that he knocked her off-kilter, he wanted her to relax some. Or just enough so he could knock her off her feet and rock her world later.


  “You hungry?” he asked, lifting her beer as if it were his own and downing the last swallow.


  She glanced over her glasses at him, and the look was so damn sexy, he nearly trashed his plan to take things slow and easy with her tonight. Several seconds passed before she looked down and shrugged again. “I could eat, I guess.”


  He smiled as he pushed out of his seat and headed for the galley. Definitely nervous. He’d change that. Before the night was over, he wanted her panting.


  He moved to the galley and searched cupboards and the small icebox they kept on board.


  Minutes later, she sighed and dropped her glasses on the worktable. “That helpless look better not be a ploy to get me to cook for you.”


  His grin widened. “I’m not a total loser. I do know how to work a stove.”


  “Good thing.” She moved into the galley and sank onto the padded bench around the kitchen table.


  “There’s just not a lot to work with,” he said, frowning into the icebox. “How do sandwiches sound?”


  “Anything sounds good right about now.” She rubbed her eyes and stifled a yawn.


  “You look wiped.” He retrieved bread and found cold cuts in the icebox. “Didn’t you sleep last night?”


  God knew he hadn’t slept. He’d kept replaying their dance, the way she’d tasted on the beach, all the things he’d wanted to do to her in that soft sand but had restrained himself from doing.


  “If Patrick’s not working us to the bone, he’s not happy.”


  There was definite truth in that. Thad slathered mayo on the bread, then slapped turkey, lettuce, and tomatoes on top.


  “None of that red stuff on mine.”


  He glanced over at her. “You don’t like tomatoes?”


  “Ick, no.” She scrunched her nose in an adorable little way. “Too squishy. They just turn slimy between the bread. Tomatoes are fine in Italian food and salsa; otherwise, gag me.”


  He chuckled, then dumped a can of chicken noodle soup into a pan and flipped on the stove. “See, I learn something new about you every day.”


  She rested her chin on her hand as she watched him, and he found his own nerves easing. He’d missed this, the easy way they just seemed to fit together, no matter the situation.


  “We’re making good progress,” she said. “Once we raise the cannons tomorrow, we’ll be in even better shape.”


  Thad chuckled as he brought the soup and sandwiches to the table and slid into the booth across from her. “I’m glad we’re all meeting your standards.”


  “That’s not what I meant,” she said with a frown.


  “It’s okay, Maren.” He licked his fingers and picked up his sandwich. “You’re a perfectionist. You always were. It’s why you’re so good at this whole gig. You’ve whipped Patrick’s grad students into shape. Even your dad’s impressed. Who knew they’d get a crash course in chemistry on this dig? I don’t think I ever learned the single replacement reaction for bronze disease, and I’ve been doing this for years. You sure taught me a thing or two.”


  A timid smile curled her lips. Between dives, she’d been spending time with her father’s grunts, teaching them everything they’d need to know to clean the artifacts they’d bring up once they located the Conquistador. “Can you just see me in a lecture hall? My students would die of boredom.”


  “Is that what you want to do? Teach?” He lifted his beer and studied her across the table while she took a bite.


  She shook her head and swallowed. “No. I hated teaching when I was working on my doctorate. I’m happy doing this—research, recovery, recording.”


  “Will you go back to the hotel when we’re done here?”


  She looked down at her plate, and that same dark look he’d seen outside on the deck, when she’d interrupted his conversation with Patrick, crossed her features. “I don’t know. I think that’s up in the air at this point.”


  She shook her head and reached for the beer he’d set in front of her plate. “What about you?”


  “I usually play things by ear. I have a couple of guys I work with. They call me when things come up.”


  “No responsibilities, no ties.”


  The wistfulness in her voice belied the dark look that had crept back into her eyes. And in that moment, he had an intense, urgent need to prove to her he was willing to toss away everything about his old life for her if she wanted him to. “That doesn’t mean I’m not up for a change.”


  Their eyes held. Electricity sparked between them. And her sweet blue gaze grew warm. Hot. Needy.


  She looked back down, breaking the connection arcing between them. She did that a lot, and he couldn’t help but wonder what was holding her back. It was more than the past. More than his stupidity as a kid. Somehow, he knew it had something to do with the secret she was hiding from him.


  She looked back at her dinner and picked up her sandwich. “So where’s home base?”


  She wanted to play the avoidance game. He could do that. For now. He sat back against the bench and twirled the beer bottle in his hand. “I’ve got a little place in Virginia Beach. It’s not much, but it’s enough for the time I’m around. My parents live in Richmond now.”


  She swallowed a bite. “How long have you been there?”


  “About five years.”


  “Why did your parents leave upstate New York?”


  Surprise registered. That she remembered. He’d told her that…what? Once? “Dad would tell you it’s because they needed a change of pace after he retired from the school district, but I think they did it because they were worried about me.”


  “Why would they be worried about you?” She lifted the beer to her lips and took a long sip.


  He shrugged, loving the way the fading sunlight through the window caught the long column of her throat when she swallowed. “Maybe because they know I haven’t been really happy these last few years.”


  Her beer bottle wobbled before she set it down again. She went back to her sandwich. “Do you see them much?”


  Oh yeah, he was definitely getting to her. He relaxed a little more. “More than I used to. They vacationed in Turkey a few years ago when I was working there. And every few weeks my mother pops in unannounced to harass me over the fact she doesn’t have any grandchildren to dote on in her old age.”


  “Oh.” She swallowed hard and reached for her beer. She downed the rest of it before gasping and saying, “I suppose that means you never got married.”


  One side of his mouth curled. “Thought about it. Once.”


  “What happened?” she asked without looking up.


  “Wasn’t the right time. Thankfully, things are different now.”


  Her hand froze against her sandwich. Slowly, she set it back on her plate, then pushed out of the booth. “Are you done?”


  “Yeah.”


  She took their dishes to the counter without looking at him, and he bit back the curse on his lips. He’d pushed her too far. In his attempt to be cute, he’d just brought her nerves back.


  She was quiet as she cleaned off the counters and put the food away. He moved out of the booth and stepped up behind her.


  “You’re a complicated woman. Every time I think I’m starting to get a handle on you, you go and throw me for a loop.”


  She tensed, one hand on the cupboard door above her head, and lowered to her heels. “Maybe I don’t want to be handled.”


  “If I believed that, I wouldn’t be standing here right now.” He drew in a deep breath of her scent and let it warm him, everywhere. Gently, he brushed her hair to the side and skimmed his finger down the length of her neck “This is my favorite spot on you. Right here, where your neck meets the top of your back. When you wear your hair up, it does a number on me every time.”


  “I-I’ll try to remember to wear my hair down from now on so I don’t distract you.”


  “Won’t make a difference. Just imagining it is enough to make me all lightheaded.”


  He stepped closer, until he could feel the heat of her body mixing with his own. Until it pushed aside everything else. Logic. Reason. Even sanity. “I don’t usually agree with your father, but I’m damn glad he paired us up tonight.”


  “Unfortunately,” she whispered, “so am I.”


  She turned quickly, slid her arms up his T-shirt, then lifted her mouth to his.


  Surprise hit first. Followed by a bone-deep relief that zipped through every cell in his body. He opened to her and drew her tongue along his own. Loving that there was no more hesitation. No more pretending. No more secrets.


  He tipped his head and kissed her deeply, then slid his hands down her back to pull her tight against his throbbing erection.


  She moaned and wrapped her arms around his shoulders, and all he could think about was getting inside her. Now. Right now.


  “Maren,” he managed, pulling away from her mouth. “I want you.”


  She pushed him back until his butt hit the table. “Don’t talk.”


  She kissed him again. Needy. Frantic. As if she couldn’t get enough. Her hand streaked down his side as she devoured his mouth, then up and under his T-shirt. She pushed the fabric up his torso, drew back from his mouth, and tugged it over his head.


  He only had time to draw in a quick breath before her mouth was back on his, her tongue stroking his again and again as if she wanted to taste every part of him.


  This was a different woman than he remembered from years past. Different even from the hesitant one he’d pleasured during that storm. This one was aggressive, insistent…on fire. And he loved it. Loved the change. Loved her.


  He gripped her face in his hands, wanting to slow things down, to show her how he felt. “Maren—”


  She turned him toward the salon and pushed him back until he hit the worktable. His body wobbled. She jerked back from his mouth. “Don’t talk.”


  She tugged her tank top up over her head and tossed it on the floor. And then she moved back into him, rose on her toes and slid her tongue into his mouth while her hands fumbled with the top button of his shorts.


  His head spun. Sensations bombarded him from every side. She tasted like beer and sin. Felt like heaven against his skin. Her tongue flicked against his, and the button popped on his shorts.


  Her hands slid inside, down his lower abs, then her silky, soft fingers grazed his cock.


  He groaned and gave up all pretense of trying to hold it together.


  He wrapped his arms around her waist and lifted her off the floor. She gasped into his mouth. Quickly, he turned her around and laid her out over the charts and graphs on the worktable, then climbed up and knelt over her.


  Her blue eyes were as dark as he’d ever seen them, her cheeks flushed with her arousal, her lips swollen from his mouth. He kissed her again and reveled in the way she lifted to meet him.


  His fingers found the front hook of her bra and flicked it free. And then her succulent breasts were there, so soft…the tips a dusky pink and all his.


  She pushed her hands underneath the fabric at his hips and pushed them down an inch. Moaned when he trailed kisses across her jaw to her ear. In a throaty voice, she said, “Please tell me you have a condom.”


  He nibbled at her ear and worked his way down her throat. “In my pocket. I wasn’t going to let there be a repeat of last time.”


  “Thank God.”


  He chuckled at the sweet relief he heard in her voice. Kissed her collarbone, the top of her breast, working his way toward her scrumptious little nipple.


  But before he got there, she flipped him to his back.


  Thad gasped and threw out an arm to keep from flying off the edge of the table. Maren caught him and hauled him back to the middle. Paper crunched under his back. “Sorry,” she mumbled.


  She didn’t seem sorry, though. She was too busy pulling his shorts down his legs.


  Okay, yeah, going way too fast. This wasn’t the sweet seduction he’d planned for the night. “Maren—”


  She yanked his shorts off and threw them on the floor.


  “Maren, wait—”


  She bent forward, and the locket she wore, warm from resting against her breasts, fell across his thigh, heating his skin. Then she lowered her head, closed her mouth over his cock, and every protest died on Thad’s lips.


  Her mouth was hot and wet, and her tongue flicking against the flared underside drove him absolutely wild. She took him deep, then slowly eased back until just the tip remained in her mouth. He lifted his hips on instinct, tried to get deeper again. She sucked, and he saw stars.


  He groaned. She released the pressure, drew him to the back of her throat again. He thrust up to meet her, wanting to get even deeper. And then she swallowed.


  Holy hell… If she did that again, he was going to lose it.


  “Maren—” He reached for her, but she pushed his hand away and sucked hard. Groaning, he closed his eyes, loving her mouth, the way she felt…loving everything. Tingles raced down his spine. Perspiration dotted his forehead. He wanted to come, needed to come, but he also wanted to feel her release around him at the same time. Working to hold off his climax, he fought from thrusting up into her lush mouth, but when his cock brushed the back of her throat again, when he felt her muscles begin to work around the tip, all thought rushed from his mind.


  His body took over. He thrust up to meet her. The orgasm steamrolled in. Stars fired off behind his closed eyelids.


  Then fizzled before they could explode.


  She released him. Gasped. Quickly shucked her shorts and climbed over him.


  His hands landed against her bare thighs. He reached for her but couldn’t seem to move. Foil crackled, and he felt her soft fingers at his erection, rolling the condom down his length.


  Through blurry vision, he looked up at her, at the halo of gold all around her head, and felt his heart roll. “Maren, I lo—”


  “No talking.” She straddled his hips, leaned forward, and claimed his mouth in the same moment she took him deep in her body.


  Home…


  He’d been alone a long time. And yeah, over the past nine years, he’d had other women. But none had ever touched this place inside him. None had ever made him feel part of something bigger than himself. None were able to push aside the pain he lived with every day and make him feel whole again.


  None but her.


  He wrapped his arms around her, sat up and devoured her mouth. Her locket—the one he’d given her all those years ago—fell against his chest. The position forced him deep inside her, causing her to shudder. He thrust up against her downward strokes, kissed her again and again, and hoped she could feel what was in his heart. She might not want him to say the words. She might not be ready to admit she felt the same. But he knew it was there. This kind of connection didn’t die. It spanned time and distance. And it would bring them back together for good.


  She rocked against him. Moved faster. Her slick, tight channel gripped him again and again while her bare breasts jostled against his chest. He lifted to meet her. Heat condensed against his lower spine, and his balls grew tight, sending a tingle straight into his cock.


  He wasn’t going to last. “Maren—”


  She gripped his face in her hand and pulled his mouth back to hers, sliding her wet, sinful tongue deeply into his mouth, cutting off his words. And he couldn’t hold back anymore.


  His climax slammed into him, sucked the air from his lungs and shot through every cell in his body. He groaned into her mouth as it consumed him, but kept thrusting because he wanted to feel her come too.


  She lifted and lowered, faster, rocked her hips again and again, over and over. And just when he thought she was never going to get there, that he’d failed, her entire body tensed. The warm wetness surrounding his cock grew incredibly tight. And she pulled her mouth from his just as a high-pitched shriek burst past her sweet, tantalizing, beautiful lips.


  She collapsed against him, a hot, sweaty, sticky mess trying to catch her breath, but he didn’t care. He kissed her brow, her temple, anything he could reach. Breathing deep, he closed his eyes and held her close, reveling in the feel of her.


  No matter what secret she was keeping, he wouldn’t let it ruin this. There was no way he was letting her go again.


  


  


  


  Chapter Twelve


  


  


  


  


  


  Coffee.


  


  Maren smelled the delectable aroma before her eyes even opened. Memories of Thad and the way he’d touched her last night filtered through her hazy mind, bringing her entire body to life.


  Heat rushed to her cheeks, and her stomach tightened as she blinked and stared up at the ceiling in the main stateroom, unable to stop the smile on her lips. His mouth against hers… The taste of him on her tongue… And oh, wow…she’d attacked him on that worktable, hadn’t she?


  A familiar tingle grew heavy between her legs. She was sore, but in such a good way. And even though she knew it was wrong, part of her only wanted to repeat every wicked, mind-numbing thing they’d done to each other last night in this bed.


  A rustle sounded from the hall, and she looked that way just as Thad ducked his head inside the room. “You’re awake.”


  He was wearing low-slung cargo shorts and nothing else, and his broad, muscular chest with that fine dusting of hair caused her breath to catch. She’d had her hands all over that last night. Her lips too. She swallowed, feeling that heat in her cheeks sink into her chest and slither lower.


  A cocky, one-sided smile brightened his dark eyes. He set a steaming cup on the dresser at the end of the bed, then climbed over her, all long-limbed and predatory, like a lion about to sink its teeth into something good. “You don’t look nearly as tired as you should, Dr. Hudson.”


  Her heart thumped erratically. Gently, she ran her fingers over his strong, hard abs. “I’m not.”


  “Hm. I might have to do something about that.”


  “You might,” she whispered, loving his playful tone. Loving just being close to him like this.


  He lowered his mouth to hers, and she lifted to meet him, greedy for the feel of him. God, he tasted good. Like mint and coffee and everything she’d been missing. She let her tongue dance playfully with his, but she wanted his weight on her. Wanted to feel him slide inside her body like he’d done last night. Only this time she wanted to savor it. In case it didn’t happen again.


  A tiny voice in her head said she was playing a dangerous game. That nothing good could come from this. But she ignored it. Sliding her hands from his abs to his sides, she slowly worked her way around his lower back. And lost herself in the kiss as she lifted her shoulders from the mattress, as the sheet fell to her waist, as the tips of her nipples brushed his chest, teasing him, luring him in, drawing him to her. Or so she hoped.


  He groaned, tipped his head to the side, and kissed her deeper. And then his weight settled on hers, just like she wanted, and she opened her legs so he could touch her right where she wanted most.


  Oh…he was already hard, and Maren moaned as he rocked his pelvis against hers. This was what she wanted. To lose herself in him again before the real world rushed in once more. She lifted her hips to meet him. Shuddered at the tiny electrical currents arcing between her legs. Kissed him with more urgency, more need.


  Thad froze above her. And for a split second, Maren didn’t realize why he’d stopped. Then she heard the voices echoing from somewhere outside.


  A groan rumbled from his chest, vibrating into her own. He dropped his forehead against her shoulder and drew in long, ragged breaths. “I really don’t want to stop this, but I definitely don’t want your father or the rest of the team to see us like this. There are some things I want to keep just between the two of us.”


  Maren wrapped her arms around him, sifted her fingers through his silky hair, and closed her eyes. He wouldn’t want that when he knew the truth about her, and now that their team was back, she couldn’t deny the fact giving in to her wicked desires last night wasn’t going to help matters in the long run. If anything, it only proved that when she left here, she wouldn’t just leave with the hatred of every person she cared about, she’d leave with a broken heart too.


  Blinking back tears she wasn’t about to let fall, she slowly let go of him.


  He pushed up on his hands and smiled down at her, and she tried to smile back, but knew she did a half-assed job. “We’ll finish this later, Blondie.”


  She nodded and worked to make the smile a real one, even if she didn’t feel it. “Later.”


  She had no doubt he’d hold true to his promise. And while that knowledge warmed her belly, it also made her heart ache.


  He climbed off her and grabbed a fresh T-shirt from his backpack on the floor. “Take your time getting up. I’ll tell the others you slept in and that when I came in to wake you, you were dead to the world.”


  Sighing, Maren pulled the sheet up over her breasts and settled back into the pillows. “Oh, right. Like that won’t raise suspicion. Lisa’s already curious about us.”


  He grinned as he pulled his shirt down. “‘Us.’” He moved her coffee to the nightstand, then leaned over her and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I like the sound of that.”


  He left without another word, and alone, Maren closed her eyes and cursed herself. What the hell was she doing?


  A humming sound echoed through the room. Maren’s eyes popped open, and she listened, trying to figure out where it was coming from. Then she realized it was her cell phone.


  Scrambling out of the bed, she grabbed her bag and tossed it on the end of the mattress. With one hand holding the sheet up, she pawed through her clothes, searching for the small phone. Her fingers finally closed around it—at the very bottom—and she pulled it out.


  Her brow lowered when she realized it wasn’t Isabel or her mother, and she hit Answer, a wave of unease rushing through her belly. “Candace?”


  “Maren? Is that you?”


  “Yeah, it’s me.”


  “Oh, thank God. I’ve been trying to reach you since yesterday. The connection’s been down.”


  The panic in Candace’s usually chipper voice sent sweat all along Maren’s forehead. “Candace, slow down. What happened?”


  The line crackled. “He was here, Maren. He came to the hotel looking for you. I told him you were out of the office, but he didn’t believe me.”


  No. Everything inside Maren grew icy.


  “When?” she managed.


  “Yesterday. He was here yesterday.”


  Fear wrapped its chilled fingers around Maren’s heart. “Isabel?”


  “She’s here, she’s fine. She’s with me, playing games on my computer. Maren.” Her voice quieted. “I didn’t know what to do. He said if you didn’t contact him within twenty-four hours, he was going to come back and get Isabel. That was yesterday. Your mother went to Seattle on a buying trip, and she’s not supposed to be back until the end of the week, and I don’t know what to do. Tell me what to do.”


  Maren dropped her head in her hand. She’d known something like this was going to happen. She’d been silent too long. Dammit, instead of lusting after Thad these last few days, she should have been planning a way to keep Evan from getting too close.


  She took a deep breath and ran a shaky hand over her hair. Isabel was okay. Evan hadn’t done anything…yet. He was just sending her a message. One she got loud and clear.


  “It’s okay, Candace.” Her mind tumbled as she thought through her options. “Okay, um, look. We talked about this. I want you to keep Isabel with you. Stay at the hotel where there are people. He won’t do anything in a public place.”


  “Wouldn’t it be smarter for me to take Isabel and disappear for a few days?”


  Maren’s gut screamed Yes! Do that! But her mind knew better. “No. He’s watching. If you try to leave with her right now, it’ll just make things worse.”


  “Maren—”


  “I know him, Candace. I know how he thinks. Just do this for me. Please. Please, for Isabel. I can’t fly up there and get her. There’s not enough time. You’re the only person I trust.”


  “Okay,” Candace said softly.


  Maren blew out a breath of relief. “Okay.”


  “What about your mother? And her housekeeper? What do I tell either of them if they call wondering why Isabel’s staying with me at the hotel?”


  Thoughts swirled. “I’ll take care of that. I’ll call Nona and tell her you and Isabel are having some girl time. She won’t question it.” She took a steadying breath. “Three days, Candace. If you don’t hear from me in three days, you know what you have to do. Stick to the plan.”


  “Maren, you be sure you call me,” Candace said in a shaky voice. “Find a way and call me before the three days are up.”


  Maren closed her eyes on a wave of dread. “I will. The only way I won’t is if I’m dead. And that’s not going to happen.”


  “Dead? What the he—”


  Maren shook the thought away. “He’s not going to do anything to me. He needs me too much right now. Just go, Candace. I’m trusting you with the only thing in the world that means anything to me.”


  “I know.”


  “I’ll call you. Please...” Tears burned the back of her throat. “Please tell Isabel I love her.”


  “I will.”


  “Okay.” Maren blinked back the tears. “Okay, we can do this,” she said more to herself than to Candace. “Go.”


  When the line clicked in her ear, she tossed the phone onto the mattress with shaking hands and sank onto the end of the bed. Closing her eyes, she took one breath, then two to steady herself. Sickness threatened to consume her, but she fought it back.


  Her nightmare was beginning. She had one shot now, and if she failed...


  She swallowed the panic. She couldn’t think like that. If she did, it would suck her under and consume her. And where she was headed, she needed to keep her wits about her.


  Decision made, she tore off the sheet, found black capris and a white V-neck T-shirt in her bag, and pulled them on. She didn’t worry about makeup, only pulled her hair back in a tail. Then she shoved the rest of her things into her backpack, pocketed her cell, and headed for the salon.


  Lisa was unloading a box of food in the galley. Shrugging into one strap of her backpack, Maren held out her hand. “I need the keys to the Jeep.”


  Lisa’s brows drew together. “Good morning to you too, Sunshine.”


  “Looks like someone else didn’t get enough sleep last night either,” Rafe mumbled from across the small space where he was pouring a cup of coffee.


  Lisa shot her husband a look.


  “Lisa,” Maren exclaimed, trying to keep her patience under control. “Give me the keys.”


  Hesitantly, Lisa tugged the keys from the front pocket of her shorts. “Why? We brought everything over that we nee—”


  Maren plucked the keys from Lisa’s hand and pressed past her toward the stairs.


  “Hey,” Lisa called, “where are you going?”


  She made it as far as the first step before Thad’s muscular body stopped her, filling the doorway. An easy smile spread across his lips. “I was just about to come see if you were finally awake.”


  “Excuse me.”


  Alarm immediately registered in his dark eyes. “What happened? What’s going on?”


  “Nothing, I just have to go. Can you please get out of my way?”


  “Go where? We’re diving today.”


  “You are, I’m not. Now move.” She tried to push past him, but he put an arm on the stairwell wall, blocking her path.


  “Hold on a minute. Tell me what’s going on.”


  Fear, panic, frustration all converged at once and rolled into fury. “Dammit, Leighton. Everything doesn’t revolve around you. I’m leaving. I have personal business that doesn’t involve you. Now get the hell out of the way!” She ducked under his arm and rushed up the steps before he could grab her.


  Patrick was stepping from dock to boat with his grad students when she hit the sun.


  “I’m leaving,” she announced as she drew close.


  “What?”


  “I have something I need to take care of.”


  “Maren, we’re working here.” Disbelief raced across his weathered features. “Surely whatever this is can wait.”


  “No, it can’t.” She tossed her bag onto the dock, then jumped onto the floating platform.


  “You can’t just walk away from the dig,” her father said, turning to look after her. “You have responsibilities here.”


  “I’ll be back in three days. The dig will still be here. The Conquistador isn’t going anywhere and neither is your precious La Malinche. If you want to boot me off the project when I get back, fine, I’ll leave. But I’ll be back, ready to work in three days if you want me to stay. I’ve been busting my ass for you since I got here. Three days isn’t going to kill you.” She bent for her bag.


  He climbed onto the dock next to her and touched her arm. “Maren, is everything okay? Is your mother all right?”


  “She’s fine.” For his sake, she took a calming breath. “This isn’t about her.”


  “Is it about—”


  “No.” She stopped him before he could say it, knowing Thad was on deck watching. Looking into her father’s eyes, she saw the concern and gentled her voice. “I’ll be back. I promise. That’s all I can tell you.”
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  Maren was in and out of her casita in a matter of minutes. She changed into slacks and a blouse, stuffed clothes and her toothbrush into her backpack, and grabbed her cell phone.


  


  Jumping back into the Jeep, she dialed the airstrip. She didn’t care what the hell she had to pay. She just had to get to Cancun.


  An hour later, she was in the air, knowing full well she was getting raked over the coals, that the five hundred dollars she’d agreed for the short flight to the Yucatan tourist capital was highway robbery, but unable to do anything about it. Just like she was unable to change what was about to happen.


  The plane landed in Cancun, and she checked herself into a hotel near the airport, then made her way to the fourth-floor room. The rumble of airplanes taking off and landing echoed through the small room, the breeze rustled her hair through the open balcony door, and the scent of salt and sun wafted in the air, but she barely recognized any of it. All she could think about was what she had to do next.


  Heart racing, she sat on the edge of the bed next to the phone. Right now, she wished she were anywhere else on earth than here in this miserable hotel room.


  She didn’t want to make the call. Her eyes slid closed. She didn’t want to see him or be near him or have him touch her again. Pride willed back the self-defeating tears that wanted to fall, but it did little for the sickness growing in her stomach.


  She swallowed the rising bile and willed herself not to break. She’d do it because she had to—just like every other time. Because she didn’t have another choice.


  On a steadying breath, she lifted the phone and dialed. When a gruff voice answered, she cleared her throat. “It’s Maren Hudson.”


  There was a pause, and faintly through the line she recognized the click of shoes on solid wood. Then the familiar tones of a voice that sent that bile rising.


  “Maren. It’s so nice of you to call.”


  She clenched her jaw. “Don’t act surprised, Evan. You wanted me. Here I am.”


  “Always so dramatic.” He sighed. “I’ve missed you, darling. I’ve been worried about you. It’s been almost two weeks.”


  He wasn’t worried. He just wanted to control her. “There’s no need to worry. I’m fine.”


  “I’ll feel better when I know that in person. Where are you?”


  She thought about lying but knew it would serve no purpose. “Cancun.”


  “Be at the airport in one hour. The helicopter will pick you up.”


  The phone clicked in her ear, and with shaking hands, she set down the receiver.


  One hour. One hour to wait and plan and hope to God she was doing the right thing.
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  Maren’s knuckles turned white as she gripped the seat of the helicopter. She hated helicopters more than she hated planes. Horrid images flashed in her mind—the blades whipping off the body of the helicopter. The small chopper swirling as if caught in a vortex. Her body flying headlong toward the ground at light speed.


  


  She closed her eyes and focused on breathing. It would be a nasty way to die. Knowing it was coming, realizing there was nothing you could do to stop it. So much like the out-of-control roller coaster her life was on right now. Tragedy loomed ahead, and she was powerless to stop it.


  She breathed deep, tightened her seat belt, and opened her eyes to glance out the window. The clear blue Caribbean churned below, peacefully rocking under the warm tropical sun. Ahead, she could just barely make out the unmistakable lines of the 172-foot Marina.


  Nausea swirled in her belly, a sickening feeling that started in her toes and raced up her body until every muscle was clenched and rigid. Her gaze shifted to the pilot sitting at the controls of the helicopter, his bulging muscles a crystal-clear reminder she was under the will of those around her.


  The helicopter finally landed, and she eased out of the contraption, ducked her head beneath the blades, and made her way off the landing platform. The wind whipped her hair around her face. A steward met her, one she didn’t recognize and didn’t care to meet, and led her down a flight of stairs and into the main salon.


  The room was large and opulent, every possession screaming wealth and dripping affluence. A curved bank of plush cream-colored couches sat in the middle of the salon with chairs littered by elegant throw pillows positioned around it. Dark woods contrasted with light furnishings and heavy draperies. Behind the couches, large picture windows looked out over the serene water. And along one wall, a mahogany fireplace was topped with an enormous, elaborately framed gold mirror.


  Across the room rested a gleaming, black baby grand piano, a hand-carved spiral staircase that swept both up and down, and a glass floor-to-ceiling cabinet housing his special collection.


  She knew the contents. She didn’t even have to look. Jewels from shipwrecks he’d scavenged, bronze statues he’d pilfered, pieces of eight he’d told her he’d found diving, and gold and silver medallions he claimed were his by right.


  And his favorite piece, the key to his collection, an ornately carved golden cross set on a heavy chain. The relic was no more than five inches long, three inches wide, and had once been given to Doña Marina by her lover, Hernando Cortés.


  Maren knew the piece. She’d held it in her hands nearly a decade ago. It was the find that had drawn her father to the northern Yucatan and convinced him the cenotes were the last resting place of La Malinche. And it had been stolen from Mexico just as every chance Maren had to regain her life was stolen from her.


  “I’ve been waiting for you, darling.” Evan stepped up behind Maren, brushed her hair to the side and skimmed his lips across the sensitive skin of her neck. The same spot Thad had told her last night he loved so much.


  Startled out of her thoughts, she flinched and eased away from him. Don’t think about Thad. Not here. Not now. “I’m here, just like you wanted.”


  “That’s not happiness to see me, my love.” His dark eyes shot her a disapproving look before he moved to the bar and poured himself a glass of bourbon. He lifted the decanter, but she shook her head.


  She didn’t want anything but to get away from him. Far, far away.


  He set the bottle on the counter. “You look well. Tanned, rested. The Mexican sun obviously agrees with you.”


  “Why don’t we get down to business? You wanted me, I’m here. I’ve left a crew high and dry to fly out here today. They have questions, ones I can’t answer until this is over. The longer I’m gone, the more curious they become.”


  He sipped his drink and stepped toward her. His blond hair had taken on a hint of silver just at the temples, but his body was still long and lean, with broad shoulders that showed the hours he spent in his private gym.


  At forty-four, he was more a force to be reckoned with than he had been in his thirties. Time hadn’t only aged him—adding fine lines around crisp features that made women want to fall at his feet—it had hardened him into a dangerous individual who stopped at nothing less than what he wanted.


  “You never could just relax and enjoy the pleasure of my company until the formality of business was out of the way. I respect that about you, Maren. We’re such similar creatures, both of us willing to do any and everything to obtain our goals.”


  He trailed his finger down her arm, and the mere touch made her skin crawl, but she forced herself not to react. “We’re not the same, Evan.”


  “You know,” he said with a smug smirk, ignoring her words, “I could have any woman on the planet. Actresses, models, debutantes, royalty—they all throw themselves at me. All I have to do is look and they slip into line, do whatever I ask, wherever I ask.”


  She recognized the smugness in his voice, and bile slid up her throat. “So why do you continue to hound me?”


  He smiled, a slow and sinister grin that spread across his tanned face. “We’re cut from the same stone, you and I. I knew it the first time I met you, way back in that pathetic jungle. And I feel it now in the way you so easily forsake your family and friends, all for me.” He tilted her face up to his with a finger under her chin. “There’s love there, Maren.”


  Her stomach churned. He didn’t know the first thing about love. He never had.


  “I can give you anything you want,” he said. “With me, your life would never be dull, it would never be boring. You know all you have to do is ask, and the world is at your fingertips.”


  She’d heard it before, the offer to take her away from everything she knew and loved, to give her a life she never dreamed of. He hinted at love and affection, but deep down, she knew it was the conquering that thrilled him.


  “We were made for each other, Maren.” His gaze swept over her. “It was inevitable, you and I. You can’t deny history. His blood flows through my veins, hers through yours. Time and distance could never keep us apart.”


  She had no idea what he was babbling about. She only wanted him to refocus on the reason he’d called her. “My team, remember, Evan? Tell me why you called me here today.”


  “Business first. I do so love that about you.” He dropped his hand and sighed.


  “You’ve been silent for too long.” His voice turned hard, any pride he had in her convictions long past. “I expect updates. I don’t appreciate being left in the dark.”


  “There’s been nothing to update. We haven’t even found the wreck yet.”


  He studied her with narrowed eyes, and her stomach clenched as she stared back. He couldn’t possibly know they’d found the Conquistador.


  “I understand the cannons are amazing. It seems that tropical storm was a blessing in disguise for you, wasn’t she?”


  The blood drained from Maren’s face. He knew. He already knew. Someone had talked. Someone on the dig was feeding him information. Her mind spun. Who? Not one of the core group, she was sure of that. It had to be one of her father’s grunts.


  A woman. Someone who would be swayed by his power and money.


  “Nothing’s secret from me, Maren. I know everything. My eyes are everywhere.” He stepped close. “Just ask me how.”


  She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing her squirm. Refused to fall into his trap.


  For a swift second, she felt the familiar burst of hatred she’d worked so hard to overcome. It was all she could do not to lash out at him. Thankfully, though, he turned back to the bar to refill his glass, and it gave her the much-needed moment of clarity to realize that wouldn’t help.


  “The infamous Thad Leighton,” Evan said in a jovial tone. “It must be something working with him again. How is he these days?”


  Her stomach rolled at the mention of Thad’s name, but she crossed her arms and tried not to let him see the question bothered her. But a niggling thought in the back of her mind wondered if he’d set off the explosion in that cenote because of Thad. To hurt him the way he’d hurt Colin. To prove a point to her. Common sense, though, told her not to ask. “He’s fine, I suppose. I don’t ask.”


  Evan eyed her over his shoulder. “And you haven’t told him about Isabel?”


  “Why would I? I’m not stupid.”


  “No.” His gaze raked her body, an intimate sweep from head to toe that sent her pulse higher. “You are most definitely not that.”


  Her palms grew damp. She wanted his attention back on the dig and off her. “So what else do you want to know?”


  He finished his drink and set the tumbler on the counter, letting the ice cubes clink in the empty glass. “I want to hear from you weekly, Maren. I want scheduled updates. I will not be kept out of the loop. Is that understood?”


  “Completely.”


  “Good.” He stepped closer. “Now that we have the business end of our arrangement out of the way, we can move on to something a bit more enjoyable.” He fingered the end of her hair.


  “No, we can’t.” She took a step out of his reach. “I’ll be your stool pigeon. I’ll even give you La Malinche once we find her. What I won’t do, however, is pretend to feel something for you. I’m not your wife, I have no desire to be your girlfriend, and I won’t be your concubine. I won’t sleep with you again, Evan. Aside from a business arrangement, we have no relationship.”


  He studied her for a moment. “And this decision is final?”


  She lifted her chin. “Yes.”


  “I see.”


  A wave of relief washed over her. He wasn’t going to fight her on this. He was going to agree to her stipulation, because in the end, he wanted La Malinche more than he wanted her. He was a smart man. He wouldn’t jeopardize his chance to finally get his hands on the priceless relic.


  His fist slammed into her face before she even saw him move. Heat snapped across her cheek, radiated through her temple and behind her eye. The blow was so strong it knocked her off her feet. She felt herself flying, then her back crashed into the glass coffee table behind her and pressure radiated through her right shoulder and hip.


  The table gave beneath her weight. Something sharp pierced the flesh of her shoulder. Her head rolled to the side as her eye, cheek, the whole left side of her face exploded in pain. Warm wetness trickled down her cheek just as the room began to spin.


  Somehow, she pried her eyes open, and when she blinked and finally focused, she saw Evan standing above her, his face taut with a menacing rage. “The next time you come to me, Maren, you’d better have a different answer.”


  He stepped back and smoothed out the lines of his silk shirt. Then he turned his attention to Maren’s right. “Ah, Stevens,” he said in a voice no longer laced with venom. “It seems Dr. Hudson has taken a nasty fall. See that she finds her way to the helicopter and have Davidson fly her back to Cancun. I’d hate to take up any more of her precious time.”


  He glanced at her battered body lying in a pile of broken glass and shattered wood. And she tensed, glanced down, and eyed the piece of splintered wood near her fingertips. He’d never hit her before, and she hadn’t seen that coming, but if he came after her again, she’d fight. Until the last breath.


  Disgust flashed in his eyes before he looked toward his servant once more. “Then get in here and clean up this mess.”


  


  


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  


  


  


  


  Maren wasn’t exactly sure how she made it back to her hotel. Her head was in a fog, and the last hour was a blur.


  


  Keeping her gaze down, she made her way through the crowded lobby, not caring what she looked like to passing tourists. Now, right now, she only wanted to find her room.


  Every muscle in her body ached when she closed the door at her back after fighting with the key card. Flipping on the bathroom light, she squinted at the burn in her retinas, but forced herself to look at her reflection.


  Her left eye was already swollen, which explained why she was having trouble seeing. Her face was badly bruised over the entire left side, and a streak of dried blood ran across her cheek and forehead.


  She slipped out of her once-crisp white blouse, winced at the pain in her back, and turned to get her first glimpse. The bruise stretched from shoulder to hip, and a large gash cut across the end of her shoulder, blood oozing from the wound. Her stomach rolled when she realized there were still pieces of glass spearing out of the horrendous cut.


  The room spun, and she gripped the counter to steady herself. Sinking down onto the lid of the toilet, she rested her head against her knees and focused on breathing.


  She wasn’t going to pass out, dammit. She’d tangoed with a tiger shark, she’d lived through decompression sickness, she’d even nailed natural childbirth. She could survive this.


  Feeling steadier, she reached up with her good arm and did the best she could to remove the glass. Pain shot through her shoulder with every tiny movement, but she ground her teeth and kept going. Confident she’d gotten most of it, she grasped a towel and wrapped it around her wounded shoulder. Then she stood on shaky legs and headed for the bedroom with slow, careful steps.


  She needed stitches. The wound was long and deep. It wouldn’t heal properly without them. She was pretty sure she had a concussion, and something in her was slightly worried he might have broken her cheekbone. She’d have to go to the emergency room. There would be questions, but she could handle them.


  She would handle them. But not yet.


  Sinking onto the edge of the bed, she closed her eyes. She hadn’t expected that from him. She’d never underestimated his power and knew he would do whatever he could to get what he wanted. He’d proven that fact in Mexico the day Colin had died. But as much as he turned her stomach, he’d always fawned over her, trying time and again to lure her away with him. She’d believed—no, she’d hoped, she realized—he felt something for her, however miniscule, that would enable him to understand her feelings and let her go when the time came.


  That would never happen, though. She knew now, no matter what he attained, he’d never completely let her go. She was a trophy to him, just as La Malinche was a treasure to be acquired. He’d never leave her alone as he’d promised. Once he had the statue, he’d still covet her until he won.


  It came down to one simple fact: he would never stop, not until she took the steps to make him stop.


  Breathing deep, she opened her eyes and picked up the phone. She dialed the number, waited, and tried to put on a smile when Candace answered.


  “Maren? Thank goodness. I’m glad you called so soon. I was afraid it might be days.”


  “Is everything okay there?”


  “Yes, everything’s fine. Isabel’s great.”


  “Good.” Maren swallowed around the lump in her throat. “Can I talk to her?”


  “Yeah, hold on.”


  There was a pause, then Isabel’s laughter rang through the line. The sound sent a wave of much-needed warmth through Maren’s whole body. “Hi, baby.”


  “Mom! I miss you. I’ve been waiting for you to call.”


  “I’ve missed you too, sweetheart. How’s your adventure?”


  “It’s great. Candace and I are having so much fun. We’re staying in the Chinook suite.”


  Her mother would die if she knew Maren was letting Isabel have the run of their most luxurious suite. But in a matter of days, that would be the least of her mother’s worries. “Sounds fun, honey.”


  “Is everything okay? You sound...sad.”


  Tears pooled in Maren’s eyes. “Everything’s fine. I just miss you, that’s all.”


  “How’s Grandpa?”


  She didn’t want to talk about Patrick. She just wanted to listen to Isabel’s sweet voice and soak it in. “He’s fine. Everyone’s fine. He’s still ordering everyone around. The grad students are all afraid of him.”


  “That sounds like Grandpa.” Isabel hesitated, as if she sensed something wasn’t right. “I love you, Mom.”


  The pressure in Maren’s chest squeezed tight, threatening to choke the life out of her. “Oh, I love you, baby. Every minute of every day. You are everything to me, Isabel.”


  “Are you sure everything’s okay, Mom? You sound funny.”


  Maren nodded to reassure herself. “Yes. Everything’s fine. Everything will be fine.” She wiped the tears from her good eye, feeling confident for the first time in years. “Now, I need you to put Candace back on the line. And Isabel, I need you to promise me something.”


  “What?”


  “Promise me you’ll do whatever Candace asks. Even if it sounds silly, go along with her. She’d never hurt you.”


  “Okay,” Isabel answered in a wary tone.


  Maren let out a deep breath. “Okay, put Candace on.”


  The phone changed hands. “Maren?”


  “I’m here. Listen carefully, Candace. I need you to go ahead with the plan.”


  “Maren, what—?”


  “I don’t have any other choice. If I did, I’d take it. Use cash only, no credit cards, nothing that can be traced. The passports are in the envelope as well. Stay small—no airplanes. It’ll be harder for him to track you that way. You’ll need to fool Isabel. She’ll pick up the passport has a different name on it.”


  Candace was silent for a moment, and Maren’s heart felt like it might explode. If her friend wouldn’t help her like she’d agreed so long ago…


  “I’ll...I’ll handle it,” Candace said. “Don’t worry.”


  Relief was as sweet as a summer breeze. “I know you will. I have faith in you.” Her mind spun again. “Go to the rendezvous point and wait. On the twenty-seventh, if nothing’s changed, I’ll wire the money. After that, take her and go, and don’t look back.”


  “I’ll be praying that you don’t wire that money.”


  “Don’t pray,” Maren said in a thick voice. “It’s useless.”


  “Maren—”


  “You make sure she knows, Candace. Make sure she knows I never abandoned her. When she’s old enough, you explain it to her, but not now.” Maren’s voice hitched, and she knew it wouldn’t be long before tears spilled over she wouldn’t be able to stop.


  “I will. I promise.”


  “You make sure she knows I love her too. I always loved her, I will always love her.”


  “I promise.”


  “Okay.” She took another breath. “I have to go.”


  “Are you going to be all right?”


  Maren looked down at her toes, lost in the thick fabric of the carpet, so much like her life. “I’ll be fine. As long as I know Isabel’s safe, nothing can hurt me.”
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  “She’s in Cancun.”


  


  Thad let the screen door to Patrick’s cabin slap closed behind him and looked toward Maren’s father.


  Patrick pushed out of his chair and pulled his glasses off his face. “Cancun? Are you sure?”


  Thad yanked off his ball cap and raked a hand through his hair. He’d been useless on the boat today and had finally given up and come back to shore. Maren wasn’t answering her phone, and he had a knot in his stomach when he remembered the way she’d bolted yesterday morning. “I talked to the pilot at the airstrip who flew her there. And Sullivan contacted his whiz-kid brother, who hacked into her cell phone service provider. She’s made calls from an area around the airport over the past two days.”


  Patrick’s brow lowered. “I thought she was heading home. She shouldn’t still be in Cancun.”


  “Did you talk to your wife?” Yesterday, when Thad had been ready to go after her, Patrick had told him something had probably happened at the hotel and to trust Maren. She’d said she was coming back. But Thad’s instincts screamed something wasn’t right. The Maren who’d rocked his world in that stateroom was a completely different woman from the one who’d fled like she’d seen a ghost.


  “Yes,” Patrick answered, brow lowered. “But Sophia’s in Seattle on business. She called the hotel yesterday, but Maren hadn’t arrived yet.”


  “That’s because she never planned to go there.” Thad’s worry amped another notch. Whatever had spooked Maren into running had to do with the secret she was hiding. He felt it. And he wasn’t about to sit still and wait to see if she changed her mind and came back.


  He tugged his hat back on. “I’m going after her.”


  “Leighton.”


  Thad stopped with one hand on the screen door. “Yeah?”


  “Thank you.”


  Maren’s father was as worried as Thad was. No matter what Maren thought of him, the man loved her. He just had a really bad way of showing it. “I’ll call when I have news.”
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  Maren stood in the cosmetics aisle of the drug store, contemplating her choices. The swelling in her eye had finally gone down, but the bruises were still clearly evident.


  


  She’d bought the biggest pair of sunglasses she could find and was able to hide her appearance the few times she managed to venture outside her hotel room. But if she was ever going to get back to the dig, she needed to find something to cover most of the bruising.


  Glancing over the selection, she finally decided on a yellow concealer that claimed to hide even the toughest under-eye circles and a taupe foundation to smooth out her uneven skin tones. She tossed in another bottle of alcohol to clean the massive gash in her shoulder and paid for her items at the counter.


  She wouldn’t be able to dive, but she’d figure out a way to stay on the boat and work the artifacts they sent up. And she’d keep to herself. That was key now. No more fooling around with Thad. No more making things worse.


  Her chest pinched at the thought of him, and she drew a deep breath that did little to ease the ache as she stepped off the elevator on the fourth floor of her hotel. Looking down at the key card in her hand, she rounded the corner then drew up short when she saw two familiar long legs dressed in faded denim stretched out on the carpet near her door.


  Her breath caught, and she drew to an abrupt stop. Slowly, Thad unfolded himself from the floor where he’d been sitting and stood.


  “Wh-what are you doing here?” she managed.


  “Looking for you.” His eyes narrowed, and she thanked her lucky stars she’d kept her sunglasses on.


  “How’d you find me?”


  “Illegally.”


  She had no idea what that meant.


  “What the hell’s going on, Maren? Why are you holed up in a hotel near the airport?”


  Panic pushed in. The same panic she’d felt every time she thought of him. Only this was worse because he was here. “I have my reasons.”


  She slid around him, slipped her key card into the slot, and waited for the light to turn green. It flashed red.


  Come on, you piece of shit…


  She slid the key card through the reader again.


  “You walked away without so much as an explanation,” Thad said. “And I want to know why.” He grasped her right arm and turned her toward him.


  Pain radiated outward from her shoulder, and she grimaced, trying to ease away from his grip. His brow lowered. With his free hand, he pushed the sleeve of her shirt up.


  His eyes grew wide. “Holy hell, Maren.” He pulled the collar of her shirt over, exposing the long row of stitches. “What happened to you?”


  She wrenched free of his hand and turned back toward the door, desperate for him to just leave. “Nothing. I fell and cut my shoulder. It’s no big deal.” She slipped the card into the slot again. The damn thing finally turned green. Quietly rejoicing, she pushed the door open. “Thanks for checking on me. Tell Patrick I’ll see him in a few days.”


  The lies were coming easier. Her stomach rolled.


  Thad slapped a hand on the door, preventing her from locking him out. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily. What happened?”


  “I already told you.” She tried desperately to keep calm. She didn’t need this right now. Dammit, she’d made up her mind. “Now I’d appreciate it if you’d just leave.”


  “What are you hiding?” He pushed his way into the room. The steel door snapped closed at his back. “Take off those ridiculous shades.”


  Her pulse shot up. “No.”


  “I want to see your eyes when you lie to me,” he said calmly. Way too calmly. “Take them off.”


  “No.” Hesitantly, she took a step back.


  He pulled them off before she could move out of his reach, then gasped.


  Her adrenaline shot up. She scrambled for the glasses, but he held them out of her grasp.


  A muscle in his jaw twitched. And as she watched his eyes harden, her stomach contracted.


  “Son of a bitch,” he muttered. “You didn’t fall. Tell me who did this to you.”


  “It…it doesn’t matter,” she said quickly.


  “It sure as hell does. Tell me.”


  She hated that he, of all people, had seen her like this. For so many years, she’d dreamt of him coming after her, and now it was too late. “It’s none of your business, Thad.”


  “Dammit, Maren. Why are you protecting the bastard? Some jerk uses you for a punching bag, and you’re protecting him?”


  Her, a battered woman. No one who knew her would ever believe it. Disgust slithered through her, and, unable to stand still anymore, she moved across the room and shifted a book on the table, a feeble attempt to keep her hands from shaking.


  “Is the bastard your boyfriend? Is that who you’ve been talking to on the phone when you think no one’s around?”


  She closed her eyes on a wave of pain more intense than the ache in her shoulder. He’d heard her talking to Isabel. He’d thought she’d been talking to another man?


  When she opened her eyes and didn’t answer, he leveled her with a look that made her feel about as big as a pea. “Does he beat you all the time? Is that why you bolted out of my bed? Because you knew your lover wouldn’t like it?”


  How could he think she would want to be with anyone else after what had happened between them?


  “He’s…he’s not my boyfriend,” she managed.


  “Then tell me who he is and why you’re protecting him.”


  His jaw clenched and unclenched with such controlled fury, Maren knew she was cornered.


  Oh God. She sank onto a chair and pressed trembling fingers against her eyes. She had to tell him. He wasn’t going to leave until he got it out of her, and she didn’t have the strength to fight him anymore.


  “I’m not protecting him. He doesn’t mean anything to me. I’m...” Oh God, here she went. Her stomach felt like it might explode. “I’m protecting my daughter.”


  “Your what?”


  Hearing the shock in his voice, she forced herself to look up at his wide, surprised eyes. “My daughter. I...I have a daughter.”


  “Patrick never mentioned—”


  “No,” she said quickly. “He wouldn’t have. I asked him not to tell you.”


  “Why?” he asked in bewilderment.


  “Oh God.” She closed her eyes again and tried to settle her quaking stomach. It didn’t work. “This isn’t how I envisioned this going.”


  “Envisioned what going?” he asked cautiously.


  Moment of truth. In a minute, everything would change.


  On a deep breath, Maren dropped her arms. The questions brewing in his eyes only exacerbated the sickness in her belly, but she knew she couldn’t stop now. “I tried to find you. I left dozens of messages with your parents. I even had my father look for you, but he didn’t know where you’d gone. I…” She closed her eyes again and steeled herself for what she knew was coming. “I didn’t know I was pregnant until I got home from Mexico, and by the time I found out, you’d all but vanished.”


  Silence. Then very quietly, he said, “What did you just say?”


  That knot in her stomach twisted so hard she knew it was leaving scars. Big ones. And she deserved them. Opening her eyes, she faced him, head-on, knowing he deserved this much at least. “I said... I have a daughter. And so do you.”


  The color drained from his cheeks. And the confident, always-in-control man she knew so well stepped back and braced a hand against the wall behind him as if the floor had just rocked right out from under his feet.


  “You were pregnant?” he whispered.


  “Oh, Thad.” Guilt consumed her. “You didn’t call me back. If you’d just called, even once—”


  “You never said what it was about.”


  Reality dawned. “You got my messages.”


  “You never—”


  She closed her eyes. It didn’t matter now. Nothing mattered but the truth. “I wanted you to call me back because you wanted to, not because you felt obligated.”


  He didn’t say anything, just stood there staring at her with those shocked and disbelieving eyes, and she couldn’t sit still anymore.


  She pushed out of her chair and crossed the room. It all seemed like a lifetime ago now. “I didn’t know what to do. I kept holding on to the crazy idea you’d eventually come looking for me. But you didn’t, so I had to make a choice.”


  She turned to face him and drew in a steadying breath, wanting to give him at least this one little thing. “She was born in February. She’s eight, though you’d think she’s thirteen by the way she talks. That’s my mother’s doing. She’s grown up with three fiercely independent women and no other kids.”


  He still didn’t say anything, so she kept going, hoping this helped in some small way. “She loves all things science related. She’s bright, and she’s constantly bombarding me with questions, hounding me when I don’t give her a legitimate reason for not doing something she really wants to do, like learning to scuba dive, which is her personal crusade right now. ‘Because I said so’ has never been an answer she’s willing to accept.”


  Guilt consumed her as she watched emotions she couldn’t define flicker over his features. She’d been wrong, so wrong to keep Isabel from him.


  Swallowing around the growing lump in her throat, she crossed her arms and tried to rub the chill from her skin. “Her name is Isabel. She loves archaeology. She’s been on digs with me since the time she was a baby. She’s got the stupidest-looking leather hat she wears whenever she’s digging. It makes her look just like Indiana Jones, who I point out to her all the time isn’t a real person, but she doesn’t care. The day I got the call to come here, she’d set up a dig in the sand trap of the eighth fairway.” She shrugged. “You would have been proud, she had the grid cordoned off with rope and stakes and was bossing a couple of vacationing boys around like they were regular shovel bums.”


  “Does she know about me?”


  He was still leaning his back against the wall, but now his hands rested on his thighs and somewhere along the way his eyes had closed. And the heartache across his face was like a searing knife straight through Maren’s heart.


  “Yes,” she said softly. “I’ve never lied to her. She knows who you are. She knows what you do. She knows we met in Mexico, that I fell in love with you, that things didn’t work out between us. She knows I tried to find you both before and after she was born.”


  “Does she…does she look like you?”


  The question floored her. Of all the things she’d expected him to ask or say, that wasn’t one of them. “She’s got my temper and my stubborn chin. Otherwise, no, she doesn’t look like me.” With legs that threatened to give out, she stepped to her backpack, drew out the small photo she kept in her wallet, and handed it to him. “She looks like you.”


  Hesitantly, he took the picture, then looked down at the smiling face with his eyes and his hair and his olive coloring that turned golden brown in the sun. And the remaining bit of color in his cheeks paled.


  He studied the picture for a long time in silence. And then finally, he said, “You weren’t going to tell me about her.”


  The sadness in his voice almost sent her to her knees “I was,” she said softly. “After we found La Malinche.”


  His gaze met hers. “Why not when you first saw me? And don’t tell me it’s because you didn’t think I’d want to know. You know me. You know I would have cared.”


  “I...” The words lodged in her throat. She couldn’t explain without telling him everything. And telling him everything meant destroying what they’d built between them.


  She closed her eyes on a wave of misery and sank onto the end of the bed. It didn’t much matter anymore, did it? Drumming up her courage, she opened her eyes. “I couldn’t tell you then, because I was worried about her safety.”


  He pushed away from the wall. “Tell me what’s going on, Maren. From the beginning, don’t leave anything out. Tell me how what happened to you relates to our daughter.”


  She’d seen him livid. She’d seen him hurt. But she’d never been afraid of him. In this moment, though, as she watched the fire brewing in his eyes, she was scared. Scared of what he’d say and do when he learned the whole truth.


  If he didn’t already hate her, he would in a few minutes.


  She drew in a steadying breath and braced her hands on her thighs. “About four years ago, I was in South America. I was doing research for an article I was working on with another professor. It was a two-to-three-week project, max. I left Isabel at the hotel because the conditions down there were pretty minimal. I-I got a frantic call from my mother after I’d been there for about two weeks. Isabel was missing and no one knew where she was. I panicked.”


  She shook the image from her brain. Just thinking about it brought back all the pain and fear she’d felt that day. “I flew straight home. When I landed in Seattle and was about to hop the commuter out to the islands, I was stopped by this big brawny guy who said if I wanted to see Isabel again, I’d go with him. He had her necklace—an amethyst my father had brought back for her from one of his digs. I didn’t know what to do, so I went. He put me on a helicopter and we flew out over the Pacific to this enormous yacht. I had no clue what was going on until I stepped onto the landing pad and saw him.”


  “Who?”


  She swallowed hard. “Evan Declan.”


  “What?” Pure rage flashed in his eyes.


  She looked away, avoiding those dark, hate-filled eyes, afraid if she looked at him again, she wouldn’t be able to get it out. “He’s been watching us for years. All of us—you, me, Lisa, Patrick. Waiting until we went after La Malinche again. He knew we would. He knew we’d never let it go. I guess he got antsy and he went up to the hotel to find me, only I wasn’t there, I was on that dig. And he took one look at Isabel and knew she was my daughter. He knew she was our daughter.”


  Her chest pinched tight. “Thad, he took her. He had her for three days before I got there. I don’t think he hurt her. She’s never said if he did. In fact, when I arrived, she was having the time of her life, calling him ‘Uncle Evan’ and laughing like he was an old family friend. He can be charming when he wants, and he charmed the pants off our four-year-old.”


  “What happened?”


  His voice was set and icy. Knowing what he was seeing in her now made her stomach pitch. Knowing what he’d think of her in a minute cut through what was left of her heart.


  “He wanted information,” she said in a shaky voice. “A business partnership. If I promised to keep him posted, if and when we went after the relic again, he’d leave us alone. If I didn’t, well, this was only a sampling.”


  “And you agreed.”


  She finally looked over at him. His arms were crossed over his chest, his jaw set and rigid. And her back went up. “What else could I do? I was trapped in the middle of the Pacific on his yacht. On a yacht I voluntarily went to. If it had just been me, I never would have agreed, but I had to think about Isabel.”


  “Did he hurt you then? Did he...”


  When his voice trailed off and his eyes raked her bruised face, she knew what he was asking. The fact he was showing an ounce of concern for her after what she’d just told him only made her heart ache more.


  “Did he rape me?” she asked quietly. “No, he didn’t. Rape is beneath him. He doesn’t get any pleasure out of the act unless you’re a willing participant.”


  “Jesus Christ, Maren. You didn’t.”


  She took a long breath, steeling herself against the repulsion in his voice. “Yes, I did. I’d have done anything to get out of there.” She rid her mind of the memory of Evan’s hands on her body, the feel of his skin sliding along hers. It was the only way she could finish this. “And it worked, because he let us go. Isabel was safe, and we went home. And I thought that was it, but it wasn’t.”


  Needing space, she crossed to the windows and gazed out at the city lights blinking on in the early evening light. Cancun looked peaceful in the setting sun, even fun. Nothing like the horror churning inside her.


  She didn’t want to go on, but knew she needed to finish it. “He shows up once or twice a year, wanting an update, wanting a ‘weekend.’ I tried to fight it the first couple of times he came around, but he sent his goons up to threaten me. So I cooperated. He made it clear there would be consequences for Isabel if I told anyone what had happened. I thought about confiding in my mother, but I didn’t want to put her in danger as well. Lisa was dealing with her own issues, Patrick would have disowned me, and you...”


  A clock ticked somewhere behind her. His slow breaths sounded from across the room, but the silence was almost worse than the revulsion she knew was brewing inside him.


  She sighed. “I didn’t even know where you were.”


  “I haven’t been missing for nine years. You could have found me. You stopped looking.”


  She couldn’t blame him for hating her, but it still hurt, more than she wanted to admit. She turned to face him. “He made it clear if I told you, he’d go right for Isabel.”


  “He wouldn’t have known.”


  He would. Evan knew everything. She closed her eyes, knowing Thad would never understand. Men had different options. “What would you have done if I’d told you about Isabel? You’d have gone right up to see her. If I had confessed what had happened with Declan, you’d have gone looking for him too. Thad, don’t you get it? He doesn’t care about me. He doesn’t care about Isabel. All he cares about is getting that damn statue, and no one stands in his way. He wouldn’t think twice about killing you the way he did Colin, because for him, that just puts him one step closer to attaining his goal.”


  “He wouldn’t have had the chance, because I’d have slit his throat first.”


  She’d never heard that kind of hatred from him. And for a moment, the sheer force of it stopped her cold.


  “You called him when you got here, didn’t you?” he asked in an icy voice.


  “I didn’t have to,” she said quietly. “He watches the hotel all the time, and he knew Patrick had called me, that my mother had rushed home so I could come here, that Lisa had met me in Cancun. He put two and two together before I even got here. The first night I got to the camp, he called my cell, and he made it perfectly clear if I didn’t cooperate, he’d go for Isabel.”


  “What happened the other day on the boat? Why did you run?”


  He wasn’t worried about her anymore. She could feel it in his harsh words. Wrapping her arms around her middle, she tried to brush away the chill prickling her skin, but it didn’t help. “I-I got a call from the hotel. My secretary, Candace. He’d been there. He’d told her if I didn’t get in contact with him within twenty-four hours, he’d come back for Isabel. So I left, came here, called him, and went to meet him.”


  “Then what?” His eyes locked on hers, but she couldn’t read his expression.


  “Then…” An unbelievable ache filled her chest. “I agreed to give him weekly updates. If I don’t contact within seven days, he’ll get antsy.”


  “And?”


  “And then…” She drew a deep breath. “Then I told him I wouldn’t sleep with him, and he hit me. I fell into a glass table. He only hit me once, but it was enough to make his point. Then he calmly told me the next time I see him I’d better have a different answer. And he let me go, and I came here.”


  “I can’t believe any of this.” He turned away from her and stared at a watercolor on the wall. But she knew from the vacant look in his eyes that he wasn’t seeing it. “Where is she?”


  “I…” This time Maren had to fight back the hitch in her voice. This time she couldn’t say the words without a stabbing pain repeatedly pummeling her chest. “I sent her away. I should have done it a long time ago, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing her.”


  He turned fully to face her “What?”


  She swiped at the stupid tears starting to fall. “He’s never going to stop. He’s never going to leave us alone. I’m not going to give him La Malinche when we find it because it won’t stop him. I realized that when he hit me. I thought it would. For so long I thought that’s all he was after, but it’s not.”


  She brushed away the tears so they wouldn’t fall. “She’s with Candace. I trust her implicitly. She adores Isabel. They have a special relationship. In two weeks, I’ll wire-transfer money into an account in the Caymans. They’ll take it and go. And Declan will never know where they went.”


  “You can’t do that.” Raw incredulity rushed through his words. He took a step toward her, the determination in his eyes making her tremble. “She’s my daughter too, and I’m not going to let you send her away. Not when I finally found out about her.”


  He was right. But she couldn’t see a way out of it at this point. She’d been over it from every angle.


  “Don’t you think this is killing me?” A tear slid down her cheek. “I’d cut off my right arm to protect her. Hell, I’d even marry Declan if I thought that would do any good, but it won’t. I don’t care what he does to me, but I won’t have him touch her. And I’ll do anything I can to keep that from happening, even send her away and never see her again.”


  “You’re not sending her now. You obviously don’t want to do it.”


  “Only because I need time to gather the funds.” She swiped at her cheeks again and told herself to stay strong. In a few minutes, this would all be over. Thad would be gone, and she could wallow in her misery. “And because Candace made me promise I’d give myself time to change my mind. But I’m not going to change my mind. This is the only way to keep Isabel safe. You can’t protect her. Neither can I anymore. He’s got more money than God and eyes everywhere. This is the only way.”


  “Son of a bitch.” He turned back to the painting. “This is a friggin’ mess.”


  A nightmare, actually. One Maren wished she’d wake up from. But she knew she wouldn’t.


  “That’s all there is,” she said, lifting her arms and dropping them in her lap again. “Now you know everything.”


  When he didn’t respond, only continued to stare at that stupid painting as if she weren’t even in the room, her heart cracked into a million pieces in the pit of her stomach.


  She couldn’t stand to look at him anymore. She wiped her wet cheeks and pushed to her feet. “I...I need a few minutes.”


  He didn’t stop her. Didn’t call her back. And as she closed the bathroom door and sank to the ground, the floodgates finally opened.


  It didn’t matter what he thought of her anymore. It didn’t even matter that he no longer cared about her. All that mattered was that Isabel was safe.


  Someday, maybe her heart would agree.


  


  


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  


  


  


  


  A gentle breeze blew the palms in the waning Cancun light. Dusk settled across the city, bathing the stucco buildings in shades of crimson and orange. The scent of sea and salt wafted on the air.


  


  At any other time, on any other day, Thad might have noticed the beauty in his surroundings. He might have relished the fact he was working in a tropical paradise instead of a frigid ocean or torrential downpour. But today was different, and the only thoughts racing through his mind were images he didn’t want to see—Maren’s curvy body wrapped around Declan, her bruised and battered face, and a daughter who didn’t know him and probably didn’t want to.


  He rubbed a hand over his throbbing forehead as he wandered down the street, no destination in mind, no idea what the hell he was going to do.


  A neon sign advertised cheap cocktails. He stopped outside the hole-in-the-wall bar and figured, why the fuck not? Pulling the door open, he was instantly enveloped by smoke and dim light. As his eyes adjusted, he focused on an empty booth in the corner.


  Anonymity, solace, a drug to wipe away the misery.


  He slid into the cracked plastic seat, barely glancing up when the waitress bopped over in a tropical pink sarong and coconut shell bra.


  “¡Hola! What can I get ya?” She was American, her East Coast accent thick, her sarong a little too short even in Cancun.


  “Tequila. Double.”


  “Sure thing. You waiting for someone?”


  “No.”


  She shrugged, then moved back toward the bar, smacking her gum.


  Thad rested his elbow on the table and rubbed his forehead. This wasn’t what he’d envisioned when he’d gone looking for Maren. Not the nightmare she’d just relayed.


  Holy hell… He had a daughter. An eight-year-old girl who, until minutes before, hadn’t even existed in his mind. He was so fucking pissed he could barely see straight. They’d been together for nearly two weeks, and she hadn’t uttered a single word about Isabel.


  How could he care for someone who could be so vindictive?


  The waitress returned and set two glasses in front of him. “I also brought you water. You look pale. Need to hydrate in this heat.”


  Like he cared. “Thanks.”


  He lifted the tequila.


  “I don’t need you. I wanted you. There’s a big difference.”


  His words to her, the last day they’d been together on that Mexican beach years ago, ran back through his mind, and his hand froze halfway to his mouth.


  A knot formed in his stomach as he watched the golden liquid swish against the side of the glass. If the roles had been reversed, if she’d said those words to him, would he have swallowed his pride and tried to contact her again? Would he have turned to her for help when things got tough? Would he have ever trusted her?


  “You look like you could use a friend.” Without waiting for an answer, the waitress slid into the booth opposite him and dropped her notepad on the table. “You have an argument with the little woman?”


  Dazed, Thad looked up. “What?”


  She frowned. “Your girlfriend. You have a fight?”


  He glanced back at the tequila, hoping she’d get the hint to leave him the hell alone. “Yeah, something like that.”


  “Well, I don’t see a ring.” She flipped long brown hair over her shoulder. “Good-lookin’ guy like you shouldn’t let some girl get you down. This is Cancun, after all. Party central.” She leaned forward and flashed a smile that was pure invitation. “I know a few places we could go to take your mind off her.”


  Her words barely registered. He focused on her face across the table. She was pretty enough. Big brown eyes, small nose. Freckles. And he had zero interest. The only woman he wanted…the one who would forever be lodged in his heart regardless of how much he hated her right now…wasn’t in this run-down bar. And a solution wasn’t going to be found in the bottom of this glass.


  He had no idea what would happen between them, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to let Maren take away the daughter he’d just discovered. And he wasn’t running again.


  He set the drink down with a crack, pushed out of the booth, and tossed bills on the table. “Thanks, but I gotta go.”


  “Wait!” the waitress called after him as he headed for the door. “You didn’t even taste your tequila!”
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  The phone on Evan Declan’s desk shrilled, cutting through the peaceful afternoon silence. Glancing up from the research he’d been entrenched in, he narrowed his eyes. Only a handful of prime contacts had his private yacht number. Few had reason to use it.


  


  He reached for the phone. “Declan.”


  “You’re playing with fire on this one, buddy.”


  A wry smile slid across his mouth at the irritation in his caller’s voice. “I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about, Drummer.”


  “Yeah, you do,” Drummer said. “Maren shot out of here like a cannon blast the other day. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out where she went.”


  Evan glanced at the manicure he’d had done only an hour ago. “I’ll admit she was here, but now she’s not. Has she not returned to the dig yet?”


  “We agreed I would keep an eye on her,” Drummer said in a clipped tone. “She’s nervous, but she’s doing the work, and she’s keeping her distance from members of the group, which leads me to believe she’s still on the straight and narrow with us. You go pushing her, though, and there’s no telling what she’ll do.”


  Anger simmered under Evan’s skin. No one told him what to do. “Are you threatening me, Drummer? You and I both know we want the same thing. I’m just helping the process along, lighting a fire under Dr. Hudson so she’ll get busy.”


  “Be careful how you go about it. We found the cargo hold today, but we need Maren’s research skills if we want to find our lady. We’re close. You don’t want anything to get in the way of that now, do you?”


  Evan fought back the desire to show Drummer just how far reaching his power ran. One phone call would shut the man up. “I know how to handle Maren Hudson, don’t worry, Drummer. You just leave her to me. You keep the elder Hudson and that rat Leighton in line. That’s your job now on this endeavor. You’re getting paid a fortune to do so.”


  “I haven’t forgotten. I’ll do my part.”


  “Good.” The tension drifted from Declan’s shoulders. “I’ll be looking forward to your next call. If Maren doesn’t return to the dig in two days’ time, you know what to do.”


  He replaced the receiver before Drummer could respond. Nate Drummer was an idiot if he thought he could threaten him.


  He swiveled his chair and looked out across the water through the vast array of windows in his onboard office. Rising quickly, he walked out into the main salon, his eyes immediately drawn to the glass cabinet and the golden cross resting on a velvet drape of fabric. He opened the case and carefully removed the artifact from its home. The weight of the cross caused his fingers to tingle and sent a shiver of power through his limbs, straight to his heart.


  No one could deny him his birthright. He could feel the power radiating from it, drawing him toward La Malinche. And Maren Hudson was as instrumental in his quest as was Marina’s cross. He’d been patient with her over the past few years, but his patience was draining.


  Drawing in a deep breath that calmed him, he slowly set the cross back in the case, then closed and locked the door.


  Within a matter of days, he’d have both things he wanted most. The statue, his ultimate birthright, and the woman, his essential possession. Five hundred years of destiny were finally converging, and he was the key.
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  The sound of sheets rustling tore Thad from the discombobulated thoughts running through his mind. He turned from the dark windows he’d been staring out and looked toward the bed in the middle of the room.


  


  Maren rolled and squinted through the darkness, then froze when she focused on him.


  Whatever she was thinking, she checked before he could see it. Slowly, she pushed herself up and winced as she eased back against the pillows. “I thought you’d left. How did you get in?”


  “I took your key card.”


  She frowned. “I guess I deserve that.”


  Hands tucked in the front pockets of his jeans, he stopped at the end of the bed and took a closer look at her. Her face was drawn and somber, her eyes slightly puffy from crying.


  He gestured toward her shoulder. “Does that hurt?”


  “It’s okay.”


  “Do you have pain pills for it?”


  “Yeah, I took some earlier.”


  He nodded, and an uncomfortable silence settled between them, one he wasn’t sure how to fill. “How many stitches?”


  “Fourteen.”


  He grimaced, and she pushed her hair behind her ears. “Don’t look at me like that.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like that.” Her eyes slid closed. “With disappointment and…revulsion.”


  “You think that’s what I see when I look at you?”


  “It’s what I see. I know it’s what you see. Just go, Thad,” she whispered.


  “No,” he said quietly. “I’m not going to.”


  Her eyes shot open, and he caught a glimpse of the feisty girl he’d fallen for so long ago. “Didn’t you hear anything I told you before? I don’t need you here tormenting me. I feel bad enough as it is.”


  A mixture of fury and utter helplessness whipped through him, and he threw his arms out to the sides. “What do you want from me, Maren? Do you want me to be pissed you kept my daughter from me? Well, I am. Do you want me to be repulsed you slept with Declan? I’m that too. I’ve been standing here, staring out at the city, thinking about the ten thousand ways I’d like to murder the bastard for what he’s done to us. And every time I think about his hands on you…” He closed his eyes and willed back the rage. “I want to plow my fist through the wall.”


  She didn’t say anything, and in the silence, he dropped his hands on a wave of defeat. “I wish to God I could hate you for all this, but I can’t. I can’t, because in some sick way, it makes sense to me. I know you did what you thought you had to. And I know if I’d handled things differently years ago, you wouldn’t have been in this position to begin with. I’d give anything to change it, but I can’t.”


  He drew in a breath. “Maren, the day Colin died—”


  “Thad, don’t.” Her voice hitched.


  “No.” Even if it killed him, he was going to get it out. “You had your turn. It’s mine now. That last day, when Patrick told us he was stepping up the dives, I wasn’t focused. He’d hired me to lead the dives, but all I could think about was you. I was young and cocky and completely unsure what I wanted out of life, and there you were. Everything I’d always told myself I didn’t need. Your father was right to be wary of me. I was a player, and I was using you. But that day, I knew I was falling for you, and it scared the shit out of me.”


  He looked at her hand resting against the sheet, her long, slender fingers he knew felt like heaven sliding across his skin. “When Declan’s crew came into that cavern all I could think about was making sure you were safe. My kid brother, who hadn’t wanted to even be on that dig, wasn’t even the slightest concern to me. He’d gone to Mexico because I talked him into it. He’d postponed finishing his thesis all for me, and I’d been so wrapped up in you, I didn’t even think twice about him.”


  “What happened to Colin wasn’t your fault,” she said quietly.


  He knew that in his head. But his heart felt differently.


  He closed his eyes, remembering Colin’s dorky grin, the way his shaggy hair had always been falling in his eyes. Those stupid jokes he used to tell.


  “I blamed you.” He forced himself to look at her again. Knew he didn’t deserve to hide from her. “I was so angry, and I didn’t have anyone to take it out on except you. It was wrong of me, but I didn’t know how to deal with losing him.”


  She looked down at her hands and didn’t answer, not that he expected her to. But he saw the heartache in her eyes and knew she’d loved his brother too. Everyone had.


  He shoved his hands back in his pockets. “I didn’t go home for the funeral. I wasn’t exactly in the best frame of mind then. I was drinking—a lot. I got dumped from the next few projects I’d lined up before the accident, but I really didn’t care. The only thing I could think about was finding Declan and settling the score.” Revenge trickled through his veins, for a moment dousing the guilt. “The bastard must have known I’d come for him, because he dropped off the radar, and I had trouble tracking him down.”


  He focused on her hand and willed the rage back. “I finally did, though. Found him at his estate outside Puerto Vallarta. I don’t even think I had a plan when I went to see him. I just knew I was going to kill him.”


  “Wh-what happened?” she asked, for the first time looking up.


  Her eyes were so mesmerizing, so fathomless, and so concerned, for a moment he got lost in them before refocusing on the past. “I’d been tipping back the bottle pretty heavy but found him through a few of the locals. I’m pretty sure word had spread and that he was expecting me.” He winced at the memory. “He dropped me on my ass with one blow, then had me arrested for breaking and entering. Federales picked me up and threw me in the clink. I ended up spending two and a half weeks in a Mexican cell. It’s not a place I ever want to visit again, but it was enough to make me rethink my priorities, and it showed me I was on the verge of spiraling out of control.”


  She looked back down at her hands, and he couldn’t tell what she was thinking, so he went on. “They didn’t have enough to make the charges stick, and holding me was obviously a favor someone was doing for Declan. In the end, they let me go. Declan was long gone at that point, and when I stepped out into the sunlight with nobody waiting for me, I knew I needed to get my shit together. So I quit the bottle, found a crap job on a salvage boat in the north Atlantic, and when I’d worked my body to the brink, I finally went to see my parents. That’s when I found out you’d called.”


  She looked toward the windows, and emotions slid across her features. A mixture of pain and regret and misery he knew so well.


  “I spent three days with my folks,” he said more softly. “And then I got on a plane, flew to Seattle, and hopped a ferry across the Sound.”


  Her gaze snapped to his, wide, surprised eyes that told him she’d never known. He’d guessed that much already.


  “It was March then,” he went on. “I talked to your mother. She said you were on another dig somewhere in Australia and that she didn’t know when you’d be back or how to get in touch with you. I believed her.”


  “I was there.” Tears filled her eyes, and she looked toward the ceiling. “Isabel would have only been a month old then.”


  He nodded. He’d figured that out the last few hours too. “Your mother wasn’t happy to see me.”


  “It wasn’t you,” she said, shaking her head. “My mother didn’t even know you. She never wanted me to have Isabel. She was furious when I told her I was pregnant. Told me I was making the same mistakes she’d made—falling for someone like my father who would always be more interested in the chase than the find. I think she was afraid I’d end up like her.”


  “You’re not like her,” he said quietly.


  “I am. More than you know.” She sniffled and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “She’s a hard person, and she’s always been way too self-absorbed, but she loves Isabel without fault. She has since the moment Isabel was born. Seeing you probably scared her, because she realized what she could lose.”


  When she looked up, he saw the truth in her eyes. And his heart took a slow roll in his chest.


  “I didn’t know you’d gone to the hotel, Thad. But it explains why my mother was so insistent I come down here now, why my father’s been hounding me to work things out with you. They’ve both obviously been feeling guilty about the way things turned out for Isabel.”


  “No, Maren. They feel bad about the way things turned out for you. Your father loves you. He just doesn’t know how to show it.”


  She looked toward the window, and he knew she didn’t believe him.


  “I went back three more times,” he said. “And every time was told you were gone or didn’t want to see me. I eventually decided I was done beating my head against a wall. And I figured if you wanted to see me, you would. But I never forgot about you.”


  Her eyes slid closed, and a single tear slid down her cheek. He moved around the side of the bed and sat next to her. When she tried to move away, he gently tipped her face toward him, stopping her. “No, don’t.”


  “It doesn’t matter anymore, Thad.”


  The ache in her voice tugged on his heart. A heart that beat because of her. “Yes, it does. Maren, look at me.”


  Slowly, she opened her eyes, and one look was all it took for him to know.


  This was where he was supposed to be. Nothing else mattered. Not what had happened in the past. Not what either of them had or hadn’t done. Not even all the lies and secrets and hurt. “For so long, I’ve been trying to convince myself I was over you, but one touch of your lips, and it all came flooding back. I love you, Maren.”


  Another tear slipped down her cheek. “Thad—”


  “And when I think about the way you’ve loved our daughter, the things you’ve done to keep her safe…it only makes me love you more.”


  “Please don’t,” she whispered.


  He dragged her close, until she was sitting on his lap. “I hate what you’ve been through. I hate that you did it all alone and didn’t feel you could confide in anyone.” Gently, he kissed her brow. “I want that to change.”


  “Don’t say these things.”


  He ran his hands up to frame her face and forced her to look at him. “I can’t help it. I’ve done some really dumb things in my life, but I’m not stupid enough to let you walk away from me twice in one lifetime. I need you too much.”


  “You don’t need me. You never did.”


  He knew she was remembering the lies he’d told her that last day in Mexico. The ones he’d said to get her to go home so he could wallow in his own pain. The ones that had started all this.


  “Oh baby.” He brushed the tear away with his thumb. “I’ve always needed you. I was just too stupid to admit it.”


  Her arms slid around his shoulders, and warmth pushed out the chill that had lodged itself in the middle of his chest. Her heart beat hard and steady against his, but when she tipped her head and brushed her mouth against his, he knew she believed him. Every one of his senses kicked into high gear as her lips parted and he tasted the sweetness of her kiss, the gentleness she kept so closely guarded under all her layers. And when he eased back and looked down at the emotions shimmering in her eyes, he knew he’d found everything he’d ever wanted.


  “Let me love you, Maren.”


  Slowly, she nodded, her blue eyes glinting with a mixture of love and heat in the dim moonlight. He slid his arms up her sides, lifting the thin cotton T-shirt she’d been sleeping in and tugging it over her head. Her blond hair fell around her shoulders, making her look like a goddess as he dropped it on the floor. Carefully, so he wouldn’t hurt her shoulder, he turned her so she was lying on her back on the mattress.


  He stared at her as he kicked off his shoes and dragged off his own shirt. God, she was beautiful. Pale skin, perfect breasts, and a flat tummy that had once held his child. He crawled over her and lowered his mouth to hers. And reveled in the way she reached for him and opened at the first touch.


  Paradise. It wasn’t an island or a beach or a treasure. It was her. She drew in a breath when his hands ran over her bare breasts, as his fingertips grazed the locket she wore, then slid down to her nipples. And he loved the way she shuddered when his lips found the pulse at the base of her throat.


  “I’ve missed you so much,” he whispered against her skin.


  His lips set off on a slow journey across her body. He kissed the curve at her collarbone, trailed his mouth over the fading yellow bruises and the long gash in her shoulder. And knew he’d found heaven when she made a purring sound deep in her throat that told him just how much she wanted him too.


  “More.” Fingers raking his scalp, she pulled his head back and kissed him again, her tongue hot and wet and demanding as it slid over his. Fire ignited in his groin, a hot rush that could only be doused by her. When she pushed a hand against his shoulder, he rolled to his back, letting her take the lead, loving every single greedy nip and lick as she straddled his hips and ground against his cock.


  He’d give her whatever she wanted. Take everything she gave. Her tempting fingers found the button at the top of his jeans and ripped them open. She pulled away from his mouth, scrambled backwards, and tugged the denim from his legs. But before she could drop to her knees on the floor, he wrapped his arms around her and rolled her to her back again.


  He slid his naked body over hers, and her legs opened, drawing him closer. Bracing one hand on the mattress, he eased back and looked down at her. “It’s only ever been you, Maren.”


  Her eyes filled with tears, and she arched her back, bringing the tip of his cock into all her silky wetness. “Show me.”


  He wasn’t prepared for the sensations that swamped him when he pressed inside her. Didn’t expect the intense ripple of love that started in his heart and spread out through his limbs. Groaning, he lowered his mouth to hers and set a slow and seductive rhythm that left him only wanting more.


  It didn’t matter that she couldn’t say the words yet. He had a long road to travel to win back her trust. But he would. Because she was everything. His past. His present. And the promise of a future he’d been too afraid to dream about.


  When she moaned and shuddered around him, he drove deep and finally let go, giving her the one piece of himself he’d never given anyone before, even her.


  He gave her his heart and prayed he was everything she needed too.


  


  


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  


  


  


  


  “This is a bad idea.” Maren gripped the safety handle as the rig bounced over a rut in the road and tried to will back the nausea threatening to bubble up.


  


  Thad glanced over at her through his sunglasses. Keeping one hand on the wheel of the Jeep, he lifted their joined fingers and kissed the back of her hand. “It’s going to be okay. I’ll be right there with you.”


  Warmth spread up her arm, but it did little to ease the knot growing in her belly. “He’s not going to be nearly as forgiving as you were.”


  “There’s nothing to forgive, Maren.” The Jeep bounced over a limb in the road. “And if he doesn’t understand, then he’s not worth worrying about.”


  “This is Patrick we’re talking about. ‘I understand’ isn’t a phrase I’ve ever heard him utter.”


  “It’ll be okay. Besides,” he said with a lopsided grin, “even though your dad’s got a few years on me, if it gets tense, I’m pretty sure I can take him.”


  In any other situation, that would have made her smile, but she was dreading seeing her father. She was going to have to tell him everything she’d told Thad last night, and she didn’t expect him to be as sympathetic as Thad had been. He didn’t love her like Thad did. Her betrayal would cut him deeply.


  “I think it would be easier if I just disappeared into thin air.”


  “You’re not running,” he said with a determined frown. “Give him the benefit of the doubt. He loves you more than you think.”


  She didn’t believe that, but it wasn’t worth mentioning again.


  He squeezed her hand as they pulled into the camp, killed the engine, and met her at the hood of the Jeep. “Have faith, Blondie.”


  She’d never had faith in anyone or anything. And she didn’t for a minute believe any of this was going to end well. But she’d learned a valuable lesson last night. Things could change in a heartbeat, and what she’d always believed was true could turn out to be false right before her very eyes.


  Thad had convinced her of that.


  She couldn’t have been more surprised when he’d told her he loved her last night, and she was still trying to work it all out in her head. She certainly didn’t deserve him, and she had no clue how they’d ever be able to put the past behind them and have any kind of a future, but she wanted him. More than she could admit to him right now. More than she could even admit to herself.


  Because part of her wasn’t completely sure she’d have that happily ever after he kept hinting at.


  Thad laced his fingers with hers and led her toward Patrick’s casita. Her insides were a mass of nerves when he pulled open the screen and drew Maren in behind him. Her eyes scanned the room. She saw her father’s set and rigid face and behind him, Lisa.


  Her spirits dropped. She’d hoped it would just be Patrick. Confessing her sins in front of her best friend seemed like cruel and unusual punishment. But Lisa deserved to know what was going on as much as anyone, and at least this would save Maren from having to rehash it all with her later.


  Patrick turned from the chart he and Lisa had been discussing and pinned her with a look. “Maren, where the hell have you been?”


  So much for polite. His expression wasn’t just irritated, it was furious. A vein near his temple looked like it could explode at any moment.


  She didn’t respond, just let him vent while he could. She knew in a matter of minutes it would only get worse.


  “Well,” he said. “Don’t you have anything to say?”


  She glanced over at Thad. A small smile curled his lips, encouraging her, and he squeezed her hand. On a deep breath, Maren slipped off her sunglasses and looked back at her father.


  Lisa gasped. Surprise flickered across Patrick’s face just before it turned to pure rage.


  Patrick shot toward Thad. “You goddamn son of a bitch.” In a split second, he had Thad by the collar and was shoving him back against the wall.


  Maren scrambled between the two. “He didn’t do this to me!” She wedged her way in front of Thad and pushed her father back. “He’s not the one who hit me. You know him, Patrick. You know he wouldn’t hurt me.”


  Doubt flickered across her father’s face, but slowly, he released Thad’s shirt. His gaze shot to Maren. “Who, then?”


  Maren pursed her lips.


  “Tell him,” Thad said at her back.


  She blew out the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. “Declan.”


  Patrick’s eyes grew wide. “You saw him? When? Where?”


  “Five days ago. On his yacht.”


  “Here in the Caribbean?”


  “Yes.”


  “You went to see him?” He raked a hand through his hair. Confusion swamped his rugged features. “Why?”


  Thad stepped up behind her. His hands closed gently over her shoulders. “Because he threatened Isabel.”


  Patrick’s gaze drifted back to Maren. “You told him about Isabel.”


  She nodded, and on a deep breath, dove headfirst into the story, starting with Isabel’s disappearance and her first meeting with Evan. She ran through everything like she had with Thad, right up until the point Evan hit her and sent her to the emergency room. She omitted the part about sleeping with him, but knew from the look on Patrick’s face, he’d already guessed she’d used whatever means possible to keep Isabel safe.


  When she finished, she glanced up. Shock ran across Lisa’s face. Patrick appeared ill.


  She steeled herself for her father’s wrath, but instead, he almost knocked her off her feet when he wrapped his arms around her.


  In all her life, he’d only held her once like this, and it was after Colin had died in Mexico and she’d been racked with guilt. She couldn’t remember a time before or after when he’d ever let his emotions flow so freely, not even after she and Thad had come back to camp after nearly being trapped in that cenote.


  “I’m so sorry, Maren,” he whispered in her ear. “I’m sorry you couldn’t tell me. You should have come to me from the very beginning.”


  She rested her head against his chest, closed her eyes, and breathed in the spicy scent of his aftershave. For a moment, she was eight again, not thirty-three. “I didn’t know how to do that. I thought you’d hate me after what I’d done.”


  When he eased back, she saw tears in his eyes, and the sorrow. “I could never hate you. Never. I love you. I just… I don’t show it well. Ask your mother. She’ll tell you.”


  He pulled her close again and held her tight, rocking her back and forth, and the moment was surreal. Wrapping her arms around his waist, she let him hold her. And felt a bond with him she hadn’t realized was missing from her life. Tears filled her eyes. “I love you too, Dad.”


  She wasn’t sure how long he held her, but at some point she was faintly aware of Lisa sniffling in the background. Maren drew back, wiped her eyes, and glanced over at Thad, who was rubbing Lisa’s back, trying to console her. “It’s just so damn beautiful,” Lisa muttered between sobs.


  Maren looked back at her father, who still had his arm around her waist, and smiled at him, probably for the first time in years.


  He skimmed a finger over her bruised face. “Does it hurt?”


  “It’s better now. I’m okay.”


  Patrick’s gaze moved back to Thad. “I owe you an apology.”


  Thad returned her father’s handshake and shot her a look. “See? Told you.” Then to her father, “I’d have done the same. When I saw her, I was ready to commit murder myself.”


  Patrick rubbed his eyes. “What about Isabel? Where is she?”


  “She’s fine,” Maren said. “She’s safe. With Candace. I spoke to her this morning.”


  “I’d feel better if she were here,” Thad interjected, “where we can keep an eye on her.”


  “No.” Maren said. “I don’t want her here. I don’t want her anywhere close to him. If she’s here, I’ll worry about her. I won’t be able to work, and I want to get this done. I need to finish it.”


  Patrick nodded. “Let’s leave her where she is for now. We can bring her in if we change our minds.” He glanced at Thad for affirmation. When Thad nodded reluctantly, Patrick looked over at Maren. “Did you call your mother?”


  “Yes. She knows Isabel is safe. She wasn’t happy with me because I wouldn’t elaborate, but it was the best I could do.”


  “I’ll smooth things over with her. Don’t worry. In the meantime, we have to think about what we’re going to do. When are you supposed to contact Declan again?”


  “Two days.”


  He nodded. “Thad?”


  Thad drew in a deep breath. “As much as I hate it, I think she needs to stick to his schedule.” He glanced at Maren. “If you keep up the charade, it’ll give us a better chance to find La Malinche and figure out what we’re going to do about the bastard.”


  Patrick nodded, then looked between the two again. “Maren, what do you think?”


  “It makes sense. He’ll figure out soon enough Isabel isn’t at the hotel. The longer we keep him on the line, the better it will be for us.”


  “Okay.” Patrick nodded again. “We’ll start back to work tomorrow if you’re up to it. You’ll call Declan the following day. We’ve made good progress while you’ve been gone. Lisa and Rafe found the cargo hold on the ship, and my team ruled out another two cenotes.”


  “She’s not in a cenote.”


  Frustration seeped back into Patrick’s eyes. “Maren, let’s not start that ag—”


  “I don’t know how I know,” she said, “I just do. She’s with the ship. I feel it.”


  Her father was silent. From the other side of the room, Lisa said, “Intuition can be a lot more reliable than science sometimes.”


  Maren’s gaze slid her way, and she remembered her conversation with Nate on the beach. He’d said the same thing.


  She looked back at her father. Rehashing this with him wouldn’t help. “I want to go out to the boat today and see what happened while I was gone.”


  Patrick nodded. “We can do that.”


  Maren turned toward Lisa before her father could dive into plans for the day. “I need to talk to my father for a minute, alone.”


  Lisa wiped her eyes, then hugged Maren. “We’ll talk later. You have a lot of explaining to do, girlfriend.”


  Maren smiled. “Find some wine, and I’ll fill you in.”


  When Lisa was gone, Thad glanced at Maren questioningly. “No,” she said, reaching for his hand. “I want you to stay.”


  She looked back toward Patrick. “I need to ask you something. When I was on Declan’s yacht, he said something that bothered me. I didn’t ask him what he meant, but I have a feeling you know the answer.”


  His brow lowered. “I don’t know that I do, but I can try.”


  “He said my being with him wasn’t an accident, that it was fate. He said, ‘His blood flows through my veins, hers through yours. Time and distance could never keep us apart.’ What did he mean?”


  Patrick leaned back against the table and crossed his arms over his chest. “Evan Declan has always believed La Malinche is his birthright. He’s not interested in the monetary value of the piece. He’s interested in having it for himself. He’s a direct descendent of Hernando Cortés and can trace his bloodlines all the way back to the Conquistadors.”


  Maren digested the words. “His blood flows through my veins. That part makes sense, but what about the rest?” When he hesitated, she knew he was holding back. “Patrick. Dad. Tell me.”


  He heaved a sigh. “You know I’ve always been interested in La Malinche, Maren. When I told you the bedtime story as a child, it was with the interest of an avid archaeologist. I never believed in the curse. I only believed in the artifact itself. Highly prized, extremely sought after, never found. I began researching the relic, but like anyone else, got sucked into the lore and mystery. And when I was tracing Doña Marina’s descendants, I came across something of interest. It caused me to do some research into our own family. Declan obviously has done the same, although why, I can’t say.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean, just like Declan can trace his roots back to Cortés, you can trace yours back to Doña Marina.”


  She was silent for a minute as Evan’s words of love and destiny filtered through her mind. Easing herself down onto a chair, she looked back at her father. “Her blood flows through my veins. That’s why he won’t let me go. That’s why he came looking for me instead of the rest of you. He thinks he owns me the way Cortés owned that poor slave girl. He thinks I really am the key to finding La Malinche.”


  “It seems that way now.” Patrick glanced toward Thad. “I-I didn’t make the connection before.”


  “Love and hate are so closely related, he can’t tell the difference.” She let out a long, shaky breath. “He’s not going to stop whether we find the statue or not.”


  “He will,” Thad said with so much vehemence in his voice a shudder ran through Maren.


  There was no denying the hatred in his eyes, or the revenge still brewing there, fueled now by everything she’d told him last night. Her spine tingled at the rigid set of his jaw and the tension coiled beneath his broad shoulders.


  “Let’s focus on finding that damn statue first,” Patrick said, “then on what we’re going to do with it once we have it.” He straightened. “Why don’t you go change, and I’ll take you out to the boat and show you what we’ve done while you’ve been gone.


  “There’s something else,” Maren said. “Evan knew we’d found the wreck. He knew about the cannons. Someone on the project is feeding him info.”


  “I’ll take care of it,” her father said.


  “But—”


  Her father held up a hand. “I don’t want you to worry about it. You have enough other things on your mind. Let me take care of this one.”


  Reluctantly, Maren nodded. He was right. She had plenty of other things to stress over. But as she stood, she couldn’t shake the feeling of impending doom.


  When Patrick reached for her again, she hugged him without reservation. “Thank you, Dad,” she said against him.


  He held her for a minute before letting go. “We’ll work this out, Maren. Don’t worry.”


  She nodded against him and wished she could believe what he told her was true. But where Evan Declan was concerned, she would always worry.
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  The sun was setting low in the sky that evening when the boat finally quieted and the rest of the team headed back to the mainland. As Thad stowed the dive gear, his mind drifted to Maren and her conversation earlier with her father. The woman was all strength, whether she saw it or not. And every time he thought about the things she’d had to deal with on her own all these years…


  


  His heart squeezed and threatened to steal his breath all over again, just like it had when she’d finally confided in him. Like it had when he’d listened to her confess to her father. Locking the cabinet, he swallowed hard and forced the guilt down. Dwelling on a past he couldn’t change wasn’t going to help Maren and Isabel. And now it was his turn to be that strength for both of them.


  Familiar notes echoed from the salon, and a slow smile slid across his face when he recognized the tune. ‘Glory Days’. The Boss. Her favorite. Following the raspy sound of Springsteen’s voice, he eased down the few steps into the salon and felt his heart roll.


  Maren stood in the galley, rummaging through the cupboards. Her back was to him, and she couldn’t see him, but he could sure see her. Long, bare legs, tight, sweet ass in those short denim shorts, trim hips swaying to the beat, small waist, and toned, beautifully bronzed shoulders in that black ribbed tank. Her hair was piled high on her head, and late afternoon light shone through the porthole window, showering her in strands of gold.


  God, she was beautiful. And still not his.


  His heart squeezed tighter as he watched her move, reminding him of every fear he’d played over in his mind last night after she’d fallen asleep in his arms. Yes, she’d confided in him. Yes, she’d finally leaned on him. She’d even given him her body. But she hadn’t given him her heart. And that was what he wanted most. That was the key to everything.


  He rubbed a hand over the ache in his chest and took a step into the room, intent on going to her, pulling her into his arms, and proving to her he’d never hurt her again, but her open laptop drew his attention, and he remembered what he’d been researching earlier when Lisa and Rafe had been diving.


  Sliding onto her stool, he pulled up a new search page and started typing.


  The Boss’s gravelly voice transitioned to the slow, sensual notes of ‘Secret Garden.’ A cup clanked against the worktable’s surface, and the scent of coffee surrounded him. Seconds later, Maren slid onto the stool at his side and lowered her brow. “Hey, now. No one plays Angry Birds on my laptop. Except me.”


  One side of his lips curled, loving how at ease she felt with him now. He wanted that to last. Was willing to do anything to make it last.


  With a flick of his fingers, he added information, hit Save, and swiveled toward her. When he spotted the cookies, his eyes widened. “Hot damn, where’d you find Oreos?”


  She smiled around a bite, her lips so soft and kissable, it was all he could do not to pull her against him and throw her on this table so they could repeat what they’d done here the other night. “Bottom cabinet, hidden under a frying pan. Odds are they’re Lisa’s, and she’ll be ticked when she finds out we devoured them.”


  “Her loss.” He dunked a cookie into the coffee she’d brought him and took a bite. “She knows anything worth saving has to be hidden in her casita.” He swiveled back toward the laptop and looked over what he’d done. “And I’m no good at Angry Birds. I can never get the damn birds to go where I want.”


  “Don’t worry. Isabel will teach you, I’m sure. She’s a pro. I have to keep my laptop locked up; otherwise, she’d play that stupid game morning to night.”


  His heart warmed as he looked toward Maren, and that ache intensified in his chest. He wanted to be a part of that. For the three of them to be a real family, the way they should have been long ago. It was killing him having to wait to meet his daughter, but he knew for now, it was the safest plan. And at the very least, it was giving him more time to reconnect with Maren.


  Maren scooted closer so she could read the screen. The citrusy scent of pomegranates washed over him, and he drew it in, loving the way she smelled, the heat from her body, loving her. “What are you doing?”


  He sipped his coffee. “Playing a hunch. Bear with me on this. What does La Malinche stand for?”


  “Money, wealth, fortune.”


  “You aren’t thinking deep enough. C’mon, Maren, dig. What was the lure to all those people who came in contact with her?”


  She tipped her head to the side and watched her family history unravel itself in front of her. “Originally? Power. The legend says she holds a certain power that draws people toward her. Every person who came in contact with her was misled by that power.”


  “Right. Except Carlos Leonard and his son. Why? Why were they able to break through the spell? Why didn’t they fall to the same fate as everyone else who touched the damn thing?”


  “If you want to believe in the curse, then they did. If you remember, Carlos Leonard was killed during that storm.”


  “True, but he was already sick. It’s not unusual for people to die of natural causes. Therefore, it’s possible his death wasn’t related to the curse at all.”


  “So now you want to pick and choose who fell prey to the curse?”


  He laughed. “I’m just stating the obvious.”


  “The obvious answer is that there was no curse. Like I told Drummer, bad things happen to good people all the time.”


  “Always the scientist. You know you don’t believe that. Deep down, you know there’s something else there.”


  She frowned. “Do you want me to admit the thing is cursed? That everyone who touches it is doomed to a fate worse than death?” She pinned him with a look. “If that’s true, then why did Leonard’s son live? And why are we looking for it? Wouldn’t we fall under the same spell? Wouldn’t we be doomed to a horrible fate?”


  “Would we?”


  She narrowed her beautiful blue eyes. “What are you getting at, Leighton?”


  He held her gaze, deciding whether or not to go on. At this point, what did they have to lose? “Okay. This is going to sound a little crazy, but I want you to think outside the box here for a minute. I was playing with something earlier.”


  He pointed to the screen. “This,” he said, scrolling through the pages, “is Leonard’s family tree. Or as close as I could find. Nothing big stands out. It goes back a few hundred years, then stops. See this here?” He pointed to a name. The date was mid-seventeenth century and the name was Angelique Hernandez.


  “Yeah, I see it.”


  He flipped to another screen. “This is your genealogy record.” He scrolled through until he got to a date mid-seventeenth century, and watched her gaze follow his finger to the screen. “See this?”


  Same name. Same dates.


  A soft wrinkle formed between her eyes. “Are you saying I’m related to Carlos Leonard?”


  “As near as I can tell. And if he’s related to you, then his genealogy also traces back to Doña Marina.”


  Rubbing her head, she sat back. “You’re hypothesizing the Leonard family was immune to the effects of La Malinche because they were descendants of Doña Marina.”


  “It’s a thought.”


  “And going by that theory, if her blood relatives are immune to it, that means I’m immune as well.”


  “I know it’s pretty far-fetched, but you and I both know you have a draw to that thing none of the rest of us do. You knew it wasn’t in that cenote when the rest of us didn’t have a clue. You feel a tug the rest of us don’t. You yourself told your father you know she’s with the ship and not in one of his cenotes.”


  “True, but that was a hunch more than anything else.” She gave her head a swift shake. “This is insane, Thad. A feeling is not the same thing as proof.”


  “No, but what else do we have to go on right now? Just listen to me for a minute. If we assume the curse is real, and if we hypothesize Carlos Leonard was immune to it, then logic says his son should have been immune as well.”


  She shot him a look. “Hypothesize? Is that a technical salvage term?”


  He frowned at her. She was trying to throw him off this path, but he wasn’t about to let her. “I may not have your fancy degree, smartass, but I do know how to guess.”


  She sighed and looked back at the laptop. “Okay, so his son should be immune as well. But what does it prove? Nothing. Because his journal entry stated he was scared to death of the thing.”


  “No, his journal entry said he felt a pull toward the statue. Not what, specifically, that pull was. It could be the same pull you feel.”


  She frowned at him again. “You’re stretching here, Leighton. But, okay, assuming that’s the case, then if your theory holds, Marina’s son, Don Mahin Cortés, who was the first one to come in contact with Marina’s Bane, should have been immune as well. But according to history, he fell to the same fate. In 1548, he was tortured and executed for treason. If he was her blood descendent, he shouldn’t have died young or been drawn to the curse.”


  “True, but he was Cortés’s son. Their blood was linked. She cursed the thing because of Cortés. He coveted her for fame and glory, right? Why wouldn’t the son covet her as well?”


  “Then why would any of her other descendants be immune? Wouldn’t we also be related to both, as descendants of the first mestizo, Don Mahin Cortés?”


  This time he raised his brow questioningly. “Are you?” He flipped back to her family history. “He’s not in your genealogy.”


  Her eyes narrowed again. “How is that possible?”


  “Think about your history, Maren. Just before Cortés left for Spain, he arranged for Marina to marry a Castilian knight, Don Juan Xamarillo. Marina had another child before she disappeared from history.” He drew his finger up to the screen, showing a female offspring from the union. “She’s not usually referred to in history. Females generally weren’t valued or even respected. But your bloodline traces back to her, not through Don Mahin Cortés.”


  Maren studied the screen again. “You think I’m immune to the curse.”


  “It’s a hunch. It would explain why you feel a tug. It’s been almost five hundred years. Maybe”—he crossed his arms over his chest—“maybe you’re the only one who can end this.”


  She considered for a moment, then said, “If that’s the case, then why me? Why not Patrick? He’s got her blood in his veins too. Why me and why now?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe it’s just…time.”


  She frowned. “This is a little woo-woo, even for you, Leighton. Do you actually expect me to believe in all of this? That the curse is real, that Doña Marina is using me to put the whole thing to rest? That after five hundred years, she finally wants peace?”


  “Why not?” he asked simply. “Haven’t you ever held an artifact and felt the history in it? Life goes on, but you and I both know the dead have a strong hold on what happens in the future. Why else do we bust our asses trying to find out what happened hundreds and thousands of years ago? Death isn’t the end, Maren. It’s only the beginning.”


  A strange expression crossed her features, one Thad couldn’t read. “It’s an interesting theory. But one we won’t be able to test until we find the damn thing. And if history has taught me anything, it’s that I’m not immune to heartache. Maybe my fate worse than death is everything I’ve already been through.”


  She rose and took her mug back into the galley. And as Thad watched her go, that same fear he’d had last night after she’d fallen asleep pierced his chest. She was holding back again. Not a secret this time…but her emotions.


  Nerves vibrating, he followed her into the kitchen and leaned back against the counter while she dumped what was left in her cup and rinsed it in the sink. He wanted to reach for her but kept his hands against the counter at his sides instead.


  “What?” She dried the cup and set it on the counter.


  “You said something to Patrick that’s been bothering me.”


  “What did I say?” Confusion drew her brows together as she turned to face him.


  “You said, ‘love and hate are closely intertwined.’”


  “They are. I believe that. Anyone who’s listened to Doña Marina’s story knows that’s true.”


  His chest grew tight. So tight it was hard to draw air. But this was important, and he needed to get the words out. “Do you hate me, Blondie?”


  Surprise flickered in her mesmerizing eyes. “Why would you ask that?”


  He shrugged and crossed his feet at the ankles. His stomach felt like it was twisting into a pretzel, but it was the hole growing in his chest that pushed him on. “You’re not telling me what’s on your mind. I can see you’re holding back. You’ve given me your body, but not your heart, and not your soul, and definitely not your trust.”


  “Thad—”


  “If you hadn’t given me all those things before, I might not know now. But I can tell.” He closed his eyes and savored the pain, because he deserved it, dammit. But he didn’t want her to hurt, and he could tell she still was. “Maren, I know I screwed up. I—”


  She placed her silky soft fingers over his mouth, stopping his words. When his eyes opened and focused on hers, honesty reflected deeply in her gaze. “We both made mistakes. And I don’t hate you. I might have once, but not anymore.”


  She slid her hand down his chest and focused on the dive-shop emblem on his black T-shirt. Heat permeated his shirt and slid across his skin. And his heart rolled beneath her hand. “It’s not you. It’s me. Things happened so fast last time. I fell for you right away. To the point where I didn’t care about anything else. I certainly didn’t care about the dig, or doing what my father thought was best. I only wanted to be with you. That need was so strong, so overpowering, somewhere along the way, I think I may have lost a part of myself in the process.”


  Love for her filled his heart and mind. He covered her hand with his own and squeezed. Hoping—praying—she could feel it too.


  “When it ended,” she went on, “I was lost. And when I found out I was pregnant and couldn’t find you, the only way I could get through it all was to blame you. I’ve felt the extreme of both emotions. Love that blinds you to everything and everyone, and hate that can consume you if you let it. And it nearly did me. Isabel is the only reason I didn’t end up like Declan. She taught me what real love is all about.”


  His heart beat hard beneath the palm of her hand. “Maren—”


  “The kind of love I felt for you scares me,” she whispered. “I’m afraid to give myself over to that again. I can’t lose myself in it, because it’s not just about me anymore. I have Isabel to think about. She needs me.”


  His fingers tightened around hers, and his heart squeezed so hard, he felt the pain through every cell. “I need you too. I want another chance. A real chance. And a future with you and Isabel. I love you, Maren. I promise I won’t hurt you again. Never, ever again.”


  He slid his arms around her waist, pulled her close, and kissed her brow. And his heart raced at the familiar feel of her, at the way she wrapped her arms around him and trembled beneath his touch. But it wasn’t enough. She was still afraid. Still holding back. Still sure he was somehow going to trample all over her heart again.


  He had to prove to her he never would.


  His mouth captured hers, and he tasted the desperation in her kiss…and the fear. The love she’d once felt for him was still there. Somehow—in some way—he had to prove to her that loving him would never cost her again.


  


  


  


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  


  


  


  


  Two days back on the dig and Maren was already feeling better. Refocusing on work brought her a sense of accomplishment she’d been lacking the last week.


  


  She’d been amazed at what the crew had uncovered during her absence. Not only the cargo hold, but large chunks of the captain's quarters and the galley. But it wasn’t enough.


  From the edge of the Escapade, she stared down at the sparkling water and watched Thad’s dark wet suit disappear as he followed Lisa and Rafe toward the wreck. And though she couldn’t hear them, the words she’d heard on each of her previous dives echoed through her mind.


  “He lies. All men lie…”


  Doña Marina had been a bitter, heartbroken woman when she’d damned that statue and everyone who went after it. Maren wasn’t giving any credence to Thad’s theory that she was somehow linked to the relic—or that she was immune to the curse—but she couldn’t deny anymore that she’d heard something when she’d been swimming over the wreck. And she knew the fact she didn’t want to hear those words again was part of the reason she wasn’t diving today.


  Was she bound to turn out the same way? Hard, spiteful, alone? By not opening her heart all the way to Thad like she knew they both wanted, was she setting herself up for heartache all over again?


  “They’ll be down a while. I made coffee.” Drawn out of her musings, she looked to her left, where her father stood in the warm light, his dark hair ruffled by the Caribbean breeze. “Come on. Have a cup with your old man.”


  Maren pushed aside the worry and cast him a small smile. “Okay.”


  She followed him into the salon, and while he moved toward the galley, she looked down at the sketch near his laptop. La Malinche. A weeping woman dressed in billowing robes with long hair flowing behind her, arms outstretched toward the man she loved as he walked away. She’d forgotten what an amazing artist her father was. Forgotten that she got that trait from him.


  He set the mug next to her and sank onto a stool to her right. “Thanks,” she said. “This is incredible.”


  He sipped his coffee. “I’ve done a lot of research, and while there’s no visual record of her, that’s what I imagine.”


  She sat next to him and ran her finger over the sketch, marveling at the intricacy he’d captured with just his pencil. “You’ve dedicated your whole life to this quest. To finding her. What if you never do?”


  “Oh, I’ll find her one day. Whether she’s here on Leonard’s ship or not, I know I will.”


  He was so sure of himself. She looked up, amazed that he could be so dedicated to something that might only be a myth. “Is that why you and Mom didn’t work out? Because of this?”


  “Your mother and I…” He sighed and leaned back in his chair. “Your mother and I are two very different people who want two very different things out of life.”


  She glanced back down at the drawing and remembered all the times he’d left them to go on one of his precious digs. Remembered all the times she’d wished he’d take her with him.


  “I gave it up for her once,” he said quietly. “You probably don’t remember. You were pretty young then. I even got a job at the University of Washington, teaching, of all things. But your mother knew I wasn’t happy, and in the end, I was making her unhappy as well. We tried to do the traditional-marriage thing, Maren, but…it wasn’t us. Your mother fell in love with my gypsy soul, and I fell in love with her independence. And neither of us wanted to turn the other into something they weren’t.”


  His eyes softened. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t still love her. It just means we’re both happier doing what we each love instead of making the other miserable. Sometimes love means holding on, but sometimes it means letting go and allowing it to take you wherever it will.”


  Maren looked back down at the drawing and thought of Thad. And of Doña Marina. Of heartache and loss and all the risks love brought. But she also thought of the joy. And the feeling that surrounded her every time she was in Thad’s arms. A completeness she’d never found anywhere else.


  “Your mother understands my passion, maybe better than I do.” He paused, then said, “Thad showed me what he found last night.”


  She frowned. “He’s reaching.”


  Her father shrugged. “I’m not so sure. It would explain why I’m so obsessed with the damn thing. And why you’ve never been able to walk away from it yourself.”


  She couldn’t deny he was right. She’d always known she’d go after it again, and not just because of Evan. She’d told herself it was the lure of the story and her father’s obsession that had piqued her interest as an archaeologist, but she knew now that wasn’t true. Something in her had always felt a connection to the damn statue.


  “Life goes on, but you and I both know the dead have a strong hold on what happens in the future”.


  A shiver raced down her spine when she remembered Thad’s words from last night. He’d meant them only as a means to his argument, but then—like now—they’d rattled her, because she knew Evan believed them as well. Was she destined to live out the same fate as Doña Marina? What if history really was trying to repeat itself in her?


  “Part of me doesn’t want to find it,” she whispered.


  “Why not?” her father asked in a surprised voice.


  She stared back at the drawing again and felt her heart pinch. “Because I don’t want to end up like her.”


  “Oh, Maren.” Emotion filled his voice as he leaned forward and squeezed her hand. “You won’t. You’re not her. You may share her blood, but that’s all. No matter what Declan or anyone else might think, your life is your own to live. You won’t make the same mistakes Doña Marina did.”


  Maren wished she could believe that, but something inside wasn’t so sure. Blinking back tears, she turned her hand over and squeezed his.


  “Maren.” Drummer’s voice echoed down the stairs, and they both glanced his way. “You have a phone call coming through.”


  Thoughts of Evan slammed into Maren, and her heart rate jumped. She hadn’t called him yet today. She looked to her father. Patrick’s worried eyes told her he was thinking the same. He squeezed her hand tighter.


  “Maren,” Drummer said, louder. “It’s Isabel on the line.”


  Relief whipped through Maren like a breath of fresh air. “Isabel.” Her shoulders relaxed, and she smiled at her father. “I’ll be back.”


  “Tell her I miss her.”


  Nodding, Maren jogged up the steps and moved into the pilothouse. She lifted the receiver from the table and grinned. “Hey, baby. I didn’t expect to hear from you today. How did you get this number?”


  “Mom? Mom, what’s going on?”


  Maren’s brow creased at the sound of Isabel’s nervous voice. “What do you mean, Isabel?”


  “Mom, I thought you were going to meet us here. Where are you?”


  “Slow down, Isabel.” Worry danced up Maren’s spine. “Meet you where? Where are you?”


  Muffled voices echoed in the background, and then Isabel’s voice grew dim. “I want to talk to my mom,” she exclaimed.


  Icy fingers of fear clamped around Maren’s throat. “Isabel?”


  “Darling,” Evan’s smooth voice cooed through the line. “I’ve been waiting for you to call.”


  Every muscle in Maren’s body went rigid. “Where are you? Evan, put my daughter back on the line.”


  “Relax, darling. Our precious Isabel is completely safe. She missed you and wanted to hear your voice. I did too, for that matter. But I think that was enough for her today.”


  Rage whipped through Maren, and she fought back the urge to rip the phone out of the wall. “You said a week.” She swallowed the panic and tried to keep her voice steady. “I was going to call you today. We said today. What are you doing with Isabel?”


  “Insurance, my love. After your last visit, I had to make sure you kept to our agreement.”


  “No,” Maren groaned. Dropping her head, she steadied one arm on the counter in front of her.


  “Now, darling. It’s not that bad, I promise. Isabel and I have been having a wonderful time together. It amazes me how much like you she is, Maren. Soft and gentle, but with a fierce and determined will.”


  Terror threatened to overtake her emotions, but she fought for control. “If you hurt her or Candace, I swear—”


  “You swear what?” Evan’s voice turned icy. “You’re in no position to make demands on me, Dr. Hudson. You’ll do what I say, when I say, if you want to see your precious daughter again. It starts now. You’ve got three days to find my woman. Three days, Maren, to get me what I want. I know your crew is bringing up all kinds of amazing relics. You find her, you bring her to me, and I’ll let the child go. You don’t, and all bets are off. I’ll call you in two days to give you the rendezvous point.”


  The line went dead in Maren’s ear. Her stomach jolted as panic and fear consumed her. She dropped the phone. On legs that threatened to give out, she sank to the floor of the pilothouse just as her body began to shake.


  Oh God. He had her.


  She couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t comprehend anything happening around her. All she knew and felt and heard was Evan’s cold and obsessed voice melding with her daughter’s scared and frightened one.


  Strong hands gripped her arms. She finally registered a frantic voice and firm hands shaking her. When her lashes fluttered open, she looked up into her father’s wide and frightened eyes.


  “Dammit, Maren. What happened?”


  “He has her,” she whispered just as the world spun.
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  “No way,” Thad said. “He’ll know it’s a forgery.”


  


  Maren glanced up from her seat at the scarred wooden table in Patrick’s hut and watched Thad pace the floor for the hundredth time. He hadn’t stopped since they’d gathered to discuss their options, and she was pretty sure he was going to wear a path in the dusty floorboards if he didn’t stop soon.


  “He’ll never know,” Lisa exclaimed. “No one’s ever seen the damn thing in person. We could gold-plate a bronze of Mickey Mouse and he’d never know the difference.”


  Rafe frowned down at his wife and stepped in front of Thad. “Trust me, Pete’s connections are legit, and this artist will do an incredible job.” He glared at Lisa over his shoulder. “And I promise there will be no Mickey Mouse.”


  Peter Kauffman was Rafe’s business partner at the Odyssey Galleries, and according to Rafe, the man had connections throughout the art world. When Rafe had suggested they create a forgery of La Malinche and pass that off to Declan, Maren had been the first to say it wouldn’t work, but Lisa was right. No one knew the exact weight and size of the relic. And if anyone could oversee the design of a fake, it would be her father.


  “That still doesn’t solve things.” Thad looked past Rafe toward Patrick. “I don’t care if the fake passes or not. She’s not going.”


  “I don’t want her going either,” Patrick said as he scrubbed a hand over his face. “But we’re pretty much out of options.”


  “She’s not going,” Thad said again as he glanced at Maren across the room. “You’re not. It’s out of the question.”


  This wasn’t helping. Arguing was just wasting time.


  Maren rose and walked to Thad. Reaching for his hand, she felt the tension radiating from his strong body. Saw the worry in the fine lines that had formed around his eyes and mouth. And her heart thundered inside her chest when his dark gaze locked with hers and she glimpsed the fear brewing deep inside. He wasn’t just worried about a daughter he didn’t even know. He was scared for her.


  “I’ll be okay, Thad. I’m not afraid of him.”


  He ran his hands down the length of her hair, then brushed it back from her face. “Maren, I can’t...”


  “What?”


  “I can’t protect you if you walk in there with him.” Frustration coated his words. “You can’t ask me to let you do that. Don’t you get it? I didn’t do anything to take care of you before, and I’m not going to let it happen again. I love you too much.”


  For a heartbeat, everything else faded into the background. Her heart swelled at his words, at the fact he was willing to admit how he felt in front of everyone. It was one thing for him to profess his love for her in private, but to hear him say the words now made her realize just what he meant to her. What he’d always meant to her.


  She squeezed his hand. “I don’t need you to shelter me. As long as I know you’re there, that you’re backing me up, I can do this. I can do anything as long as I’ve got you on my side.”


  His eyes slid shut. “I can’t lose you again.”


  Her heart turned over. Her world felt like it was crumbling around her, yet in the middle of the chaos, he was the one shining light, guiding her along. How could she have ever questioned what she felt for him?


  “You won’t,” she whispered.


  “So it’s decided?” Patrick asked quietly.


  Thad opened his eyes and glanced across the table. “No. If we do this, she doesn’t go alone.” He looked back down at her. “I may be stupid, but I’m not insane. You still can’t go by yourself.”


  “He’s not going to let you on his yacht with me.”


  “Not Thad.” Drummer spoke up for the first time. “Me.”


  Maren looked over her shoulder at Nate. “He’s not going to let you on his yacht either.”


  “Yes, he will,” he said calmly. “Because he expects me to bring you there.”


  “What?” Maren’s eyes widened in shock. Seeing Thad’s body flex next to her, she placed a hand on his arm to keep him steady and turned. “Explain, Nate.”


  Nate shrugged. “You asked me why I was involved, and I said it was personal. Well, it is, only more so than you think.”


  “So you lied.”


  “Not exactly. Declan did boot me off a dig several years ago. He also happened to be involved with my sister. She died under questionable circumstances. Ones that involved him.”


  “And you conveniently omitted that from the rest of us?” Thad asked.


  “Not everyone,” Nate said, glancing toward Patrick.


  Maren’s gaze jumped to her father. “You knew about this? And you said nothing?”


  “Relax, Maren. I didn’t think it would become an issue. And if it did, I figured we could use Drummer’s position to our advantage.”


  “And just what exactly would that position be?” Maren asked.


  “He trusts me,” Drummer said calmly. “I’ve spent the last five years worming my way under his skin so he thinks I’m his ally instead of his nemesis. Rachel’s death was classified as a boating accident, but I know he killed her.”


  When the rest of the group only stared at him, he said, “Rachel was an historian. Declan hired her to do some research on an Aztec artifact he was trying to find. You guessed it,” he said, nodding. “Our illustrious La Malinche. At the time, he still thought it was in the northern Yucatan, but he’d hit a wall and couldn’t find any more information on its location. Rachel not only earned his respect but his trust. And somewhere along the line, she got personally involved with him.”


  Maren crossed her arms over her chest. “He can be charming when it suits him.”


  “Yeah. I’ve noticed.” Drummer scowled. “By the time she learned who and what he was, she was in too deep. She was afraid he wouldn’t let her go. She thought if she could get something on him, she could blackmail him into leaving her alone. I didn’t know anything about her plan until it was too late. Just before she died, she told me she’d found incriminating evidence related to a death in Mexico. One he’d been involved with. One related to that statue.” He looked at Thad. “She had evidence proving he’d been with those divers in that cenote the day Colin was killed.”


  Thad’s back went rigid. And his hand landed against Maren’s shoulder and squeezed.


  “Then she conveniently died,” Drummer went on. “I couldn’t do anything to prove it wasn’t an accident, but I know in my heart it wasn’t. The same way you know your brother’s death wasn’t either. He killed Rachel to shut her up, because she got in his way. And he never looked back.”


  “So you’ve been conning him,” Maren said. “You’re the third investor on this project.”


  “Yeah. I’ve been feeding him info since I got here. Patrick and I thought if we kept him in the loop, he’d be inclined to sit back and watch from the sidelines.”


  “But he wasn’t,” Thad said gruffly.


  “No. Not after his run-in with Maren last week.” He glanced at her. “I knew he was in contact with you. I just didn’t realize how deep his obsession ran. I didn’t tell Patrick about your involvement because I didn’t want to jeopardize the plan, and honestly, I didn’t know where your loyalties lay. I also didn’t know what was happening with Isabel. I’d have stepped in long ago if I’d known about her.”


  He ran a hand across his forehead. “It didn’t click with me before, but your assistant, the one you said was with Isabel. What does she look like? About five-feet-four, auburn hair, wide mouth, sharp cheekbones, long narrow face?”


  The blood drained from Maren’s cheeks. “Yes. How did you know?”


  Nate shook his head and glanced at Patrick. “Candy Hampton. She’s worked for him for years.”


  “What?” Maren glanced from Drummer to her father’s surprised expression and back again.


  “I met her about seven years ago when she was just his secretary,” Nate said. “He’s a persuasive man. She started working at the hotel, what, five years ago? Odds are pretty good he recruited her to keep tabs on you. It would have been just before Isabel disappeared the first time, right?”


  Maren sank into a chair and dropped her head. “Yes.” Pain stabbed through her soul at her utter stupidity.


  “I’m not sure how he conned her into helping him,” Drummer said. “But my guess is she was young and naïve, and he convinced her you were all out to screw him. And if she didn’t do what he wanted, he probably made it clear he could make her life a living hell.”


  “He’s not getting away with it anymore.” The ice in Thad’s voice made Maren look up. His hand clenched into a fist at his side. “This ends now.”


  Nate nodded. “He trusts me. I’ve been waiting a long time for payback. I know that boat like the back of my hand. If Isabel’s there, I know where he’s got her.”


  A vein pulsed near Thad’s temple. “We go in, get Isabel, and get her out. Then the son of a bitch is mine. He’s about to find out what hell is really like.”


  Maren’s stomach clenched at the hatred she saw in Thad’s eyes, at the determination and vengeance in his voice. This suddenly wasn’t the man she knew and loved. The change was so abrupt, so powerful, it left her reeling. And her heart clenched. Not with fear, but with gut-wrenching regret.


  She drew in a sharp breath, swallowed, and stood. She needed air. Needed a moment to find her balance. Running a hand over her face, she glanced around the room. “I’ll be right back.”


  The sun was setting low over the water when she stepped off Patrick’s porch and onto the dirt road running through camp. Palm trees swayed above. Seagulls cried in the distance. A balmy breeze blew her hair away from her face, but it did little to warm the chill that had settled in her veins at the memory of a voice too much like Thad’s.


  On a long breath, she pressed shaking fingers against her aching temples and started toward the beach.


  “Maren, hold on.” Thad’s hand on her arm stopped her.


  When she turned, his eyes were no longer on fire, but she could still see the smoldering flames, the resolve. And beneath that the hint of gentleness, of the man she recognized.


  That was the one she wanted for the rest of her life.


  “I love you.” The words spilled out before she even had time to think them through. “I do,” she said before he could respond. “I didn’t realize how much until just now. I can’t fight it anymore, Thad. I don’t want to. I just want you. I want us. I want Isabel to know you and for us to be a family like we should have been a long time ago.”


  His eyes went all soft and dreamy, and the love she saw reflected there made her insides melt. And right then, she knew. This was the real deal. And whatever happened from here on out could never taint what she felt for him.


  “Oh, Blondie.” He took a step closer and reached for her. “I want that too. You have no idea how much.”


  “No.” She held up a hand to block him before he could kiss her and make her forget what she’d seen in that cabin. “You don’t get it.”


  Hands settling on her arms, he hesitated and looked into her eyes. Her heart thumped against her ribs, but she lifted her chin, knowing this was as important as the love coursing through her. “I want that future with the man who just told everyone in there how much he loves me. Not the one with the vendetta against Declan.”


  His brow dropped. “I think I missed something.”


  “Please let this go.” Feeling the beat of his heart beneath her palm, she tried to steady her quaking voice. “Once we have Isabel back, and now that I know I have you on my side, we can figure out a way to keep him away. He won’t be able to hurt us anymore, not unless we let him. Please, Thad. Just let it go. Let him go.”


  “I had to have heard you wrong.” He dropped his arms as if her skin had burned him and took a step back. Betrayal flashed in his eyes, and the hurt she saw there clawed at her heart in a way that left her feeling hollow. “Are you asking me to let the bastard live after what he’s done? Did I hear you right?”


  She took a step toward him, desperate to bridge the gap he was building. “No one has more reason to hate the man than I do. But that kind of emotion is overpowering. It consumes you. I know because I’ve been there. It’s the same passion that rules Declan. Everything he’s done, he thinks he’s done out of necessity. The same way you and I believe in the actions we took that got us to this point. It doesn’t make it right.”


  “Are you comparing me to Declan?” Disbelief raced across his features. He rested his hands on his hips, the lines around his eyes creasing deeply as he stared at her as if he’d never seen her before.


  “No. God, no.” Her chest tightened. She lifted her hands, dropped them. “There’s no comparison between you. You have goodness and strength and gentleness in you, and he has none of that. He’s only focused on one thing. But I’m telling you, if you do this, if you go after him with this twisted sense of vengeance, then he wins. Even if you kill him, he still wins. Because the same hatred that rules him will have gotten to you.”


  “No,” he said with sheer disgust. “Once I kill the bastard, I win. Then it’ll finally be over for good.”


  She blinked back tears. She was on the verge of losing him, not because there wasn’t enough love between them, but because of a hatred she’d spent years trying to overcome.


  “It’ll never be over. Don’t you see? That hatred will always hang over us. It will always be there, a constant reminder of him. I can’t start our lives like that. Hate nearly destroyed me once. I won’t let it again. The only way we’ll ever be free is to walk away.”


  His eyes narrowed. “Are you giving me an ultimatum?”


  “No.” She swallowed. “I would never tell you what to do. You have to make your own choices based on what you feel is right.”


  “But you’re saying if I go after him, you’ll walk.”


  “I’m saying,” she said calmly, “that I love you. More than I ever did before. More than I ever thought I could. And I would do just about anything for you, but not this.”


  She heard the hitch in her voice, knew she was about to break. His eyes were once again hard, but this wasn’t something she could back down from. Not if she wanted to make sure she never wound up like Doña Marina. Not even for him.


  “I’m saying,” she went on, even though her heart was breaking, “if you do this, then you have to do it on your own. Because I can’t be a part of it.”


  


  


  


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  


  


  


  


  The air was still. Too still. Like the calm before the storm, no breeze blew across the water. The palms lay silent in the late hours of dusk. Even the birds in paradise were silent.


  


  Standing on the pier, waiting with clenched jaw, Maren crossed her arms over her chest and said every prayer she knew. If this didn’t work, if something went wrong...


  She closed her eyes and tried to think optimistically. All the planning in the world couldn’t change what was about to happen. At this point, she had to put her faith in Drummer, Lisa and Rafe, her father...and Thad.


  Her heart clenched at the memory of Thad’s grim face when she’d left camp. Turmoil had hardened his features, had made his voice gruff. He’d kissed her good-bye, and she’d seen the fear lurking in his eyes, but she hadn’t been able to read his thoughts, and he hadn’t volunteered them. She had no idea what he planned to do once they found Isabel, or where they even stood when all of this was over.


  “There’s the tender.” Drummer’s voice cut through her reverie, and she looked where he pointed across the water.


  Stomach rolling, she picked up the backpack at her feet. When the boat slowed to dock at the pier, she took a steadying breath, slung the strap over her shoulder, and willed her feet forward.


  Nate’s guess had been right. The Marina was moored roughly three miles off the northern shore of Belize. Adrenaline pumped through Maren as she stepped out of the tender and climbed the ladder to the deck of the glistening white yacht. The last traces of sunlight disappeared beyond the horizon as a servant led them into the main salon.


  Seated on a plush couch studying a file, Evan glanced up.


  Maren gritted her teeth. Her first instinct was to lash out, to rake her fingernails down the soft flesh of his cheek, to make him bleed and hurt the way she had bled. But she knew that wouldn’t get her anywhere. And it wouldn’t get her what she wanted.


  “How nice of you to join me.” Evan tossed his folder onto the coffee table in front of him, then stood and stepped forward.


  For a moment, it was as if she and Evan were the only two in the room. His gaze never left her face.


  The son of a bitch was gloating over her being here.


  “Relax, Maren,” he said with an icy warning. “The situation is only as bad as you make it.”


  She lifted her chin. “I’m here. Again. You made your point just like you wanted.”


  “Always so dramatic.” He glanced at Nate behind her. “Wouldn’t you agree, Drummer?”


  When Drummer didn’t respond, he stepped past her toward the bar. “So, tell me. How goes the excavation, love?”


  Maren turned, her gaze following him. “Where’s Isabel, Evan?”


  He added ice to three glasses. Silence stretched across the room while he poured scotch into each tumbler. He handed her a glass, took a slow sip of his own, and let his gaze settle on hers. “Resting.”


  “I want to see her.”


  “I don’t think so. Why don’t you tell me about the excavation first. We’ll deal with Isabel later.”


  “No,” Maren said calmly, “we’ll deal with her now, or you won’t learn anything about the excavation.”


  Evan was quiet for a moment; then he said, “How about a compromise? Drummer can go check on her and report back here on her well-being, while you and I have ourselves a little chat.”


  Maren set her glass on a nearby table, untouched. “Why should I trust him now that I know he’s working for you?”


  One side of Evan’s lips curled in a self-satisfied smirk. “No one could ever accuse you of not being cautious.” His smile faded. “How about because it’s the best offer you’re going to get.”


  She watched him through steely eyes for a few moments; then she turned toward Nate.


  Drummer’s expression didn’t change, but his gaze shifted from her to Evan. “Where is she?”


  “Downstairs.”


  His gaze shot to Maren. “I’ll be back.”


  Maren watched as Nate disappeared down the steps, a mixture of relief and fear rushing through her veins.


  When she turned, she met Evan’s sinuous smile. “I’ve been waiting for you, darling. You have no idea how long three days is for a man.”


  She refused to step away from him. Wouldn’t let him see her fear. “You didn’t miss me. You just want to humiliate me into doing your dirty work. There’s a reason why you have to rely on me and my father to find La Malinche for you, Evan. She’s not your birthright.”


  Rage flashed in his eyes. She knew that look, had seen it just before he’d hit her, and she lifted her chin, bracing for his temper. She knew she was antagonizing him, but she couldn’t help it. Just when she expected him to lash out, his eyes narrowed and the flash was replaced by amusement that raced across his features. “Why work my fingers to the bone when I know you and your pathetic father will do it for me?”


  “And controlling others is always more enjoyable,” she added with disdain.


  He smiled. “You know me so well, darling.”


  She watched as he lifted his drink and took a slow sip. “Like those divers you sent into that cenote nine years ago. Did you tell them to kill Colin, or was that just a plus for you?”


  His smile widened, a wicked and evil grin that sent revulsion all through her stomach. “Let’s just say that was a happy by-product of the situation. Come now, Maren, you know I use whatever means are at my disposal to obtain what I’m after. You’d have done the same. And if that means eliminating those who get in my way, so be it. It wasn’t planned, if that’s what you’re asking. The poor boy was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


  His eyes narrowed. “If you want to blame someone, blame your father. If he’d kept to his pathetic schedule, the whole incident would never have happened. As it was, I couldn’t let it pass once the man recognized me. Truth be told, I would have been much happier to have seen your boyfriend or even the elder Hudson fall to the same fate, but we can’t always choose the outcome of such rendezvous, can we?”


  It wasn’t fury that flashed inside her, but pity. Pity for a man who would never know the healing strength of love. “How can you hate so much without it ripping you apart?”


  He laughed. “You’re so naïve. It’s not hate, darling. It’s power.”


  “She won’t save you, you know,” she said softly. “She won’t make you into something you’re not. Power comes from within, true power, not the sort you wield with an iron fist. People cower to you out of fear, not because they respect you. True power radiates from love, not hatred. And love is something you’ve never had, something you’ll never understand.”


  A muscle in his jaw twitched. “Always so high and mighty. Even when you’re caught, the fly in the spider’s web, you still taunt me.” He shook his head, his gaze sharpening. “Do you think I give a rip about love?” He laughed. “Do you think I care about your theories, Dr. Hudson? I don’t.”


  He stepped toward her, and rage flashed in his eyes. “La Malinche is mine, just as you are mine. Five hundred years has finally brought me the two things I was always meant to have. Do you think this is all a coincidence? You and me here in this time and place? You talk about true power. True power is history. It’s fate and destiny, and it’s finally about to converge.”


  He stepped even closer, his breath but an inch from her face. “Show me what you brought me, Dr. Hudson.”


  “First I need to know Isabel is safe.”


  He stared at her. Didn’t answer. Then he swooped her bag from the floor and yanked it open.


  “La Malinche,” he murmured, drawing the statue out of its nest. Awe filled his voice and widened his eyes.


  And every muscle in Maren’s body went sharp and rigid when she realized he was a man possessed.
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  Thad dropped his scuba gear on the swim platform of the Marina and withdrew what he needed from the waterproof bag. Boat lights twinkled across the water, a stark reminder Declan’s yacht wasn’t the only one in the vicinity. None of the other boats were close enough to see him peering up the ladder, though, and the nearest was at least a mile away. That, at least, was one thing to be thankful for.


  


  A cool chill slid down his back as he checked his watch. By now Drummer had to have found the engine room. If, that was, he’d been able to get away from Declan like they’d hoped.


  The second hand on his dive watch inched by as he added another full minute to his schedule. Another full minute Maren would be alone with the son of a bitch. He swallowed the sickness sliding up his throat and refocused on the plan. He had to give Drummer time. If the guy was late getting to the security system, then Thad would be in hot water if he went barging in. No question Declan had an armed bodyguard; probably several security personnel around as well. Slipping in under the radar was key.


  When the second hand hit the twelve position, he dropped his arm and reached for the ladder. His shoes squeaked on the metal rungs, and twice he stopped, listening for any motion above. Nothing moved. Even the air seemed dead.


  He pulled himself up and over the side, checked both directions, and crossed the deck. When he reached the door to the companionway, he took a deep breath. “Come on, Drummer.”


  The door slid open without a hitch. No alarms rang. No footsteps echoed, indicating no one had been alerted to his presence.


  Heart thundering, he slipped down the steps to the accommodations deck and ran through the boat schematics in his head for the thousandth time. When he reached the aft cabin, he paused around the corner from the room Drummer was sure Isabel would be held in.


  Just like Drummer had predicted, there was one armed guard in the hall outside her door. Thad’s heart pumped while he waited for the guard to pace his direction, pivot not a foot from him, then turn back the other direction.


  As soon as the guard swiveled, Thad hit him with the crowbar he’d brought along. The guard grunted and slammed into the wall. Then the weapon fell from his grip, and he dropped to the ground with a thud.


  Quietly, Thad shoved the guard’s weapon in the pocket of his wet suit, then looked around for an empty room. The best he could find was a storage closet. Perspiration gathering under his wet suit, he dragged the guard inside then barred the door with a broom handle from the outside. Then he drew a deep breath, checked right and left to see if anyone had heard the commotion, and when no sound echoed through the corridor, turned for Isabel’s room.


  The door opened and snapped shut. A shadow near the window shifted. “Who are you?” a wary child’s voice asked.


  Words clogged in Thad’s throat. He stepped into the dimly lit room. “A friend of your mom’s.”


  Isabel jumped off the desk she’d been perched on, trying to look out the small porthole window. Her eyes widened, then narrowed.


  And Thad’s chest felt like it might crack wide open. Dark hair and eyes, just like his, Maren’s nose and chin, his olive coloring. He’d expected to be moved when he saw her, but he hadn’t planned on his knees going weak or all the air being sucked out of his lungs. And he hadn’t expected to feel an utter completion whip through him like a hurricane.


  “Do you know who I am?” he asked when he could finally speak.


  Slowly, she nodded.


  “Are you okay?”


  “What?”


  “You’re not hurt, are you?”


  “No.” She shook her head, still staring at him with obvious caution. “My mom—”


  “She’s fine,” he said quickly, not wanting to think about what was happening above. Not wanting to give Isabel any reason to worry. “She sent me to get you.”


  When she didn’t move forward, didn’t respond, nervous fingers raced down his spine. “Look, Isabel. We don’t have a lot of time here. I need you to trust me. I’m not going to hurt you.”


  The floor creaked above, and he looked up, pausing to listen. Thoughts of Maren rushed through his mind, but he pushed them aside. Right now he had to focus on getting Isabel out of here and trust that everything upstairs went as planned. Breathing deeply, he looked back at his daughter.


  She didn’t know what to make of him. The girl was smart. Carefully, so as not to spook her, he reached into his pocket, then drew out the locket. “Your mom wanted me to give this to you.”


  Isabel glanced from his face to his palm. And when she looked up again, her eyes softened. In that instant, he was awed by how much she looked like Maren.


  Her soft little fingers brushed against his as she lifted the heart-shaped locket and peered at the gold shimmering in the moonlight. “She gave this to you?”


  He nodded, watching while she opened the clasp to peek at the small pictures inside. On one side was a photo of her when she’d been a baby. On the other, a picture of him and Maren when they’d been together in Mexico all those years ago. A picture he barely remembered being taken and one he’d been shocked to find in Maren’s locket.


  “She never takes it off.” Concern crept into her eyes. “Is she okay?”


  “She’s fine,” he said in a thick voice. “But she wants you out of here, which is why we have to go now.”


  Isabel bit her lip and nodded, any hesitation long gone. “Okay. Let’s go.”


  Thad blew out a relieved breath. “Hold on.”


  He peered out into the hallway, finding it both dark and empty. Turning back, he motioned for her to be silent. When he stepped out in the corridor, ready to lead the way, Isabel’s small hand slid into his, stopping him cold. He glanced down, and when she looked up at him with big brown eyes full of trust, his heart felt like it grew three times its normal size.


  There was no way he could fall in love with her, right there on the spot. But he did. And whatever hatred he’d held on to over the years slid out of his heart to make room for her.


  He swallowed hard, told himself to refocus. Quietly, he led her up a flight of stairs to the main deck. A hand on his arm stopped him cold.


  He shoved Isabel behind him and whipped around, ready to rip someone’s throat out.


  “Whoa!” Drummer held up both hands. Then whispered, “Save it for Declan.”


  Pulse thundering, Thad clamped a hand over his heart. “Don’t sneak up on me, dammit.”


  “Sorry. Aft deck’s empty.”


  “Everything check out?” Thad asked quietly.


  “Yeah. We’re good to go.”


  Thad nodded, but his heart thundered hard. He drew Isabel across the deck toward the swim ladder. “Where’s Maren?”


  “In the main salon,” Drummer answered. “With Declan.”


  “Mom’s here?” Isabel asked, glancing from face to face.


  “Don’t worry.” Thad rested a hand on her shoulder and forced back the fear. They’d been through this a hundred times. There was no way Maren wouldn’t have to be alone with the bastard for a few minutes, but he still didn’t like it. “Your mom said you can swim, right?”


  Isabel’s eyes widened. “Yeah.”


  “Good.” Thad helped her over the side and urged her to climb down the ladder. Whispering voices echoed up to them as they both descended the metal rungs.


  When they reached the swim deck, Isabel slipped her mother’s locket around her neck, then looked from Sullivan and Lisa, both decked out in scuba gear, back to Thad. Her gaze darted to the tanks perched on the edge of the platform. “Sh-she wouldn’t let me take the scuba class.”


  Lisa handed her fins and a mask. “It’s easy, Isabel. You can totally rock this.”


  Thad knelt in front of her and strapped the harness around her small body. “Just breathe like normal.”


  “Piece of cake,” Lisa’s husband said behind her. Isabel turned and looked at Lisa for reassurance. With her forearms perched on the swim platform, Lisa held up her thumb and smiled.


  Thad pointed out the regulator, buoyancy control, and weights, giving Isabel a quick rundown on the mechanics. “If the pressure feels funny, plug your nose and blow gently to clear your ears like you do when you’re on a plane. You’re going to stay shallow and use the moonlight as a guide until you get away from the boat. Lisa and Rafe will be right with you.”


  Lisa patted her foot. “It’s no different than snorkeling, except you can breathe underwater. Remember when we snorkeled in Hawaii?”


  Hesitantly, Isabel nodded.


  Lisa smiled while Thad fitted her mask. “You’re gonna love it, trust me.”


  “You’ll do fine,” Thad told her.


  “You’re…you’re not coming with me?” she asked him.


  “We’ll be right behind you.” He crouched down so they were at eye level, then tightened her straps and checked her mask again. “Stay with Lisa. If you feel funny, surface, and she and Rafe will help you. Are you okay with this?”


  She nodded, but the fear reflected deeply in her eyes. And as he ran his finger down her cheek, marveling at the softness of her skin, he swallowed the lump in his throat.


  He was just about to tell them to go when she threw her arms around his neck. His eyes slid shut, and he closed his arms around her and hugged her tight. Her tiny heart beat hard against his, and in that moment, any choice he’d still been unsure of was cemented in his mind. Revenge wasn’t worth losing this. And it sure as hell wasn’t worth the risk of losing Maren.


  “Okay, you guys go before anyone notices.” Reluctantly, he peeled her arms from around his shoulders, then helped Isabel into the water. He waited while she practiced breathing through the regulator, getting used to the apparatus. And felt his heart squeeze tight. If something happened to her, he’d never forgive himself.


  “Relax, man,” Rafe said. “I got this.”


  “You’d better,” Thad answered.


  All three submerged below the surface, and he watched until their dark silhouettes disappeared from sight. Only when he knew they were far enough away not to be detected did he breathe a short sigh of relief.


  He turned toward Drummer. “Let’s go.”
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  Declan’s gaze narrowed to sharp points. He peered at the relic in his hands with a mixture of disbelief and fury. “What the hell is this?”


  


  Maren’s heart rate shot up. “What you asked for.”


  He heaved the statue across the room. It crashed into the mirror over the fireplace. Maren yelped and covered her head to protect herself from flying debris. The statue thundered to the floor. Glass shattered and ricocheted off the walls.


  “Did you think I wouldn’t know?” he bellowed. “Where is she?”


  No way could he recognize the fake so fast. She’d thought it would buy them time.


  It’s too soon. Drummer hasn’t been gone long enough.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Evan.” Frantic, she tried to think of something to distract him. “That’s it. That’s what you asked for.”


  His eyes flashed fury, and he advanced on her. “I’ll show you what I asked for.”


  He grasped her arm and yanked. Pain ripped across her sore shoulder. A young woman raced up the stairs from a lower level, breathing heavily. “The girl’s gone.”


  Evan glanced toward the stairs, and Maren froze. She knew that voice.


  Candace Hampton stilled with one hand on the banister, and her eyes grew wide. Anger bubbled through Maren at the sight of the woman she’d trusted for so long. She took a step toward her, ready to scratch her eyes out, but Evan’s hand yanked her back.


  “What do you mean gone?” Evan barked.


  “I—” Candace swallowed hard, then looked away from Maren and focused on Evan. “She’s not in her room. No one’s seen her. It’s like she vanished.”


  Vanished.


  Yes… Drummer and Thad had found Isabel. Relief washed over her like a wave.


  Evan tightened his grip on her arm and turned his venomous stare toward her. “You’re going to pay for this.”


  He dragged her across the floor to the bar, where he yanked the phone off its cradle. Maren stumbled, wincing at the pain in her shoulder. Evan’s face contorted with rage when he found the line dead.


  He slammed the phone down. To Candace, he yelled, “Get to the helm and tell the captain to get us out of here!”


  Candace rushed up the stairs and disappeared. Evan’s furious gaze raked back over Maren. “Do you think this will save you? I never wanted the girl. I wanted you.”


  Maren’s adrenaline shot up. No phones, no intercom. In a minute, he’d find out there was no power to the ship.


  Where the hell were Drummer and Thad? They should be here by now. Something was wrong.


  Candace streaked back into the salon. “The engine isn’t starting. The captain’s working on it, but—”


  “You little bitch!” Fury streaked across Evan’s face. The back of his hand connected with Maren’s cheek. She stumbled back. “Get the helicopter fired up, now!” he thundered at Candace behind him. Wide-eyed, Candace rushed out of the room again.


  Evan dragged Maren across the floor toward the door.


  “It’s over, Evan.” Maren staggered to keep her feet under her. “Let me go!” She tried to pry her arm loose from his grip, but he only held on tighter.


  He hauled her out onto the main deck. The wind from the copter’s propeller whipped her hair into her face. “Over?” he mocked. “It’s not over until I say so.”


  “It’s over now.”


  Maren jerked around at Thad’s voice. Evan barely had time to turn before Thad’s fist plowed into his face. His grip slipped from Maren’s arm, and he staggered backward. Maren hit the deck facedown. Rolling to her side, she saw Evan clip Thad’s jaw. The blow sent Thad back a step, but he found his feet and lunged at Evan before he could strike again.


  The two rolled across the deck, grappling for control. Footsteps echoed somewhere to Maren’s left. She heard muffled voices. Drummer’s. Others she didn’t recognize. More commotion. She scrambled to her feet and slanted a sideways glance at Drummer, who was trying to hold off two of Evan’s hired thugs.


  Thad’s fist slashed through the air, twice, three times, each blow slamming into Evan’s face. Evan hit the deck. Blood trickled down his temple. He kicked out, but Thad held him by the collar against the deck, preventing his escape. He smacked Evan’s head against the hard wood with a crack that echoed across the boat. “It’s over now.”


  “It’ll never be over.” Evan roared, still fighting. “She’s mine. You can’t stop destiny.”


  “No, but I can stop you.”


  Evan’s eyes flashed. “You don’t deserve her.”


  “And you’ll never have her.” Thad’s jaw clenched. “I could kill you right now.”


  “You don’t have it in you,” Evan growled, arms and legs slowing their fight. “You couldn’t do it before. You won’t do it now.”


  Muscles flexed and rigid, Thad held him against the deck. Then from the pocket of his wet suit, he pulled out a gun.


  And Maren’s breath caught.


  Thad glared hard into Evan’s eyes. Several tense seconds passed where all Maren could hear was the roar of blood in her veins. Then Thad growled, “You’re not worth it.”


  He thrust Evan back against the deck. Breathing heavily, he pushed up and stared down at Evan, tension and strength seeping from his broad shoulders. The hand holding the gun dropped to his side. “But if you get within so much as ten miles of us again, I swear to God I will kill you. I won’t even think twice about it.”


  Thad turned and looked toward Maren, and a mix of joy, liberation, and love exploded inside her. His eyes softened, and she sagged with relief. He’d done that for her. For them. So they could start fresh. Needing to feel his arms around her, she took a step toward him.


  The gunshot exploded like a cannon through the darkness.


  


  


  


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  


  


  


  


  Maren jerked to her right and stared at the burly man with blood smeared across his face. He held a smoking gun straight up in the air. Behind him, another of Evan’s thugs had Nate pinned to the deck.


  


  “Drop it,” the man said.


  The gun in Thad’s hand clanked against the deck of the boat.


  “Good work, Davidson.” Evan pushed up from the ground, kicked the gun away from Thad, and swiped at his bloody mouth with the back of his hand. “Either of these two try to move again, kill them.” He moved toward Maren. “We’ve had enough delay. It’s time to go.”


  “Maren!” Thad reached for her.


  From the corner of her eye, Maren saw the gun lower. Her adrenaline spiked. She threw herself in front of Thad. “No!”


  Evan grasped her arm and yanked hard. Fear pummeled Maren’s chest, and she slammed her eyes shut as she fell against him, expecting to hear a gunshot. But the only sound that met her ears was Evan’s menacing voice.


  “I always get what I want. You lose, Leighton. Again.”


  Maren tore her eyes open. Thad stood with his hands up, powerless. The gunman had the gun trained right on his chest.


  To the gunman, Evan said, “Dump their bodies overboard.”


  “No!” Maren screamed.


  Before she could lash out again, Evan thrust Maren toward the copter’s door. “Get in.” She stumbled against the aircraft. He shoved her inside the cabin of the helicopter and climbed in after her. “You just sealed your fate, my love.”


  He slammed the door, then slid on his headset and shoved one at her, signaling the pilot to take off.


  Maren stared out the window as the helicopter lifted off the yacht. Through the darkness, she could just make out some kind of commotion on the aft deck, but she couldn’t see what was going on. Closing her eyes, she prayed for Thad’s safety, that somehow he’d get out of this.


  He had to. He just had to. It couldn’t end like this.


  “No one can save you now, Marina.”


  Maren turned at Evan’s frosty words. His gaze was far off, unfocused, and ominous. He seemed to be looking past her at something or someone she couldn’t see. Fear prickled Maren’s skin, sending shivers up and down her spine. The flash of lightning out her window caused her to jump, and her eyes grew wide when he turned that dazed look her way.


  He leaned close, his breath only inches from her face. “Do you think this will stop me? This is only a minor setback. You’re as much mine as is she. Fate won’t let it end this way, darling. Before this is over, I’ll have you both.”


  That shiver of fear turned to a tremor of terror when she realized he really was a man possessed. He wasn’t seeing her anymore. He was seeing Doña Marina—a woman he believed she embodied.


  Stay calm, don’t panic. You’ll figure a way out of this.


  Lightning flashed outside the window again, shooting sparks across the dimly lit cockpit, illuminating Evan’s sinister face—eyes wide and unfocused, muscles clenched, jaw rigid.


  Another flash cut across the darkness. And inside the small cabin, sirens exploded.


  Lights on the dashboard flashed red. Maren yelped and gripped the seat and door next to her.


  “We’re going down!” the pilot screamed.


  “Keep us in the air!” Evan bellowed.


  The pilot’s face contorted, and the muscles in his arms flexed as he tried to maneuver the sinking helicopter. “We lost the tail rotor! We’re going down!”


  Oh God. Death and destruction flashed in front of Maren’s eyes. Not like this.


  Lightning erupted again. The pungent odor of burning electrical equipment filled the cabin. The pilot maneuvered the helicopter through a dense patch of jungle, the landing skids scraping the tops of the trees, jolting the aircraft, tossing Maren across the seat. She fought to sit up, tightened her shoulder straps, closed her eyes, and prepared for the inevitable.


  One last thought exploded through her mind as they hurtled toward the ground.


  She was going to die.
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  The earsplitting clap of thunder brought her around. Maren cringed when she tried to sit up, every muscle in her body aching, her sense of balance deeply altered. Her vision blurred, and her eyes struggled to make sense of her surroundings.


  


  She rubbed her throbbing temple, with hands that seemed slow and foreign. Bringing her hand back in front of her face, she tried to focus, and her stomach grew faint at the blood smeared across her fingers.


  Fighting a wave of dizziness, she squinted through the dim light. The helicopter lay on its side, the cockpit still illuminated, splashing a green glow across the pilot. He lay motionless, blood trickling down his head. There was no sound around her but the smack of thunder in the distance.


  Lightning flashed through the sky again, illuminating the interior of the cabin. Evan was on the floor next to her, either dead or out cold—she wasn’t sure which.


  But she wasn’t dead. Not yet, at least.


  She fought her shoulder harness; didn’t even try to see if the men around her were breathing. The only thought she had was to get away.


  She pulled herself up, stumbled once, her spinning head deterring her. Fighting with the door above, she finally hung upside down and kicked it open with the force of her legs. On the third try, it gave, and, using her arms, she pulled herself up and out of the metal contraption, easing her way down the side of the helicopter. Lightning flashed again. Through the window, her eyes caught a flicker of movement.


  Run.


  The word echoed through her mind as if someone else were yelling it.


  She didn’t have to be told twice.


  Adrenaline shot through her body, and her legs pumped, the muscles burning with every step.


  Rain began to fall. First small beads of water, then larger, heavier, angrier drops. Which way?


  She didn’t know where she was, just that she had to put distance between her and the helicopter. Deciding to trust her instinct, she moved down the hillside. Lightning flashed again, followed by the shrill cry of thunder, but she refused to turn and look. Her sneakers landed with a thud on the jungle floor as she leapt over a fallen log. Twigs and leaves squished in the mud beneath her footsteps.


  “Marina!” Her blood ran cold at the sound of Evan’s voice. She turned her head, trying to judge the distance, her legs still pumping with energetic fury.


  He sounded so close. How? How could that be possible? He’d been unconscious seconds before.


  The rustle of leaves close by thundered through her brain. He was gaining on her. She ran hard and was forced to skid to a stop along the banks of a wide river.


  Water ran in rivulets down her face, blurring her vision. She couldn’t see how wide it was. No idea how deep. And with the rain the mountains had gotten from that tropical storm, the water was up, rushing by with force and fury.


  Her heart raced. She brushed the wet hair out of her eyes and scanned the forest for an escape route. The only exit was to the right, up the hill—a clearing through the trees as if it had been blazed just for her.


  Not up! Up won’t save me!


  “Marina!” The crackle of twigs off to her left signaled he was closing in. Her heart thundered in her ears. Her legs moved without reason, heading toward the gap in the trees, up the hill.


  “You can’t run from me,” he rumbled. “There’s nowhere for you to hide!”


  Lightning flashed, and she dodged a tree. Twigs and thorny vines scraped the bare skin of her arms, slicing at her jeans. She stumbled over a large boulder, her body landing with a thump against the earth. Mud splattered in her face. Rocks impaled her knees.


  Keep going. Keep running.


  She glanced over her shoulder, and icy fingers of fear clutched her throat. Another slice of lightning illuminated the jungle, the driving rain, and the rustling leaves through the trees.


  “I’m coming for you, Marina.”


  His voice was so close, so icy and possessed.


  She fought with the ground, dug her fingers into the slick earth, and pulled herself up. Finding her feet again, she tore off up the hill. The trees opened up. The wind and rain whipped her hair in front of her face.


  She kept running through the blinding maze of darkness and shadows. Ominous clouds completely covered the moon. Sensing a change in her surroundings, she slowed her pace. She wasn’t on soil anymore, but rock. No more trees hindered her movement. The scent of salt and sea tickled her nostrils. Slashing wind and rain cut through her, but it was the pounding of the raging water below that brought her feet skidding to a halt.


  Lighting flashed once more, revealing the stone cliff she’d stumbled upon. Her eyes grew wide as she took in the sharp drop off toward the roaring ocean.


  Her heart beat frantically. She glanced right and left, trying to decide which way to go.


  “There’s nowhere to run, Marina.”


  She whipped around. Lightning flashed above her, illuminating Evan’s crazed features. He emerged from the trees, covered in blood and mud, and his wide, unfocused gaze sent fear shivering along every nerve ending in Maren’s body.


  She caught her breath and took a cautious step backward, closer to the edge of the cliff. “Stop calling me that. I’m not Marina. My name is Maren!”


  “You’ll never be rid of me.” His steps didn’t slow. “You belong to me. I’ve waited for you for so long. Running won’t save you.”


  He wasn’t seeing her. He was seeing Marina. She had to get him to focus on her. “Evan, look at me. I’m Maren. You know me. I’m not Marina. Say my name.”


  “Marina,” he repeated, stepping forward, his eyes blazing.


  The wind picked up, curling her wet hair in her face. He inched closer. Lightning flashed, and thunder roared far off in the distance.


  “No! I’m Maren. Say my name, Evan!”


  A flicker of recognition streaked across his rain-slicked face. And for a moment, his eyes softened. “Maren,” he mumbled as if seeing her for the first time.


  Hope leapt in her throat. If she could keep him focused on her, she had a chance. He’d felt something for her once, before his obsession had consumed his life. She had to bring that back, to get him to see her as a person.


  “Yes, say it again.” The wind slowed. The rain seemed to die down a little.


  “Maren,” he muttered again. His eyes narrowed, and he stared into her eyes. “Marina,” he mumbled louder, his tone sharpening. “She’s always been you, and you’ve always been her.”


  The wind picked up once more. Dark clouds swirled above. He continued approaching, his face that of a madman again.


  “Let it go, Evan. Please”—she took another small step back toward the ledge—”just let me go.”


  “You won’t win.”


  Maren’s gaze jerked to the side, where the voice had come from. A female voice. One she’d heard before.


  “I always win.” Evan said, still staring at Maren.


  “Not this time.” This time the voice came from Maren’s right. “Las Hermanas de Protección will stop you.”


  Maren’s eyes grew wide. Two, three, four women all dressed in the same black clothing as the woman she’d seen on the beach during that storm stepped out of the shadows behind Evan. Maren wasn’t sure what they were doing here, but they were all staring at Evan’s back, not her, and the menace in their eyes was directly solely at him.


  She swallowed hard. “This is going to end badly for you, Evan. Walk away before it’s too late.”


  One side of his mouth curled. He didn’t seem to notice the women around them. “It’s already too late, my love. You belong to me. You always have. I’ve waited five hundred years for you.”


  Chants rose up from the women. Dark clouds swirled above. Thunder crackled and lightning flashed, and in the sharp burst of light, Maren saw all four women pull long-handled knives from their belts.


  “Evan,” Maren screamed. “Don’t do this!”


  “Marina,” Evan whispered. “You’re both mine. You always were.”


  He lunged for her.


  Four objects whirled through the air.


  His body slammed into hers and knocked her off her feet. And Maren screamed.
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  Thad reached the cliff just as Maren and Declan sailed over the edge.


  


  “No!” Heart in his throat, he raced to the ledge and dropped to his stomach. Maren was three feet down, dangling over the raging surf and holding on to a muddy tree root with white-knuckled fingers.


  “Maren!”


  Her fingers slipped, and a scream tore from her throat.


  “No! No, baby. Hold on!”


  “Thad!” She swayed in the breeze and tried to look up. “I can’t hold on!”


  Fear pummeled him from every side. “Don’t you dare let go. Drummer!” he screamed.


  Drummer grasped his ankles as Thad went down on his stomach and lowered himself over the edge of the muddy cliff, shouting orders to Drummer behind him.


  “I’m slipping!” Maren screamed.


  “No, you aren’t. Look at me.” Thad fought to keep his voice calm. “Don’t let go. You hear me? Don’t let go, Maren.”


  She gulped in a large breath of air and wrapped her hand around the gnarled root. “Hurry.”


  “A little more!” Thad hollered at Drummer. His hand lowered to within inches of hers. “Reach up and grab my hand, Maren.”


  “I can’t! I’ll fall. I can’t let go!”


  “Yes, you can. Look at me, baby. I can’t reach you. You have to grab my hand. I won’t let go. I’ll never let go of you.”


  She locked her gaze with his, and the determination in her eyes sent a surge of confidence through his body. “Reach up, Maren.”


  She clenched her teeth. On a deep breath, she swung her right hand up to grab his.


  For a moment, time stood still. Then he caught her slim wrist in his hand, locking them together. “I’ve got you, baby. Give me your other hand.”


  She let go of the root and dug her fingers into his forearm. Her feet scraped rock and mud as she struggled up the cliff.


  His muscles burned as he hauled her up. She clawed her way over the edge, and when she reached the top, Thad’s arms closed around her, dragging her close.


  She fell into him and gasped.


  “I’ve got you,” he said, tugging her close. He rocked back on his heels and closed his eyes. “I’ve got you.”


  Her heart raced against his, and she buried her face in his chest. Behind him Drummer breathed heavily, trying to fill his own lungs.


  “You’re here.” She drew back and clasped both hands on the side of Thad’s face. Her hair was wet and dripping down her cheeks, and mud covered both of them, but he didn’t care. “How…? I thought I’d lost you.”


  “It seems Doña Marina has some influential friends. They showed up with Patrick just after you and Declan left.”


  Maren looked past him. He turned. The woman they’d seen in that storm stepped out of the shadows and bowed.


  “Las Hermanas de Protección safeguards more than just the resting place of La Malinche,” she said in a thickly accented voice. “We safeguard her blood. Apologies for not recognizing you sooner. Had we known who you were, we would not have caused you trouble in that cenote or during that storm.”


  So they’d been the ones to set off that explosion. Maren had been right. Wide-eyed, Maren looked to Thad, and relief trickled through him. That she was safe. That he’d gotten here in time. That they were together.


  “We will be watching,” the woman said, drawing their attention back to her face. “When you find La Malinche, we have but one request.” Three more women dressed just like her stepped up behind her. “You finally let her rest. If you do not, we will return.”


  They disappeared into the darkness without another word, as if they’d never been there.


  “That was creepy,” Drummer said when they were gone, “Hot, but totally creepy.”


  Maren sagged against Thad, and he closed his arms around her again, still shaking. “I thought I’d lost you,” he whispered. “Those chicks run like the wind. They left us in the dust. Drummer and I got to the cliff just in time to see you and Declan go over the edge.”


  “What happened to him?”


  “He didn’t make it. By the time we got to the cliff, he was already at the bottom.”


  “Dude,” Drummer said. “He was already dead before he hit the ground. Did you see those knives? No way he survived all four.”


  Thad scowled Drummer’s way. Drummer chuckled and pushed to his feet.


  Maren gripped Thad’s T-shirt. “He couldn’t let it go. His greed and hatred overtook him until he was transformed into someone else.”


  “I know, baby.” He smoothed his hand down her hair. “But it’s over now. You’re safe. You’re here. He can’t touch us anymore. Though I might not let you out of my sight for a good year.”


  A wry smile spread across her face, and she wiped a smudge of earth from his cheek. “You chose us.”


  His heart filled. “Us is all I’ve ever needed.”


  She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him close. And in her kiss, he finally felt like his life was beginning. Like it finally had purpose.


  He eased back. “Let’s go see our girl.”


  “She’s okay?” she asked with tears in her eyes.


  “Oh, baby, she’s better than okay. She’s perfect. Just like you.”
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  Maren stared over the edge of the Escapade into the crystal-blue Caribbean waters under the sparkling sun. She could just see the dark outline of the wreck below, where Lisa and Rafe were working.


  


  La Malinche was somewhere down there. They might find it today, tomorrow, or never. She didn’t care anymore, and she was no longer afraid of it. Cursed or not, it couldn’t touch her. Her father was right—history was not about to repeat itself, and her future was her own.


  It could have been me. The shell of a woman, consumed by hate.


  But not anymore.


  Thad stepped up behind her, wrapped his arms around her waist, and looked down at the wreck. “You okay?”


  “Yeah,” she said, gripping his forearms. “Just thinking about La Malinche.”


  “Hard to believe one little statue could cause such turmoil over the years.”


  “Love is the strongest emotion there is. Doña Marina loved with a passion most people can’t even begin to comprehend.”


  “And it transformed into hate when her love was rejected.” His arms tightened around her. “Love and hate are closely intertwined.” When she glanced over her shoulder, he grinned. “Some braniac told me that.”


  One side of her lips curled. “And which one rules you?”


  He gazed deep into her eyes. “Love. Without a doubt.”


  Isabel tore up the salon stairs and slammed on her brakes.


  “You got it?” Thad asked over his shoulder, his gaze never wavering from Maren’s face.


  “Yup!” Isabel grinned and held out her hand.


  Maren’s eyes narrowed. A bond had formed between the two quickly. One she’d hoped for but hadn’t truly expected. “What are you two up to?”


  A sly smirk spread across Thad’s face. “You didn’t think I’d forget your birthday, did you?”


  He held out his palm, and the object Isabel had just given him glittered in his hand.


  Maren tipped her head. “You can’t give me the same present you gave me nine years ago.”


  He snapped open the locket and peered inside. “I think you need an updated picture of me. This one’s a little old.”


  “It’s all I had,” she said as he clasped the chain around her neck.


  “I’ll get you a new one. Much better.” He fingered the heart against her chest. “But it’s missing something.”


  She glanced down at the locket. “Missing what?”


  “A mate.” In his other palm, he held a heart-shaped diamond ring.


  She drew in a deep breath. The gem sparkled in afternoon sunlight. “When did you get that?”


  He laughed and reached for her hand. “I’ve had this since I first went to your mother’s hotel to find you.” His laughter faded, and his eyes filled with love. “You’ve always had my heart. Now I’m giving it to you the right way. I love you, Blondie. Say you’ll marry me so we can be a real family.”


  She’d thought her heart was full, but she’d been wrong. There was so much room left inside for him. Tears blurred her vision. “Oh, Thad.”


  His eyes danced with laughter, and he brushed a tear away from her cheek. “Well? What will it be?”


  “I will... As long as… Well...” She glanced at her daughter. “Isabel?”


  The goofy grin across Isabel’s face said it all. “I will too.”


  Maren looked back at Thad. “I guess it’s official. We both will.”


  “It’s about damn time.” He slipped the ring on her left hand. Heat encircled her finger where the gold, warmed by his hand, rested against her skin. “It looks good,” he said, peering down at her hand, tipping it so light could reflect off the diamond. “Let’s try starboard light.”


  He dragged her around to the other side of the boat. A balmy breeze blew her hair away from her face. She laughed. “You’re crazy, you know that, Leighton?”


  “Crazy for you. I always have been.” He pointed across the water toward the Mexican shore. “See that, Blondie? Paradise. Let’s go find it.” Hefting her over his shoulder, he stepped up to the railing.


  “Don’t you dare, Leighton!” she shrieked.


  He took one quick glance at Isabel. Their daughter grinned wider and nodded in approval. Before Maren could protest again, he tossed her over the side and into the water.


  She was smiling when she broke the surface. And when she looked up and saw the man she loved and the daughter they shared jumping into the deep after her, she knew there’d be no more stolen chances. The past was exactly where it was supposed to be.


  Buried. For good.


  And the future was all that mattered.
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  A film that could make her career.
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  Chapter One


  


  


  


  


  


  Fame always came with a price. Avery Scott knew that better than anyone.


  


  Climbing out of the rental car, she drew in a deep breath that did little to settle her churning stomach and glanced around the quiet parking lot. A gardener trimmed shrubbery off to her left. The sound of a mower echoed from somewhere beyond the palatial main house. There were no other businesses out here in the middle of Kentucky horse country. Just miles of rolling green hills, old knotted trees, and pristine white fences. No other people that Avery could see besides the man and woman standing in the shade of a giant oak at least two hundred yards out, gazing at a possible Triple Crown winner.


  No one noticed her. No one seemed the least bit interested in what America’s sweetheart was up to. Relaxing just a bit, she closed the car door and crossed the circular drive toward her destination. If Jake Ryder couldn’t help her…


  She pushed the thought aside and pressed the intercom button near the massive double doors. When a voice echoed asking her business, she gave her name and waited.


  Please let this work…


  One side of the door pulled open, and an attractive brunette with large brown eyes and a warm smile greeted her. “Welcome, Ms. Stone. I’m Brandi. Mr. Ryder is running a tad behind. Can I get you anything while you wait? Tea? Coffee?”


  Avery forced a smile and stepped into the cool entry, relieved the receptionist showed no spark of recognition. “No, thank you. I’m fine.”


  The woman closed the door at her back. “Then please, have a seat. It’ll be just a moment.”


  Soaring pillars opened to a living room that had been transformed into a reception area. Leather furnishings, burgundy walls, and rich slate floors gave the room a cozy yet trendy feeling. Expensive artwork by well-known artists screamed both attention to detail and professionalism, but it was the large, chrome letters mounted on the wall above the receptionist’s immaculate marble counter that gave her hope. The ones that spelled out the words Aegis Security.


  Nerves strung tight, Avery crossed to the leather couches. She hated waiting. A perk to having your face splashed across every tabloid was that she rarely had to wait for anything anymore, but for anonymity today, she was willing to wait as long as it took.


  A collection of magazines littered the coffee table. Seeing a picture of herself on the cover of one, she quickly pushed it under the rest. She didn’t need the distraction of Hollywood today. And after what had happened to Melody, she didn’t care what the gossip magazines were saying about her. Couldn’t believe she ever had.


  Voices echoed from a hallway to her left. To keep from jumping to her feet, she smoothed the pencil skirt against her legs. Deep laughter met her ears, followed by heavy footsteps.


  Two men rounded the corner. The first was light—sandy-blond hair cut short, soft blue eyes, wearing a white dress shirt and khaki pants. The other was tall, with piercing dark eyes, sun-kissed skin tanned from hours outdoors, and short black hair. His shoulders were broad and muscular beneath the black button-down he wore rolled up to his forearms, and the faded denim hanging low at his hips…wow…fit him to perfection. But it was the scar on the right side of his face that caused her to suck in a breath. A jagged, diagonal line across his cheekbone that ended in the scruff along his jaw. A scar a lot like the one she’d traced with her fingertips, her lips…a scar she knew as well as the marks on her own skin.


  Her pulse picked up as the two spoke in quiet voices on their way toward the receptionist’s counter. The sandy-haired one didn’t bother to look Avery’s way. Instead, he leaned his forearms against the marble and smiled down at the brunette in clear flirtation mode. But the other—the dark one—scanned the room, and the moment his searching gaze landed on Avery, every cell in her body jerked to life.


  No. No, no, no. It wasn’t him. It couldn’t be. Not here of all places. That would just be one wicked twist of fate she did not need right now.


  His gaze narrowed on her, and she froze. Something hot flashed in the depths of his way-too-familiar eyes. Not recognition like she expected, but something primal. Something possessive. Something so intense it sent a wicked shot of heat straight to her center and ignited a buzzing in her ears.


  Then he looked away like he hadn’t even noticed her. Muscles flexed beneath his thin black shirt as he rounded the counter, moved behind the receptionist’s desk, pushed open a door Avery hadn’t noticed before, and disappeared.


  The door whisked closed with a clap.


  Avery’s skin blazed, and her mind tumbled. Placing a hand against her belly, she tried to settle her quaking stomach and focused on breathing. It wasn’t him. It couldn’t be him. She hadn’t even thought about him in years.


  Liar.


  “Ms. Stone?”


  Avery jerked and looked up. An attractive blonde in gray slacks and a red blouse stood feet away, holding a folder against her chest as she stared down at Avery expectantly through wire-rimmed glasses.


  Pull it together, Avery. “Yes.”


  “Mr. Ryder’s ready for you.”


  Avery nodded, but the fine hairs along her neck stood at attention. Mr. Dark and Dangerous was long gone, yet the prickly fingers of heat rushing up and down her spine made her feel like he was still watching. She glanced up and around as she followed the blonde out of the reception area and into a hall, searching for cameras. This was a security company. They had to monitor visitors, right?


  Her imagination was getting away from her. It wasn’t him. It couldn’t be him. Aegis recruited from the best of the best. He’d been special to her, but to everyone else he was…a rebel. The kid from the wrong side of the tracks who always managed to find trouble. And boy, had he found it with her.


  “Ms. Stone?”


  Startled from the memories suddenly rushing in, Avery looked to her right. The blonde was once again watching her with curiosity. Somehow they’d gotten into the elevator. “Um, yes?”


  “Your flight? It was good?”


  Her head felt as if it were in a fog, but Avery quickly realized the blonde had been chattering the entire time she’d been stressing over the guy in the lobby. Giving herself a mental slap, she straightened her spine. “Oh, yes. Fine. Thank you for asking.”


  “Good.” The blonde looked toward the opening elevator doors. “Mr. Ryder will be happy to hear that. We have clients from all over the world. Most have never been to Kentucky before.”


  Avery stepped off the elevator into another well-decorated waiting room. A large desk sat to the right. To the left, floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over the rolling green hills, white fences, and horse farms in the distance. “Wow. It’s…beautiful.”


  “It is.” The blonde dropped the folder on her desk, then stepped toward double doors on the far side of the room. “Mr. Ryder’s family has been breeding and racing horses for generations. I don’t think many were thrilled when he decided to set up Aegis on the family estate, but he’s a man who does what he wants, when he wants. And he’s been very successful at everything he’s put his mind to.”


  She pushed the door open. A huge office filled Avery’s line of sight. A bar sat to her left. Ahead, a rock fireplace anchored the room with a gigantic flat-screen TV mounted above the mantel. On both sides, six, eight…nine more TVs took up the rest of the wall space, each channel tuned to a different news station, the sound muted. Several leather couches were positioned in front of the TVs in conversational seating, and to her right, a large mahogany desk sat in front of a wall of windows that looked out over the rolling fields.


  “Ms. Stone is here to see you,” the blonde said.


  The leather chair swiveled, and a dark-haired man wearing a crisp dress shirt and slacks pushed to his feet and rounded the desk. He offered his hand. “It’s nice to finally meet you, Ms. Stone. I take it your trip in was good?”


  “Yes. Thank you.” His fingers were warm, his grip solid. He was everything the guy in the lobby was not—polished, professional, not familiar in the least. Feeling marginally better, Avery sat when he gestured toward the chair opposite his desk.


  “Thanks, Marley,” he said to the blonde. “That’ll be all for now.”


  Marley smiled. “If you need anything else, I’ll be right outside.”


  The door closed behind her. Jake Ryder leaned back against his massive desk and folded his arms over his chest. His shirtsleeves were rolled up to his forearms, revealing tanned, muscular arms that obviously did more than just sit behind a desk all day. Arms that were tattooless beneath the sleeves, unlike the guy in the lobby.


  Stop thinking about him… It’s not him.


  “So,” Mr. Ryder said, “we spoke over the phone, and I know what you’re looking for, but I’d like to get a few more details from you, if that’s all right.”


  Avery’s nerves kicked in again. “Sure. I expected as much.”


  “You said you were an author? And that this…excursion…for which you’re hiring security is…research?”


  She could play this one of two ways. Either she could keep up the ruse or she could be honest. She figured being honest about what she was getting his men into was the safer bet.


  “Actually, I’m not an author, I’m an actress. I apologize for misleading you, Mr. Ryder, but I didn’t want to set off the paparazzi. You have no idea how hard it is to do anything private when the whole world is watching.”


  “I have no doubt, Ms. Scott.”


  Ms. Scott. He knew. The wig and glasses obviously hadn’t done much to conceal her identity.


  Surprise must have registered on her face, because he quickly added, “We research all potential clients thoroughly. We knew who you were when we got your first email inquiring about our services. I don’t want you to worry, though. No paparazzi followed you here. That I can guarantee.”


  Avery wished that would help her breathe easier, but it didn’t. The only time she’d breathe easier was when she found Melody. “Thank you, Mr. Ryder.”


  “You’re welcome. And call me Jake. Now.” He settled back against the desk. “Tell me a little more about your friend. She’s been missing for three weeks?”


  A first-name basis didn’t ease her anxiety any, but she liked this guy so far, and she’d only heard good things about his company. “Over the last couple of months, I’ve been researching an upcoming role. Have you heard of the best-selling book, The Sacrifice? It’s being made into a film, and I’m one of the actresses up for the lead. The book deals with some dark subject matter, specifically underground sex clubs and the seedy, dark underworld of the kinky rich and famous. I’d done about as much research as I could on my own without visiting one of these…establishments, but I was considering it. The problem is the media. I’ve got paparazzi following me most days. I mean, just getting here without anyone knowing was a major feat.”


  “I can only imagine.”


  Avery drew in a breath. “Yes, well…about three weeks ago, my assistant, Melody Carmichael, offered to visit one for me. It’s an estate on an island in the Caribbean. Indulgence is marketed as a couples resort, but really it’s more like a swingers club. I tried to talk Melody out of going, but she was insistent that this was what I needed to nail the role. She occasionally does research for me, but this was more than the usual. She talked her ex-boyfriend, Dominic Ellis, into going with her. They split months ago but have stayed on friendly terms, and she felt safe going with him because Ellis is ex-military. I wasn’t supportive of it, but once Melody gets something in her head, it’s hard to change her mind. Whether I’d agreed or not, she would have gone.”


  Avery paused and looked toward Ryder, but the man showed no reaction, so she went on. “She was only supposed to be gone three days. I was at my house in Florida at the time. She called the first day to tell me about the resort, and she was supposed to call again the next day to let me know how it was going, but I never heard from her. That was three weeks ago. I flew to Jamaica and filed a missing persons report. The police there told me they’d investigate, but when they got back to me, they claimed they’d found no evidence indicating foul play. No evidence even that Melody had ever been at Indulgence. That struck me as odd. I mean, she called me from that location, so I know she was there. But they found no evidence Dominic had been there either, and their answer was that she and Dominic just ran off together. Now, granted, Dominic Ellis is the kind of guy who comes and goes. He does contract work for some overseas security firm, so he has long breaks between assignments, and he and Melody have had an on-again, off-again relationship. But that explanation just doesn’t add up for me. Melody wouldn’t run off like this. And she wouldn’t do it knowing I was waiting for her. Indulgence refused to let me on the property since I wasn’t a registered guest, so I hired a private investigator, but he came up empty-handed as well. And when Indulgence found out someone was asking questions about their resort, they refused to answer anything else.”


  Jake Ryder’s expression didn’t change at her revelations, and he didn’t immediately answer. He rubbed a hand over his chin. “So I take it you want Aegis to see what we can uncover.”


  “No.” Avery sat straighter in her chair, and those nerves came back full force. She’d been an actress for years, but this was a whole other level of acting. “I want one of your men to accompany me to Indulgence for a weekend. I need to go in there and look for Melody myself.”


  “Ms. Scott, I think it would be safer if—”


  “No, Mr. Ryder.” She knew what he was going to say. “I need to be the one to go. Look, I’ve done enough research to know what kind of environment I’m walking into, and I’m smart enough not to go alone, which is why I’m here. But I know Melody and how she thinks. I came to Aegis because you’re supposed to be the best of the best. Lauren Kauffman is a personal friend, and she speaks very highly of your organization.”


  One side of Jake Ryder’s lips curled. He obviously remembered Lauren Kauffman, the supermodel who’d hired Aegis for security while on a shoot in Mexico. “You spoke with Mrs. Tierney about this?”


  Tierney was Lauren’s new legal last name. She’d wound up marrying the Aegis operative who’d been assigned to protect her, though publicly she still went by her maiden name. Avery liked and respected Lauren’s husband, Finn, a great deal, which was a big reason she’d come to Aegis for help now. “Only to her and Finn Tierney. Finn is the one who suggested I speak with you now so as not to jeopardize the investigation further.”


  Jake pursed his lips and looked down at the floor, as if considering. And realizing she had to work her last advantage Avery added, “I can convincingly play the part of half a couple looking for a good time. What I need is one of your best men to help me find Melody and get us both out of there safely.”


  “I understand your personal attachment here, Ms. Scott, but what makes you so sure your friend is still in Jamaica?” His eyes met hers. “You have to admit, it’s highly possible she did leave with her boyfriend, like the authorities assume.”


  Avery reached into her bag and drew out a postcard. “This makes me sure.”


  His fingers closed over the card stock she handed him. He turned it over and read the one line written in cursive letters: Find me.


  He flipped it back and looked at the beach image on the front. Across the bottom, Indulgence’s resort info was clearly printed.


  “Where did you get this?”


  “It showed up in my mailbox about a week after Melody disappeared.”


  “Did you show it to the police?”


  “Yes. They didn’t think it matched Melody’s handwriting and claimed it was nothing more than marketing material from the resort, but I know that’s from her.”


  “Hm.” He turned the postcard over again and looked closer.


  One side of the double doors to the office pushed open before she could ask what he was thinking. Avery’s head snapped that direction. The words dried on her lips when Mr. Dark and Dangerous stepped into the room.


  “Sorry I’m late.” The man crossed the floor, long legs eating up the space, muscles bunching under the fitted black shirt, and handed Jake a folder. Pulling a red lollipop from his mouth, he said, “Miller was distracting Brandi downstairs, so it took me longer to get these than I thought.”


  “Thanks.” Jake set the postcard on the desk, then opened the folder and paged through the information. “I’d feel better if we had more time to do a thorough rundown of the resort, but this will have to do. You catch the discussion?”


  “Yeah,” Mr. Dark and Dangerous answered. “I was listening in. Caught the big stuff.”


  Avery’s pulse picked up speed. She’d been right about the surveillance. But she was too focused on the man who’d just entered the room to be irritated he’d been listening without her knowledge. He didn’t fully turn her way, so she couldn’t see anything more than his profile. But that scar…


  Jake looked up. “Ms. Scott, this is Cade Blackwell, one of Aegis’s best operatives. If you’re hell-bent on going to Indulgence yourself, he’ll be the one accompanying you.”


  Cade Blackwell. Holy shit. Avery’s heart dropped like a stone straight into her stomach. It was him. She hadn’t been imagining after all.


  Cade turned his piercing stare her way. Dark eyes she now saw were the same as they’d been at eighteen. Except then there’d been a hint of innocence. Now there was nothing but suspicion.


  “That disguise is terrible.” He looked toward Jake again. “That’s never gonna work. Her face is way too damn recognizable. She’s gonna need a total makeover.”


  Jake closed the folder. “What do you have in mind?”


  Cade looked back at her, cocked his head, popped the sucker back in his mouth, and took a long perusal of her, from the top of her head all the way to her toes. Every cell in her body jerked to life as it had in the lobby, except this time she felt it everywhere. He pulled the sucker out again. “Hair, clothes, a helluva lot more makeup. She looks too damn innocent for Indulgence. People who go to resorts like that go for one very specific reason.”


  Her thoughts were a jumbled mess of impressions and memories and emotions she didn’t want to revisit, but one thing got through. They were talking about her like she wasn’t in the room. Irritation replaced the heat his thorough inspection had caused and clawed its way up Avery’s throat. “Hold on a second, I—”


  Cade turned his dark gaze back her way. “How many swingers resorts have you been to, Ms. Scott?”


  The way he said “Scott” made the fine hairs along her neck leap to life again. There was animosity there. And distrust. And a whole lot more than she expected or deserved. Her mouth closed.


  “None, I bet.” He pointed the sucker at her. “They’ll know it too. Dressed like that, in your conservative little pencil skirt, fitted blouse, and sensible heels, they’ll eat you alive. Your wig isn’t fooling anyone. One look and every person in that place will know America’s sweetheart is taking a walk on the wild side. I know these places. I know the people who work there and the lowlifes who play there, and if you want to get in and out unnoticed, then you’ll listen to me, because when it comes to this, I’m the only one here who knows what the hell I’m talking about.”


  He was talking to her like he didn’t know her. Like he didn’t want to know her. And the things he did know…she wasn’t sure she wanted to know how or why he knew them.


  This wasn’t the same misunderstood rebel she’d fallen for at the age of seventeen. He was harder, darker, and way more cynical. And at the moment, he was all that stood between her and finding her friend.


  “I’d listen to him, Ms. Scott,” Jake cut in. “Blackwell used to work undercover for the FBI. He’ll see things you won’t, and he’ll be able to head off any trouble before it hits you. He’s the only one from my team I’d send into this situation.” He reached back and pushed a button. “Marley? Get Kristin Pearson on the line. We’re going to need the works.”


  “On it,” Marley said through a speaker somewhere in the room.


  The only one from his team… Which meant she couldn’t even ask for someone else. It was Cade Blackwell or no one.


  Jake looked toward Avery again. “Kristin Pearson does alteration work for us. She’ll take care of anything you need.”


  Cade huffed. “It’s gonna take a lot more than a little alteration to tramp this one up.”


  “I’m sure you’ll find a way to make it work. Besides, she’s an actress. She should be able to pull this off, probably more convincingly than you, Blackwell.” To Avery, Jake said, “Do you have any questions, Ms. Scott?”


  Avery had a million, like how the hell Cade had ended up working undercover for the FBI. The last time she’d seen him, he’d been leaving her and Coeur d’Alene, Idaho in the dust to join the military, but the hard look in his eyes said not to get into that one in front of his boss.


  She glanced between the two men, from Cade’s rigid jaw to Ryder’s waiting expression, and in the silence realized…either Ryder didn’t know that she and Cade knew each other, or he just didn’t care.


  Neither of those options sat well with her. But a bigger, more important question swirled louder in her brain. Namely, why wasn’t she protesting this?


  Because if you do, you’ll never see him again…


  Heat spread all along her skin and ignited a rush of awareness that exploded through her belly and hips. A weekend alone with Cade Blackwell. A weekend with the only man she’d ever truly loved and the one who’d broken her in more ways than she could count. She should say no. She should run from this room. But one thought kept her rooted firmly in place.


  More than one counselor had told her the reason she couldn’t seem to find happiness with her success was because she’d never had closure. No end to the relationship that had changed every one of her hopes and dreams. And here, unexpectedly, was her chance. Not just to find her friend, but to finally put the past behind her.


  Melody hadn’t planned this, but if she knew Avery was standing face-to-face with Cade Blackwell, she’d tell Avery to suck it up and go with it. God knew they’d talked about this moment far too many times late at night over a bottle of wine.


  Her stomach flipped at what she was about to do, but she squared her shoulders, pulled up every bit of confidence she had as an actress, and said, “When do we get started?”


  “Eager,” Blackwell muttered under his breath, looking back toward Jake. “That’ll change as soon as she gets there. Guaranteed.”


  Jake shot him a look.


  The door pushed open, and the blonde—Marley—stuck her head into the room. “Kristin Pearson can see her now. I’ve got a car waiting downstairs as soon as you’re through here.”


  “Well,” Jake said, moving away from the desk. “Looks like you’re all set.” He reached for her hand. “Good luck, Ms. Scott. Don’t worry, you’re in the best of hands.”


  Avery glanced toward Cade, but he wasn’t looking at her anymore. He was already heading for the door, leaving Avery with the view of him walking away. A familiar view. One she knew was at the root of every one of her personal hang-ups. But that was going to change. Whatever happened, when this weekend was over, she’d be the one walking away. Hopefully with her best friend.


  “We’ll see.”
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  A couture wedding dress designer to the rich and famous, Lexi LaCroix's image means everything. Raised on the wrong side of the tracks, her years of polish and hard work are finally about to pay off. But crossing paths with a sexier-than-sin, bad-boy biker who makes her realize how much living she's sacrificed for her success, one touch is all it takes to threaten her carefully choreographed life.


  



  Jax Chamberlin has been screwed over by gorgeous gold-diggers one too many times. Though he runs his own stunt company, all of America knows his Hollywood face even years after he's given up acting. Finding a woman who doesn't plan to use him as a stepping stone to success is virtually impossible, so when the charming and mysterious Lexi offers him a chance at a totally anonymous hook-up during an out of town trip, Jax accepts. Only Lexi is more sextacular than charming, and Jax wants more. Lots more.


  



  But Lexi's got a major hang-up over his renegade lifestyle. And if she finds out his connections could catapult her to the top of her career, he's afraid the fantasy woman he's falling for might just end up like all the rest.


  


  RECKLESS EXCERPT


  


  “Now there are a couple of fine examples of men who could get your creativity flowing.”


  Rubi’s voice pulled Lexi’s attention from the glass doors leading into the terminal. She followed Rubi’s gaze to the truck stopped in front of the Ferrari—big, dark gray, and dirty. Lexi’s blood stirred without even looking at the men. She knew exactly what kind of guys drove those trucks.


  Then her gaze traveled over the two fine male specimens on opposite sides of the truck, talking over the bed. Both built as rugged and sexy as that vehicle. The one on the driver’s side was in his mid-twenties. Golden, sloppy hair sticking out from under a baseball cap. Unshaven. Tank top and cargo shorts showing off tanned muscles covered in tattoos. Just about six foot.


  


  It was the other man who set Lexi’s body all out of balance. The one on the passenger’s side, who looked about Lexi’s age. His hair almost black and too long. His face dirtied with a couple of days’ worth of scruff. His tattered duffle sat in the truck bed near his hand, and his long legs filled out torn black jeans ending in scuffed black boots. The finishing touch—lighter fluid on a struck match—his muscled torso was covered in the sexiest black leather motorcycle racing jacket she’d ever seen.


  “That’s a Brutale jacket,” Ruby murmured, referencing the Italian motorcycle company. She grinned at Lexi. “There’s a conversation starter for you.”


  “Talk about a fashion statement.” She and Lexi had modeled in Venice for a short time, which was where Lexi had been introduced to the fine leather sport jacket. Sleek. Fitted. Sexy as hell. Expensive. Kinda out of place with the ratty duffle and torn jeans…


  “Maybe he won it,” Rubi said as if her thoughts were along the same lines. “You know, in a race. Or maybe he’s a model for the company. Maybe—”


  “Maybe you should stop guessing.” The boots were for motorcycle riding too. She knew all about the habits and hobbies of boys from the dark side. Lexi lifted her brows and released a long, slow sigh without taking her eyes off Biker Boy. “He’s just…” She couldn’t find words in the lust heating her blood, the desire zapping new connections between cells all over her body. “Jeez.”


  Rubi’s laugh drew the men’s gazes. Their heads turned lazily, mirroring each other’s movement in a way that reminded Lexi of the way she and Rubi sometimes mirrored each other. But they were completely opposite, again like Lexi and Rubi. Golden Boy all light and smiles. Biker Boy all shadows and intensity.


  Golden boy grinned at Rubi. “Looks like someone’s got too much money to play with.”


  “I’ll share,” Rubi called back, raising her voice to be heard over the traffic and noise around them. “As soon as she gets out, I’ll have a spare seat. Wanna ride?”


  He laughed, the sound low and husky. “Sorry, sweetheart, I’m taken.”


  “All the good ones are.”


  Lexi only heard the exchange but saw none of it. Biker Boy had locked on to her with an awareness that made all the hustle of the airport fade. He didn’t smile. Didn’t blink. Didn’t…anything. He just gazed at her with the kind of stare that heated her insides until she wanted to start shedding clothing and made her envision the crazy, sexual things she’d witnessed earlier at Stilettos.


  She couldn’t see the color of his eyes, only that they were lined in lashes as dark as his hair. His face was just…gorgeous, with hard lines and perfect angles. But he wasn’t pretty. Definitely rugged.


  Her gaze roamed and roamed, trying to memorize him. Words like intense, deep, and complicated came to mind—not descriptive at all—but all ways she would have described him.


  “Looks like someone’s zeroed in on you,” Rubi said quietly beside her. “Get your ass out of this car, girl. He’s hotter than nuclear fusion. What’s wrong with you?”


  “I…can’t breathe,” she said without breaking eye contact with Biker Boy.


  Rubi laughed again, making Lexi smile. The man’s lids grew heavy. His tongue slid over his bottom lip, and Lexi’s lungs seized to hold back a moan.


  Oh, yeah. It had definitely been too long.


  “Dude,” Golden Boy called across the truck to his friend. “Hel-lo, dude. Did I just waste my breath?”


  Biker Boy’s long lashes fluttered like he’d come out of a trance. He turned away from Lexi, focusing on the other man, who said something else Lexi couldn’t hear and shook his head.


  Biker Boy swung that horrible duffle over his shoulder, turned away from both the truck and the Ferrari, and walked into the terminal without looking back. His jacket had a white strip of leather high across the back and the letters of the motorcycle company, Brutale, in red block letters from shoulder to shoulder.


  That was the most gorgeous jacket…


  On the most gorgeous man…


  And he was walking away.
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