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Doctor Nicholas Cunningham leaned back from his ancient, mahogany desk for the first time in what felt like a hundred years. Lost in the report from the excavation as he had been, he had no idea how long he had been reading. Stretching his back and neck and feeling like a zombie who'd just awoken, he breathed in the cool, fresh air of his dark, spacious office, putting his hands behind his head. The only light in the office was his antique desk lamp, and its light did not touch the far wall, so he could not see the time. His colleagues had noticed and often commented upon the lack of digital screens in his immediate space, but he could tolerate their good-natured jibes and jokes. He was an old soul, and proud.

An old soul, but not an old man. At age thirty-four, he was the rising star of the world of archaeology, partly because of his talents, and partly because of his smoldering good looks. Tall, muscular, and tanned from constant fieldwork, Doctor Cunningham was a beautiful man, short brown hair and beard framing a face that was extraordinarily, ruggedly handsome. The comparisons to Indiana Jones were relatively common. Women flocked to him, and men wanted to be him. A British national, he had grown up on the isle of Anglesey, surrounded by legends, stories, and lore. As a child, he would spend hours roaming the ancient, abandoned fort of Segontium, which had been built by the Romans and had withstood barbarian invasion after barbarian invasion. Though he was a man who could easily have made his living off his looks, his heart was forever in that fort. Looking like a model was incidental to his life. He was obsessed with his work, and he'd have still done the same work if he looked like a hunchback.

And now, as a professional, he headed up the dig at Segontium of a recently discovered vault that appeared to date to before the Roman era. If it were true, it would upend everything the conventional wisdom claimed about the history of Segontium. If it were true, it would mean that the Romans had built Segontium on top of a pre-existing settlement, displacing and perhaps incorporating those peoples into their own community.

If it were true, it would almost certainly be the crowning achievement of Nicholas Cunningham's career, young as that career yet was. It would fulfill all that potential it was said that he had to be the great standard-bearer of the archaeology community, insular and niche as it may be. 

He had been pouring over the report from the recent Malta Conference, which he'd been unable to attend due to classes, but where his dig had been discussed at great length and funding for its next several months had been approved. Approved, with caveats at least. They were going to fund the rest of the Segontium dig, but accompanying that funding was the contract rider that they expected results.

That was okay. Those results were near enough; he could feel it in his bones. Nicholas Cunningham was possessed by the thrill of the hunt, like he'd never been in his life. Not on the dig in Turkey as an undergraduate, not on the Cambodia excavation as a PhD candidate, not on the digs in Sudan or Romania had he felt this thrill, this palpable sense that the great Eureka moment was around the corner. 

They were close. He was close.

And yet... he couldn't help feeling like a piece of the puzzle was still missing.

As if in answer to that thought, there was a soft knock on his door.

Doctor Cunningham raised an eyebrow. He had not been expecting visitors. "Enter."

The door cracked open just enough to admit Deidre MacMurrough. His Irish graduate student was a shade under six feet tall, brilliant, and incredibly sexy, a willowy beauty with green eyes and hair that was a rich auburn. She wore jeans and a tight shirt that accentuated her figure. She was carrying a manila envelope in one hand, slim enough that it must have held only a few papers. "Do you have a moment, professor?"

Nicholas smiled. He had a thing for redheads, and this one was a doozy. But she was his student, and that made her strictly off limits.

"Of course, Deidre," he said. "Come in."

The gorgeous twenty-two-year-old shut the door behind her and crossed to the desk, sitting down across from him. She carried herself as demurely and classily as a starlet from Hollywood's golden age. She was so lovely, it was difficult for Nicholas not to gawk at her. It would be hard to concentrate on her words, rather than just look at her, listen to her beautiful voice in that lovely Irish accent. But he would do his best.

"So, Deidre," he said, "What can I do for you?"

Her face suddenly wore a little smile that might have been smug, might have been mischievous. It was certainly sexy. She looked down at the manila envelope in her lap, and then looked back up at Doctor Cunningham. "I am here, professor, so you can invite me to join your dig in Segontium."

Nicholas sat back, sucking in a great breath and heaving a sigh. He had to admire her moxie, he supposed. Besides becoming well-known in archaeology circles, word of the dig's importance and prominence in the antiquities field was getting around campus as well. He supposed it was probably a pretty hot ticket for a graduate student looking to make their bones before they even earn their degree. He supposed that's exactly what he'd done, in Sudan, Cambodia, and Romania. He certainly couldn’t blame them.

He certainly hoped she wasn't expecting to get that spot on the dig simply because of her looks. She was brilliant, admittedly, but there were a lot of brilliant students at his university. "And why do you believe I should choose you, Miss MacMurrough? Do you have any field experience?"

"Absolutely none," Deidre replied, her smile widening just a touch. She truly was an extraordinary beauty. If the history of their two peoples was English dominance and Irish subservience, you wouldn't have known it to look at her in that that moment. In that moment, the two of them were exactly flipped, with regard to that dynamic. Doctor Nicholas Cunningham might have cut off his own pinky, if she'd asked it. She was bewitching, spellbinding, one of Odysseus's sirens made flesh.

"Any practice at all with professional-level data interpretation in a theoretical setting, if not in the field?"

"None whatsoever."

"Well, Miss MacMurrough, you've got to give me something," Nicholas replied. "I have a list of graduate students who do have field experience, who asked to join the dig months before you. We leave for England in two weeks right after finals; this is extraordinarily late in the game. Do you have some good reason for why I should choose you over some other deserving candidate? Some other more deserving candidate, I ought to say?"

Her mysterious little smile was unbearably sexy, made even more so by the dim light of Doctor Cunningham's office lamp. He found her utterly irresistible. "I know what you've found out there, Doctor," she said. "The vault, with the Futanari on the sealed doors. The two caryatids on the front vault, lovely women with gigantic erect phalluses. I know about all of it. I know you’ve discovered a Futanari settlement under the Roman Fort, and a sealed vault there. I'm right, aren't I?"

Doctor Cunningham sat back in his chair, flabbergasted. "How could you possibly have known about that? None of that has been made public."

"Furthermore... and you may find this part difficult to believe, or to process," she said, "But you will not be able to open it without me. Without my help."

He laughed. He couldn't help himself. "You, Miss MacMurrough, have my undivided attention. Do explain."

She opened the manila envelope, pulling out a stack of papers that were folded in the middle. They were covered with ancient, handwritten script. Nicholas could not read the language at all, but the letters were large and clearly written. "This is a contract between our families," she said. "This version of it was written in the Eleventh Century, but it is in fact much older. The contract... carries a powerful ancient magic. It states that for the vault to be opened..."
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