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      Allie Quinn reeked.

      She heaved herself into the driver's seat of her ten-year-old SUV after a long shift on the Mondayest Tuesday ever. The odd rush of unusually demanding customers had been bad enough, but then there was the barbeque sauce incident that perfectly illustrated her oh-so-glamorous life as manager of a sporting goods store.

      She'd been straightening the display of new pre-packaged camping foods when a huge bottle of sauce toppled off the peak of the pyramid and hit the floor with impressive force. The sauce had exploded out of the splintered plastic bottle and splattered a massive brown-red wave in every direction. Across her shoe, up the pantlegs of her tan khakis, and somehow it had even reached her pale yellow Ralph's polo shirt, decorating it with several drips.

      The pungent tang of smoky mesquite permeated her vehicle before she'd even had a chance to put the key in the ignition. She rolled her window down the whole way and opened the passenger side a few inches, hoping the cold early-April air would blow the stench out into the night.

      Spoiler alert, it didn't.

      The drive home was a brutal exercise in mouth breathing and trying not to freeze to death. Or barf. By the time she got home and pulled into the garage, she was sure she'd never be able to stomach barbeque sauce again. She hit the remote clipped to the visor to close the garage door and grabbed her bag from the passenger seat, ready to be done with this day.

      The pale glow from the dome light illuminated a lovely brown streak across the worn leather seat as she slid out of the vehicle.

      "You've got to be kidding me," she muttered. She pondered the physics of how the sauce was able to somehow splatter her on both the front and back as she dropped her bag onto the concrete floor and rummaged on the shelves to find a container of disinfecting wipes.

      Thankfully, the barbeque sauce wiped off with minimal effort, unlike the sauce that had splattered onto the grooved metal shelving at the store and caused her an extra hour of work.

      She eased open the door that separated the garage from the small ranch house and let herself into the mudroom that doubled as a laundry room. She toed her sauce-splattered shoes off and kicked them into the tiny powder room to be dealt with in the morning.

      Her plan to tiptoe to her bedroom was thwarted as soon as she stepped into the living room and saw her grandfather on his recliner, still watching tv.

      "Papi? What are you still doing up? It's almost eleven."

      His weathered face split into a grin. "Did you get my message?"

      "No, sorry." She fished her phone out of her bag and there it was, a stack of message notifications from several hours ago, half from him and half from the group text with her besties. "I haven't had a chance to look at my phone. What's up?"

      "I have news. Sit." He reached over and patted the couch.

      She hated to put him off, but the tangy smell was making her nauseous and she didn't want to get sauce on the furniture. "Do you mind if I grab a quick shower first?" She held out her arms so he could see the sauce splatters.

      He chuckled. "You look like one of those Rorschach tests. Go, go." He waved a hand toward the hallway.

      She turned the shower on full blast and stripped out of her barbequed clothes. A glance in the mirror revealed a stylish sauce highlight streaked in her shoulder-length hair and a bonus dried blob on her ear. On the upside, she'd come straight home instead of stopping somewhere along the way, so at least no one had seen her. She hurried to scrub all the remnants of the sauce away, but not even her favorite cucumber melon body wash could erase the tangy scent from her nose.

      A quick twist of a towel in her hair, a full body rubdown, a cozy set of sweats, and she was back through the living room in under fifteen minutes, carrying a basket of laundry. She held up one finger in a "wait" gesture and took a minute to spray stain treatment on her clothes and throw them in the washing machine.

      With that done, she dropped onto the couch. "Okay, I'm all yours. What's the big news?"

      Papi's fingers drummed on the arm of his hideously ugly threadbare recliner that had long since faded to an awful shade of probably-used-to-be-green. "It's the news I've been waiting for."

      Allie perked up. "Oh? Did they approve more physical therapy sessions?" His stingy insurance had only approved ten sessions after his recent hip surgery, so she'd been on the phone for weeks, fighting to get more sessions approved.

      "No." His face scrunched like it was a ridiculous suggestion. "Rupert called me. Wants to see me first thing tomorrow."

      Rupert Cresswell, museum director at the Marian P. Franklin Museum of Natural History and lifelong friend of Papi's, was always calling with random facts and obscure discoveries he read about, or to invite Papi to see some new thing they'd gotten to display.

      This was not great news to Allie. "Define 'first thing.'"

      "Eight o'clock sharp."

      "Papi…" She ended the word with a tired sigh. A trip to the museum meant she'd have to chauffeur since he wasn't cleared to drive. "I was really hoping to sleep in a little bit tomorrow. I just worked fifteen days in a row." Those crazy stretches with no days off hit a lot different in your early forties than they did as a kid with endless energy.

      "I know. And I wouldn't ask you if it wasn't important."

      Allie rolled her head, trying to ease the knots in her neck. "What's it about?" She asked mostly to be polite, because the Venn diagram of things she and Papi found interesting and important had very little overlap.

      Papi's eyes shone with excitement. "M'yxnih."

      She jerked to attention. "What?"

      "He thinks they found something." His voice caught on the last word.

      She slid to the edge of the cushion so she could reach over and squeeze his hand. Breathlessly, she asked, "Did he say what it was?"

      Papi shook his head and pinched the bridge of his nose with his eyes squinched shut. His chin trembled.

      "That's amazing." It truly was. M'yxnih was his lifelong passion, and one of the few interests she was excited to share with him.

      He pulled in a loud sniffle and blew out a breath, then gave her hand three quick squeezes – their super-secret way of saying "I love you." He wiped his eyes and said, "I'm sorry, Allie-gator. We don't have to go first thing. You need your sleep. I'll let Rupert know we'll be in later. I got excited and didn't even think about that."

      "I can take a nap afterwards. This is important." She glanced up at the clock. The museum was a forty-minute drive away. "We'll head out by seven fifteen. But that means we need to get to bed now. Both of us."
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        * * *

      

      Allie snuggled under the covers and was transported back to her childhood in this very room. The walls were the same – covered in pale gray wallpaper with delicate silver stripes and watercolor birds perched on silver-white branches. When she was only eight, she moved in with her grandparents and this became her permanent bedroom. Every night with them was a ritual of Noni giving her a bath and tucking her in with her stuffed monkey tucked in the crook of her arm, then Papi would handle the bedtime story.

      Instead of the traditional stories, Papi always regaled her with tales from his archaeological digs. His explorations had taken him all over the globe. Egypt, Jordan, Belize, Mexico, Scotland, China, you name it, odds were good he'd been there on at least one expedition.

      The dig that stuck with him, though, even though he hadn't touched a shovel or brush in more than three decades, was M'yxnih, home of the M'yxnihan people. His small team had discovered the previously unknown civilization in Mexico, dating back to the 1500s, in an area that was once part of the Aztec Empire. The artifacts they'd found were a fascinating blend of Aztec, Mayan, and Incan cultures, similar to each, but identical to none.

      They'd unearthed an entire village. So much was intact that it seemed the inhabitants had left – or been removed – practically overnight.

      Two years of backbreaking work.

      Two years of Papi's heart and soul.

      And all that remained was what fit in one small display case at the museum.

      It was the early nineteen seventies. Papi's six-person team had just secured funding for another year of excavation. Everything was going their way.

      Until one day the ground violently shook and split open, reclaiming the entire village. The devastating earthquake robbed them of everything. It took the ruins, their equipment, and nearly their lives.

      All they were able to salvage was a handful of pottery shards and their memories.

      In the decades since, Papi's discovery was scoffed at and his peers largely insisted he'd merely discovered another Aztec village. Interesting, but hardly remarkable.

      He'd gone back to the site that was now a crater half a dozen times, but was never able to find a single shred of evidence that M'yxnih ever existed.

      One by one, Papi's teammates gave up and moved on.

      Allie burrowed deeper under her covers and drifted into that weird space between memory and dream.

      She was eight years old, wriggling down into a flower-print cocoon that smelled of lavender and Old Spice. It was the safest and most comfortable place in the whole wide world.

      "Tell me again," she insisted.

      Papi chuckled. The bed shifted as he sat down. "Five hundred years ago, there was a princess."

      "Princess K'nih," Allie said.

      "That's right. Princess K'nih."

      "From the city of M'yxnih."

      Papi tucked the comforter under her chin. "Why don't you tell me the story, Allie-gator?"

      "Okay, Papi-dile. The Spanish drove their ship to Mexico."

      "That's right."

      "The boat crashed and they walked for a long, long time until they found M'yxnih instead of the place they wanted to go, but the M'yxnihan people welcomed them. The captain convinced the king to let the princess go with them back to Spain to marry the prince." She stopped reciting for a moment and scrunched her face into a confused frown. "Why wouldn't the king go and meet the prince first? How come he'd just let Princess K'nih go to Spain with strangers and get married?"

      "Well, things were done differently. Kings and queens and princesses and princes lived for their kingdoms. Sometimes that meant doing things they might not want to do."

      "That's dumb."

      He nodded his head. "I'd never let my princess go to Spain without me."

      Allie giggled because she knew he meant her. She was his princess. His granddaughter and the apple of his eye.

      "Let's finish this later."

      "Noooo," Allie argued. "Tell me again."

      Papi obliged, as he always did. "When the second ship came to rescue the men⁠—"

      "The Santa Anna-Maria." She imagined an opulent, luxurious ship rather than the bare-bones merchant vessel it likely was.

      "That's right. When the Santa Anna-Maria arrived, the captain took Princess K'nih and a treasure chest – a gift from her father – and they set out for Spain. Along the way, there were rough seas and bad storms that blew them far, far off course. The men thought it was bad luck to have a woman on board, so they blamed Princess K'nih for the storms and threw her overboard. One of the men⁠—"

      "Fernando de Cabra," she sighed dreamily.

      "Fernando had fallen in love with the princess. He grabbed her treasure chest and stole a tiny cutter – a little rowboat – to save her. Somehow they made it to shore near Philadelphia. From there, they paid people to take them miles and miles inland. When they reached Central Pennsylvania, they settled on what is now Hauser Mountain, part of the Allegheny Mountains, where they decided to stay and make a home."

      "That's near where we live," Allie murmured. Her eyes drooped with the heaviness of imminent sleep. "And they got married and lived happily ever after."

      Papi chuckled again and kissed her forehead. "Good night, Allie-gator."

      "After while, Papi-dile." She drifted into dreams of Princess K'nih, her hero Fernando, and a treasure chest full of sparkling jewels.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Allie was wide awake before her alarm. Not because she was excited, even though she kind of was, but because Papi had thumped up and down the hallway past her bedroom half a dozen times already. His cane rapped on the hardwood floor with each step. The halting cadence let her know he was trying to be quiet but not having much success.

      She threw the blanket back. Might as well start the day.

      Allie knew Papi was anxious and excited and feeling all the feelings when they got to the museum and he didn't make a single grumpy comment or even give her a side-eye when she pulled the wheelchair out of the back of her SUV.

      He despised the thing, and she couldn't blame him. He didn't need to use it much, but the walk to the museum and through the building was simply too much for him to do with his bum hip. She also suspected he didn't fuss this time because, like it or not, riding in the wheelchair was much faster than making the walk, and this morning he was more interested in getting to Rupert's office than loudly defending his pride.

      Allie pushed him through the large double doors into the round marble-tiled lobby.

      The security guard hurried over as if he'd been expecting them. "Good morning, Charlie. Rupert asked me to escort you to his office right away." He barely gave Allie a glance, which was fine with her. He might be nice to look at, as her friends had pointed out more than once, but the man was obnoxious.

      Papi's fingers gripped the armrests. He nodded once. "Thanks, Jake."

      Allie pushed the wheelchair through a side door that led to an employees-only hallway. From there, Jake swiped his badge and they took the service elevator to the fourth floor at the top of the museum, where the offices were located.

      Rupert stood in his doorway, anxiously awaiting their arrival.

      Inside, two strange people waited. A tall, slim, pale woman with jet black hair slicked back into a severe bun at the nape of her neck, a black turtleneck, black pants, and black boots looked like she'd stepped out of a spy movie. The man with her was also tall and slim, with a similar outfit, but his included a black jacket, and he held a worn briefcase. It was brown, a stark splash against all the black, which irrationally annoyed Allie. It totally destroyed the mysterious spy vibe.

      "Dr. Scheffler. Allie. Come in, come in. We have much to discuss."

      Whoa. He'd used Papi's title instead of calling him Charlie. She'd been anticipating some small but exciting update, like a newly discovered piece of pottery or something, but the vibe in the room suggested this must be a lot bigger news than she'd assumed.

      Allie pushed the wheelchair over to a semi-circle of plush office chairs facing Rupert's desk. The two strangers waited until Allie sat down beside Papi to take their seats.

      Rupert went around to the tastefully elegant leather chair behind his desk. He tented his fingers and looked very serious. "Charles, I'm so glad you were able to be here. I'd like you to meet Selena and Chip Anderson. They're here from ARASNAC." He looked at Allie and clarified. "The Agency for the Rediscovery of Ancient Societies on the North American Continent."

      The woman leaned toward Papi. "I'm Selena. It's so nice to meet you, Dr. Scheffler."

      "Likewise," Papi answered.

      "I don't know if you've been following our work?" The woman's voice was clipped and precise, totally matching her stiff presentation.

      "I'm sorry, no. I know of the organization, of course, but I haven't been keeping track…" He trailed off and spread his hands.

      "Understandable. We're very small. A tiny fish in a massive pond of similar organizations. One of our areas of focus are shipwrecks. More specifically, European shipwrecks that were lost near the Eastern Seaboard during the fourteenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth centuries."

      Allie looked around at everyone's faces. Papi listened intently to the woman. Selena focused solely on him. Chip stared out the window. His fingers drummed silently on the handle of his briefcase. Rupert also focused on Selena. Jake stood behind them at the door, his hands clasped in front of him in a familiar security guard stance.

      That tripped her up. If they had a security guard in attendance, this must be really, really important.

      Selena continued. "Last year we were finally able to track down and positively identify the Santa Anna-Maria."

      Papi gasped.

      "After several dives, we were able to recover the captain's logbook."

      "What?" Papi's voice was an awed whisper.

      Whoa. Allie sat perfectly still. Even as a mostly-disinterested party, she knew that was huge. Massive. Epic.

      "While it's very exciting, a few centuries underwater didn't do it any favors. Our archivists weren't able to salvage much, but what they did recover led us here. To you."

      "Me?"

      Selena turned to Chip, who reanimated. He popped the clasps on his briefcase and produced a small glass box. Or maybe it was acrylic.

      Allie wasn't sure, but she guessed it was hermetically sealed to preserve whatever was inside.

      Chip passed the box to Selena, who handed it to Papi.

      His hands trembled as he inspected the box.

      Allie leaned close to his shoulder. Inside the box were two tiny, dark bits of paper with faded, nearly illegible writing in a foreign language. One piece was roughly the size of a tea bag, the other maybe a quarter that size. She knew it was important. It was historical. But why— She suddenly leaned closer. Tall, narrow, faint letters made a familiar word on the smaller piece. Squinting, she tried to make out the words. Her heart skipped a beat as her eyes made sense of the letters. "Papi! Does that… does it say what I think it says?"

      Tears shimmered in his eyes as he nodded vehemently.

      "M'yxnih. Oh, my." Allie was at a loss for words. She'd always believed it existed, but to see tangible, original, historical proof was overwhelming. She couldn't imagine what Papi must be feeling.

      Selena leaned over and put a hand on his arm. "Yes. M'yxnih. The second bit has three words our team was able to decipher. 'Storm,' 'red,' and 'treasure.' You were right, Dr. Scheffler. And from our research, we believe, as you did, that the trail leads to Hauser Mountain. It appears the entire mountain is private property. We've tried getting in touch with the owner, but so far we haven't gotten any response."

      Shaking from Papi's shoulders drew Allie’s attention away from Selena's face. Was he was crying? For joy, maybe? A burst of laughter erased any confusion. He let out deep, loud belly laughs until he had tears in his eyes.

      Everyone looked at him with the same expression of confusion mixed with concern.

      "Papi?"

      Rupert slowly shook his head. At the same time, they said, "Estelle."

      Papi's laughter subsided and he leaned back in his seat. "Estelle Hauser," he explained. "The mountain has been in her family for, oh, two or three hundred years. They're an eccentric bunch."

      Rupert added, "Very private people, to put it lightly."

      "The odds of Estelle letting us dig around on her property are slim to none."

      Selena cocked her head. "We could always bring out the big guns and force an eminent domain situation."

      "Won't work. They tried that back in the eighties and not only did Estelle's family bring out a lot of little guns, quite literally, they also brought a whole team of expensive lawyers who fought the application and won."

      "Oh?" Selena's perfect eyebrows arched upward.

      "I'll try calling her," Rupert offered. "Maybe appeal to her sense of history and legacy." He didn't sound confident.

      "Good luck with that," Papi scoffed.

      Allie looked back and forth between Papi and Rupert. "Who's Estelle Hauser?"

      Rupert sat back. "I'll let your grandfather handle that one."

      "It's a long story. The short version is that back in the day, we traced Princess K'nih and Fernando de Cabra's trail to Hauser Mountain. Rupert worked on distracting Estelle with his irresistible charms while I snuck onto their land. His wooing was unsuccessful, to put it kindly. Her father and brothers were rather displeased with the whole situation. Shots were fired, police were involved, and Estelle never forgave either one of us."

      "Oh, boy." It wasn't a stretch to imagine Papi coming up with a scheme like that, or to imagine Rupert going along with it.

      "Indeed."

      Selena reached over and pulled a piece of paper out of Chip's briefcase. She slid it across Rupert's desk. "When you speak to her, please tell her this is what we're willing to offer in exchange for limited access to her property."

      Rupert let out a low whistle. "I'll see what I can do."

      Allie watched as Papi cast one last longing gaze at the fragments of paper sealed in the box in his hands. Reluctantly, he gave it back to Selena.

      She smiled and patted his arm. "We're so close, Dr. Scheffler. With your help, we can find the red treasure and you'll finally get the recognition you deserve for your discovery of M'yxnih."
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      A week after the meeting, Jake O'Malley sat in his office, staring at the bank of security monitors. Okay, "bank" was overselling it. He had one big screen with nine squares, a la The Brady Bunch, that showed him a rotating carousel of videos from every conceivable angle throughout the museum. The separate monitor for his computer blinked off because he hadn't moved his mouse for at least twenty minutes.

      He watched the camera angles flipping through the whole museum, not paying particularly close attention. It was a busy but uneventful Wednesday, and his mind was still preoccupied with Charlie and the people from the Alliance or Agency or whatever of… whatever. Rupert seemed confident about them, but Jake wasn't so sure. He'd checked their website, and they were legit, but there was just something about them that made his spidey senses tingle.

      It was easy to see why Rupert was excited about a project like this, though. Hauser Mountain was local, it was being partially funded by that organization, and it would be a massive boon for the museum, not to mention how much this would help his friend Charlie validate his claims. If they found something significant, it would be huge for everyone involved. Not only would it mean a fresh exhibit, which always boosts attendance significantly, it would mean a notation in the history books as being a part of the discovery. It was big a deal, but he couldn't help but feel wary.

      Then again, he was generally suspicious of everyone. Part of it was the nature of his job as Head of Security for the museum. Impressive title, but in reality, the entire security staff consisted of Jake, one other full-time guard, and four part-time retired police officers.

      The Marian P. Franklin Museum of Natural History was a small, four-story museum in an historic building. It had some important exhibits and artifacts, but it wasn't exactly a Smithsonian-level operation. All in all, it was a pretty cushy job and best of all, he got to know great people like Charlie Scheffler.

      Charlie was a fascinating guy. He had a million tall tales from his expeditions all around the globe. He was also a little bossy and had some firm ideas about the exhibits and how the displays should be set up. Particularly the tiny display containing a handful of pottery shards and a chunk of stone with a partial carving from M'yxnih, the village Charlie and his team had discovered decades ago. Those artifacts were Charlie's prized possessions, on loan to the museum in perpetuity. Charlie was not pleased, however, that they were part of the Aztec display.

      Rupert had partially soothed his ire with a small card referencing the village of M'yxnih, but Charlie insisted there should be more information educating visitors and explaining that M'yxnih was its own entire civilization.

      Jake wasn't sure what to believe, but he wasn't the expert, so he kept his opinions to himself. He believed that Charlie believed his version of events, and that was good enough.

      Movement on one of the video feeds caught his attention. He pressed a button to keep that camera live on his screen instead of scrolling to the next view. A boy from a visiting third-grade school group veered away from the rest of his class and was casting suspicious looks at Ella, a velociraptor, and Levi, a Tyrannosaurus rex, the two dinosaur skeletons that guarded the entrance to the prehistoric display.

      Jake grabbed his walkie. "Tom? You copy?"

      The guard on duty responded immediately. "Go for Tom."

      "Ella and Levi have some company."

      "I'm on it." Before he closed the communication, Tom sighed and muttered, "Always with the dinosaurs."

      Jake watched the monitor closely. Tom casually strolled into view, moving toward the dinosaurs. The wayward boy spotted Tom and skedaddled back over to the other students before the guard even looked in his direction.

      A few minutes before five, closing time on Wednesdays, the school group assembled in the large lobby rotunda. One of the adults did a head count and ushered the students outside to their waiting bus.

      Jake watched the remaining stragglers exit the museum. All except two.

      On the third floor, video showed Charlie and Allie standing in front of the M'yxnih case. Allie shifted back and forth impatiently, gesturing to the wheelchair. She lifted her arm and tapped her wrist and pointed toward the exit. The video had no sound, but Jake could see her mouth moving as she clearly told her grandfather it was time to leave.

      Tom was at his station at the now-locked front doors waiting to let the last visitors out.

      Jake saw nothing out of the ordinary, so he left his office and hurried down the hallway that would let him out into the Aztec display.

      He cleared his throat. "Sir? The museum is closed."

      "See? I told you. We have to go," Allie said.

      Jake rolled his eyes. "Relax. I'm kidding."

      She gaped at him. "Did you seriously just tell me to relax?"

      He didn't know why she was always so impatient with Charlie. It irked him to witness. "Yeah. I told you to relax."

      "Well how about you⁠—"

      "You're right, let's go," Charlie interrupted.

      "Thank you," she said, clearly exasperated.

      Jake frowned. "You know he's an adult, right? You don't need to talk to him like a child."

      She fired back, "You know it's none of your business, right? You don't need to insert yourself like a child."

      "Now you listen⁠—"

      "To you? Absolutely not. Papi, we need to go before Pall Blart, Mall Cop here shines his flashlight at me or something." She tapped the back of the wheelchair. "Let's. Go."

      Jake noticed Charlie cast an unhappy look at the chair.

      "I hate that thing," Charlie grumbled under his breath.

      He could clearly walk, so obviously the wheelchair was just for her convenience because the old man probably slowed her down. "He doesn't want to ride in the wheelchair. Let him walk."

      She whipped out her phone and tapped on the screen. "Do you have a pen?"

      "What? A pen for what?" What the heck was she talking about?

      "So you can write down this number."

      "Number for what?" This woman was making no sense.

      "His physical therapist. That way you can call and explain that, in your expert opinion, Doctor Blart, Papi is completely healed and perfectly capable of walking the entire distance from here to the car. You can also explain that you personally guarantee that he absolutely won't fall and reaggravate his injuries, and that, in your expert opinion, he definitely wouldn't need the additional surgery those morons say he would need in the event of another fall."

      Surgery? He didn't realize Charlie had recently had surgery. Okay, maybe he had overstepped a little bit.

      "And unless you plan to be the one handling his around-the-clock care during recovery, I'll kindly thank you to butt your stupid face out of our business."

      Jake wasn't sure what to say to that, and her tirade erased any urge to apologize, so he decided the best course of action was to ignore Allie and focus on Charlie. "Rupert mentioned there's going to be a meeting with Ms. Hauser soon."

      The old man's face brightened. "Tomorrow."

      Allie said, "Yeah. We'll be back here tomorrow, so let's go." She patted the wheelchair again, with more force this time.

      Charlie huffed an annoyed sigh, but he sat.

      Jake felt bad for him. It wasn't right that his granddaughter was forcing him to ride in a chair when he didn't want to, or force him to leave the museum before he was ready. With some patience, surely he could walk a bit before being forced into the chair he obviously hated. Sure, it was closing time, but he was a friend of Rupert's and had certain privileges, especially with his artifacts on loan.

      It was a shame she couldn't be more flexible and understanding.
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      Allie got Papi situated in the passenger seat and stowed his wheelchair in the back of her SUV before jumping into the driver's seat.

      "Sorry," Papi mumbled. "I just wanted to see them a while longer."

      "Yeah. Buckle your seatbelt." Allie tried not to stew in irritation. Papi knew she had a split shift, and he still insisted on going to the museum for half the afternoon. He'd promised to be quick, but he'd been anything but.

      "What time do you have to be back to work?"

      Her gaze flicked to the clock on the console. It was already five thirty. "I was supposed to be back at five. I had to text Ralph and let him know I couldn't get back until at least six thirty."

      Papi winced. "I'm sorry."

      She reached over and patted his hand while they were stopped at a light. "It's okay. I mean, it's not okay, but I'm not going to fight with you about it." She bit her lip before continuing. "But I'm also not going to be doing this again. It's too much for me to open and close the store and spend the afternoon running you to the museum in between. Especially when you throw a tantrum when I tell you we need to leave."

      "Tantrum," he huffed.

      "Yes, Papi, a tantrum. I know you hate being reliant on me. I know you hate using that wheelchair when we've got a lot of distance to cover. I know you hate not being able to come and go as you please. I'm trying to bend over backwards to give you as much freedom as I can, but now it's costing me two hours of work, just because you didn't want to leave. I'm lucky Ralph is so flexible and was able to cover me on zero notice. A lot of other managers would fire me, and then where would we be?"

      Papi crossed his arms and glared out the window. "At least you'd still have a place to live. Don't forget, you live for free. No rent, no mortgage payment."

      Allie stuffed down the urge to slam on the brakes and pull over so she could scream into the void. Instead, she took a deep breath and let it out slowly. If not for her leaving her job in Tucson and wiping out more than half her savings to get his house out of foreclosure, neither of them would have a place to live. Very calmly, she said, "I moved home because you needed me to, remember? I was glad to do it then, and I'm glad to be here now, but don't act like I'm mooching off you."

      His shoulders drooped. "I know. I'm just… I don't even know."

      He might not know why he was being a brat, but it was obvious to her. "You're anxious about what's going on with Estelle and the Andersons and all the M'yxnih stuff. And I know you want to be able to be in the thick of it yourself. As you should be. It was your discovery, and you deserve all the credit even if you can't be the one traipsing into the mountain, and you're taking all your frustration out on me."

      He deflated back against his seat. "You're right, Allie-gator. I wish I could be there to make sure everything is done properly. These Anderson people seem nice enough, and ARASNAC is a legitimate organization, but…"

      Allie glanced up at the rearview mirror, then back to the road. "I get it. I'm not sure I totally trust what they're saying, but I don't have any reason for that."

      "Yeah." He drummed his fingers on his thigh. "Maybe I could ask Jake to look into them."

      Allie rolled her eyes. "Jake's a chauvinist butthead who doesn't know how to mind his own business."

      "I like him."

      "And you are free to do so."

      "He's a good guy."

      She answered with a noncommittal grunt. Papi thought he was great because he listened to all Papi's stories and validated his tantrum.

      As far as she was concerned, Jake's only redeeming quality was that he was nice to look at, but no one was good-looking enough to make it worth putting up with that judgmental attitude.
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        * * *

      

      Thursday morning in Rupert's office, Allie glanced over at Papi. He sat up very straight in his chair, wearing his nicest jacket over a crisp white shirt. He'd even put on a tie and carefully combed his silver hair neatly.

      The chairs were in a semi-circle again. Selena and Chip didn't seem nearly as anxious as Papi and Rupert did.

      Allie was tense, too, feeding off the vibe of the room. Over the past week, Papi had told her stories of Estelle Hauser and her family and their odd ways until Allie's vision of her was something akin to a hunched, cackling witch from a fairy tale, selfishly guarding access to a treasure.

      A quick rap on the door pulled everyone's attention, but before Rupert could round his desk, the door swung open. Rita, the administrative assistant, announced the arrival of Mrs. Hauser.

      Allie almost laughed. The woman in the doorway looked more like Betty White than a wicked witch. She was petite, dressed in a sharp hot pink pantsuit with a white blouse under the jacket. The string of pearls around her neck were the same slightly off-white color as her perfectly coiffed hair.

      Low, smart heels clipped sharply against the tile with each step as Estelle Hauser crossed the room. She exuded authority without saying a single word.

      Rupert met her and extended his right hand to shake hers while his left gestured to an open chair. "Estelle, welcome. It's so good to see you."

      Papi rose to his feet. "Estelle."

      Estelle fixed him with a withering glare.

      Allie stood as well, and finally noticed the young man accompanying her. A grandson, maybe? Probably in his early twenties, she guessed. He walked a few steps behind, wearing dark jeans and a navy button-down shirt. He faded into the periphery next to her commanding presence, like a secret service agent. Behind him, Jake closed the door and took his post beside it.

      "This is my great-grandson, William," Estelle said, then turned her sharp gaze on Allie. "You must be Charles's granddaughter."

      Before she could answer, Selena and Chip jumped to their feet. Selena grasped Estelle's right hand and pumped it as she gushed, "It's such an honor to meet you, Mrs. Hauser."

      Estelle snatched her hand back. "Relax, girl, you're not meeting the Queen." She turned her attention back to Allie.

      Chip wisely sat without uttering a word.

      Allie offered a smile. "Yes, I'm Pa—Charles's granddaughter, Allie. It's nice to meet you."

      They stood too far apart to make attempting a handshake anything but awkward, so Allie didn't try. She slowly retook her seat.

      Estelle gave her a nod, then sat in the chair next to Papi. Even her posture demanded respect. She looked across the desk to the director. "Let's get on with it, shall we, Rupert?" Venom carried his name from her lips.

      William stood silently behind her chair.

      Rupert cleared his throat. "Certainly. We… aahh, we'd like to ask your permission to do some exploring on your mountain."

      Selena jumped in. "We don't believe it will be a particularly invasive project as far as bringing in heavy equipment. From what we've been able to ascertain, the evidence we're searching for is likely in a cave or cavern. We expect minimal digging and disturbance of your property. You'll hardly even know we're there!" She finished on a slightly-too-loud and false, far-too-chipper note, then continued. "The initial stage of the project will take about six weeks. Perhaps eight. And then we'll have a better idea of how long we'll be on site for the next stage. We're looking to begin in… well, today is, what, the nineteenth? So we'll be onsite on or about May first to begin the first phase."

      Allie felt Papi cringe. Rupert was an expert at keeping his face neutral, but the way he looked down at his desk suggested he did not approve of Selena's speech. Allie herself had only known Estelle for three minutes, and she was quite sure this was not the way to approach the situation.

      She glanced back at Jake, who caught her eye and slowly shook his head like he couldn't believe how Selena was speaking, either. For once it seemed they were on the same page. Small miracles, right?

      Selena plowed on, nudging Chip to open his briefcase and produce a folder. "We have the agreement here. It outlines everything. You'll just need to sign here," she tapped the page, "here, and here." She held a pen out to Estelle and kept talking. "We have a fair idea of where the cave might be located, thanks to satellite imaging and mapping."

      Estelle took the pen and papers and laid them on the desk. Her voice was sharp. "You seem to be under the impression that I've agreed to any of this."

      Selena's eyes widened, then she quickly adjusted her face. "I'm hopeful we'll come to an agreement, Mrs. Hauser. This is of extreme historical significance. We certainly want to go the route that's most beneficial for all of us without needing to exert any sort of eminent⁠—"

      Estelle flicked her hand, dismissing Selena's threat like a pesky mosquito. "Organizations far larger and more important than yours have tried and failed." She fixed a meaningful gaze on Selena. "And gone bankrupt in the process." She waited a beat for her words to sink in, then added, "It would be a shame if all your organization's resources were tied up in lengthy legal battles you stand no chance of winning. Instead of, you know, focusing on your work of extreme historical significance."

      The silence in the room was a tangible presence.

      Rupert cleared his throat and tented his fingers. "Mrs. Hauser. Estelle. I'm sure Selena wasn't trying to threaten⁠—"

      "I'll admit my hearing isn't what it used to be, Rupert, but I'll thank you not to mansplain what was very clearly stated." Her direct expression dared him to disagree.

      Allie couldn't help but be impressed. This woman was taking zero garbage. She definitely wasn't some sweet little old lady who could be manipulated or cowed. She glanced over at Papi and sucked in a concerned breath. His face was pale and he stared, unblinking, at the desk. His shoulders drooped like he was already admitting defeat, that whatever existed of M'yxnih on Estelle's property would remain a mystery that he would never see a resolution to in this lifetime. His Adam's apple bobbed above the knot of his tie.

      He knew this could be the end of the line. He'd come to terms with Hauser Mountain being a dead end until the Andersons showed up and resurrected all his hopes.

      She hadn't seen him so excited in years. The door couldn't close like this.

      "Mrs. Hauser?" Allie spoke quietly, almost timidly.

      Estelle's sharp gaze swiveled to her.

      "I don't know anything about archeology. I don't know much about history. To me, M'yxnih has always been like a wonderful fairy tale or a myth. But Papi was there. He crawled on his knees and dug with his hands and he saw it. He touched it. He smelled it and tasted it and it became a part of him. And he watched the ground open and swallow it whole right in front of him." She cleared her throat, not quite sure exactly where she was going. "I don't know much about you, Mrs. Hauser, but I'd be willing to bet that you could close your eyes and make your way over every inch of your mountain. It's in your blood, in your heart, in the legacy that you're leaving for your family. For Papi, that's M'yxnih. And there's a good chance there's a little piece of M'yxnih hiding in your mountain."

      One of Estelle's eyebrows quirked upward.

      "I'm asking you—I'm begging you. Please. Let the team come onto the mountain and see if there's anything left of M'yxnih. If your mountain was swallowed up tomorrow and I held the last remaining blade of grass, I swear I'd let you have it." She took a deep breath. "I can't blame you if you say no. Coming in hot and threatening eminent domain was foolish and shortsighted and if I were in your shoes, I might tell us all to pound sand and go home to my mountain and never accept another call about it. I'm hoping you're a less petty person than I, and that you'll consider allowing this project to move forward."

      Allie looked over to Papi. He was silent, but a few tears made a wet trail down his cheek.

      Estelle let out a sigh and sat back in her seat.

      Allie's fingers dug into the arms of her chair. All she could do was hope Estelle Hauser didn't hold too much of a grudge against Papi for whatever he and Rupert had done to tick her off all those years ago, and that Selena's audacity didn't kill the project before it even began.
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