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        In the first century, he lived for vengeance.

        During the second, he hungered for blood.

        By the third, he yearned for destruction.

        But eventually...

        All he craved was the moon.
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      “You got another letter from moldy, old Dr. Mecate.”

      Gina O’Neil glanced up from grooming a horse to discover her best friend, Jase McCord, holding up a brilliantly white business-sized envelope. She knew exactly what business it contained. How could she not, considering the obstinate Dr. Mecate had sent her at least half a dozen others just like it?

      It would behoove you to allow me to dig on your property.

      What in hell was a behoove?

      Proving my academic theory would increase the cachet of your establishment.

      She had the same question about cachet.

      I would be happy to advance remuneration.

      Who talked like that?

      “Helloo.” Jase waved the envelope back and forth, his wide, high-cheekboned face softened by the chip in his front tooth that he'd gotten when he was bucked from a horse at the age of eight. His face, combined with his compact but well-honed body, made him look like a marauding Ute warrior, which was exactly what he would have been if born in a previous century. “What should I⁠—?”

      Gina snatched the envelope from his hand. “I’ll take care of it.” In the same way she’d taken care of all the others.

      Direct deposit into the trash can.

      Gina turned back to Lady Belle, and Jase, who was familiar with Gina’s moods, left.

      Nahua Springs Ranch was not only Gina’s home but also her inheritance. Once one of the most respected quarter-horse ranches in Colorado, Nahua Springs had become, after the death of Gina’s parents nearly ten years ago, one of far too many dude ranches in the area. Nevertheless, they’d done all right.

      Until recently.

      Recently she’d begun to receive as many letters from bill collectors as she did from Dr. Mecate. Certainly his remuneration would be welcome, considering their financial difficulties. Unfortunately, what he wanted from her was something Gina couldn’t give.

      If she opened the letter she knew what she’d find. A request for her to let him search for Aztec ruins on her property.

      She couldn’t do that. What if he went there? What if he found . . . it?

      Gina crossed to the open back doorway of the barn, drawing in a deep breath of spring air as she stared at the ebony roll of the distant mountains and the new grass tinged silver by the wisp of a moon.

      Giiiiii-naaaa!

      Sometimes the wind called her name. Sometimes the coyotes. Sometimes she even heard it in the howls of the wolves that were never, ever there.

      The singsong trill haunted her, reminding her of all she had lost. She’d come to the conclusion that the call was her conscience, shouting out the last word her parents had ever uttered in an attempt to make sure she remembered, as if she could ever forget, that they had died because of her.

      Everything had both started and ended in that cavern beneath the earth.

      “Kids will be kids,” she murmured, echoing her father’s inevitable pronouncement whenever she and Jase had gotten into trouble.

      Let them roam, Betsy. What good is having this place if she can't run free like we did?

      Gina’s parents had been childhood sweethearts. Boring, if you left out the star-crossed nature of their relationship—Betsy, the daughter of the ranch owner, and Pete, the son of the foreman. Everyone had considered them as close as brother and sister. When Betsy’s father had found out they were closer, he’d threatened to send her to college on the East Coast, right after he used his bullwhip on Pete.

      The reality of the coming grandchild had ended both the threat of a whipping and any hope of college. Not that Betsy had cared. She’d loved the ranch as much as Pete had, as much as Gina did now.

      Gina and Jase had been kids that day, heading straight for the place Jase’s granddad, Isaac, had warned them against.

      At the end of Lonely Deer Trail the Tangwaci Cin-au’-ao sleeps. You must never, ever walk there.

      According to Isaac, the Tangwaci Cin-au’-ao was an evil spirit of such power that whoever went anywhere near him died. Basically, he was the Ute Angel of Death, and he lived at their place. What fifteen-year-old could resist that?

      Certainly not Gina.

      She’d become obsessed with the end of Lonely Deer Trail. She’d crept closer and closer. She’d taken pictures of the flat plain that dropped into nowhere, yet a tree appeared to grow out of the sky. And when that sky filled with dawn or dusk the tree seemed to catch fire.

      How could anyone not want to explore that?

      Jase hadn’t wanted to go, but she’d teased him unmercifully. In the end, he’d given in, as she’d known he would. To Jase’s credit, he’d never once said, I told you so.

      Not when the earth had crumpled beneath them.

      Not when they’d tried to climb out and only succeeded in pulling an avalanche of summer-dried ground back in.

      Not when they’d been buried alive, unable to move, barely able to breathe.

      Not even when they’d both understood they would die there.

      Because if Gina’s sleep was disturbed by the ghostly, singsong trill, if on occasion the wind also called her name, if she felt every morning in that instant before she awoke the same thing she’d felt in that cavern—the stirring of something demonic, the reaching of its deformed hand in a mad game of Duck, Duck, Goose, pointing first at Gina, then at Jase, before settling its death claw on her parents, well...

      That was probably I told you so enough.
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        * * *

      

      Mateo Mecate stared at the hieroglyphics until they blurred in front of his overworked eyes. He might be one of the foremost scholars in Aztec studies, but the letters still sometimes read like gibberish. He shoved them aside, removing his glasses and rubbing a hand over his face.

      According to the calendar, May meant spring. As usual, Tucson wasn’t listening. The temperatures had been pushing ninety for a week.

      The door to Matt’s small, dusty, scalding office opened, and his boss, George Enright, stepped in. His gaze went to the papers on Matt’s desk, and he frowned.

      “Mateo.” Enright’s voice held so much disappointment, Matt expected him to cluck his tongue, then shake his head, or perhaps his finger, in admonishment. “This has to stop. I’ve put up with it thus far because of the respect I had for your mother. But the time has come to move on.”

      Enright was the head of the anthropology department at the University of Arizona, where Matt was a professor of archaeology—his specialty, like his mother’s before him, the civilization of the Aztecs.

      Nora Mecate had been a descendant of that great civilization. She’d been fascinated—some say obsessed— with proving a theory she’d gleaned from ancient writings passed down through her family for generations. She spent her life—no, she gave her life—trying to prove it.

      “You could become the chair of this department when I retire. But you need to abandon your mother’s ridiculous theory. You’re becoming a laughingstock.” Enright lowered his voice. “As she was.”

      Any academic who refused to face facts became an amusing anecdote at the staff water cooler. Matt had had seen a lot of the graduate students staring and whispering lately.

      Not that such behavior was anything new. For some reason the women around here liked to fashion him a Hispanic Indiana Jones. He wasn’t, but that didn’t stop them from pointing and giggling and showing up during his office hours with foolish questions they already knew the answer to.

      Matt wasn’t interested. Not that he didn’t occasionally date—if the willing women he took to dinner, then back to his bed, then never saw again could be considered dates—but his life was work, and he had little use for anything else.

      “I have one more location on my mother’s list of possibilities,” Matt said.

      Enright lifted his artificially darkened eyebrows. Everything about Enright was artificial—his gelled, black toupee, his high-gloss manicure, even his right hip.

      When Matt did not elaborate, Enright sighed. His breath smelled of the Jack Daniel’s he kept filed under W.

      “The semester is nearly done, Mateo. By fall, be ready to move on.”

      “Move on?” Matt echoed.

      “Choose a different avenue for your research or choose another university.” The door shut behind Enright with a decisive click.

      Matt glanced at his mother’s notes. As he shuffled them, searching for something he might have missed during the eight thousand other times he’d shuffled them, he could have sworn the scent of her—oranges, earth, and sunshine—lifted from the pages. Sometimes, when he touched them in the depths of the night, their whisper was her voice calling him in from childish explorations across every dig they’d ever shared.

      He’d enjoyed a charmed childhood. What wasn’t to love about living in a tent, searching for buried treasure, and never once—until he’d come here—stepping foot in a school?

      Nora had been the only child of the very wealthy Mecate family. When she’d chosen to become an archaeologist more than a few inky black Mecate eyebrows had been raised. She didn’t need to work for a living; she most definitely didn’t need to dig in the dirt. That she wanted to had been beyond the comprehension of many, including her father.

      However, only poor people were crazy. Rich people were eccentric, and the more eccentrics in a rich family the greater their prestige. The raised eyebrows had lowered before too long.

      When Nora had turned up pregnant—not a boyfriend or a husband in sight—no one had bothered to exert their eyebrows at all. That Mateo would be a Mecate, and carry on that precious name, had gone a long way to bridging the gap between Nora and her father.

      She’d dragged Matt with her all over Mexico and the Southwest. She’d taught him everything she knew about how to research and explore. Then she’d died on a dig the summer before he left for college. Matt traced one finger over his mother’s chicken scratch scrawl.

      While still a young woman, Nora had translated the ancient Aztec writings she’d uncovered in the musty library of the family estate and discovered something amazing.

      The reason the Aztecs never lost in battle was because they possessed a secret weapon, what Nora referred to as a superwarrior, a being of such incredible strength and power she believed him to be a sorcerer. That warrior had been buried somewhere in the American Southwest. All she had to do was find the tomb.

      Scholars would have accepted her searching for remains north of the Rio Grande, even though most believed the Aztecs had not ventured farther than Central Mexico. But the tomb of a supernatural warrior? A sorcerer?

      No one but Nora believed that.

      When Matt was a child his mother’s tales had captivated him. He’d accepted them completely. But as time went on, Matt’s enthusiasm for a supernatural warrior waned.

      However, Nora’s research on the tomb itself was solid. There was something buried at an as-yet-undiscovered site north of the Rio Grande. Perhaps nothing more than a very large, freakishly strong, and more deadly than usual Aztec, but if Matt found that tomb and those remains, he could vindicate his mother’s theory. Or at least those parts it was possible to vindicate. Then she would no longer be a laughingstock.

      And neither would he.

      His mother had translated a list of half a dozen possible sites from the hieroglyphics she’d found. They’d explored all of them—save one—and to date they’d found nothing but rocks.

      Detractors pointed out that the Spanish had destroyed most, if not all, of the Aztec records—flat, accordion-like books known as codices, fashioned from deerskins or agave paper. Any texts that survived had been written under the strict supervision, and often with the help of, the Spanish clergy.

      Therefore, the writings Nora Mecate had based her life’s work upon—Superwarrior? Sorcerer? Indeed!— were nothing more than a hoax perpetrated by some laugh-a-minute priest in the fifteenth or sixteenth century.

      “Because priests back then were known for being extremely ‘ha-ha’ kinds of guys,” Matt said.

      Matt had been studying the documents himself ever since Nora had died. He could find nothing wrong with her geographic translations. He had found no other viable sites.

      Therefore, Matt had one last chance to prove her theory. If the final location yielded nothing new, he’d have little choice but to give up his mother’s dream— which would be tantamount to admitting she was a crackpot—and move on. However, he’d encountered a problem with the remaining site.

      Matt pulled a glossy three-fold brochure from the center drawer of his desk. The front panel revealed majestic mountains, four shots: spring, summer, winter, and fall—green, blue, gold, brown, white, purple, and orange abounded. Horses gamboled. He turned the brochure over to see if bunnies hopped and cattle roamed.

      Instead, he found an artsy portrayal of a cowboy in silhouette, head tipped down, hat shading his face. However, the outline of the body was every ride-’em-cowboy-wannabe’s dream.

      Inside lay the propaganda—several gung-ho paragraphs superimposed over a sepia print of what Matt assumed was the main house, which, despite the “old-time” feel of the photograph had obviously been updated and well maintained. According to the text, gourmet food complemented an authentic western experience.

      “Yee-haw.” Matt rubbed the slick brochure between thumb and forefinger before removing another older, less slick, more crumpled paper from his desk.

      He wasn’t an expert on photography, but he was still fairly certain the person who’d taken the pictures for the brochure was the same person who had taken the image Matt had uncovered on the Internet about a year ago. The one that matched the final descriptive translation for the burial site of Nora Mecate’s superwarrior.

      Somewhere on this dude ranch lay his last chance to vindicate both his mother’s and his own life’s work. He’d had his assistant leave a dozen unanswered phone messages, followed by as many unanswered e-mails. Then Matt had taken over and begun to write letters, reiterating the request for permission to dig. He’d yet to receive a single response. It infuriated him.

      Deep down he knew that his single-minded devotion to proving his mother’s theory, or as much of it as could be proved, was based on guilt. He’d stopped believing in the superwarrior long ago. He’d started to wonder if his mother was the kook everyone thought her to be.

      Grow up, Mom. I did.

      Even now, Matt winced at the memory. She’d died still believing and he’d⁠—

      “Gone on.” Matt hadn’t really known what else to do.

      So, if Gina O’ Neil, owner of Nahua Springs Ranch, thought her silence would make him go away . . .

      Matt booted up his computer and clicked the tab for Expedia.com.

      She’d soon find out how wrong she was.
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      Jase had left to retrieve their guests from the La Plata County Airport. The group wasn’t full again and that worried Gina.

      She moved through her room on the second floor of the ranch house, French-braiding her long, dark hair as she went. Sometimes Gina thought she should wear hers like Jase, who, despite his Native American roots, insisted on keeping his ebony locks Marine sergeant regulation length. Short hair would be a lot less trouble, especially on the overnight campouts that were part of every workweek.

      She’d never be able to do it. One of Gina’s fondest memories was of her mother brushing out the tangled strands before bed. Gina had the superstitious belief that if she cut her hair, and therefore stopped brushing it in just the same way every night, that memory of her mother would disappear as quickly as shorn locks in a winter wind.

      The sounds of a car door opening, then closing, made Gina frown. Still a little early for Jase to be back.

      Which could only mean trouble. Lately, anyone who arrived at Nahua Springs uninvited was.

      She crossed to the window and glanced through, careful to stay out of sight as a man unfolded himself from the car. His back to her, the sun sprinkled mahogany highlights through dark brown hair, which spread across his broad shoulders like the tail fan of a pheasant.

      Gina didn’t recognize him, but judging from his well-worn jeans, faded white T-shirt, and lived-in boots he was probably from the area. Most guests showed up in nearly the same attire, except everything was brand-new.

      His forearms were taut and tanned; his biceps weren’t bad either. Gina’s gaze slid up the long legs to another part that wasn’t bad.

      He turned and, startled, Gina straightened. That face belonged in a magazine, perhaps advertising the no doubt expensive horn-rimmed glasses perched on his too-perfect nose.

      Who was this guy?

      As if he’d heard her question, or perhaps just seen her move, the man lifted his head. She couldn’t distinguish the shade of his eyes from here, but considering his hair and skin, they were probably as dark as her own. He was exotic in a way she’d never encountered—the rugged body tamed by a face just short of pretty, the wildness of his hair tempered by those retro-geek glasses.

      He started for the house, and Gina hurried to meet him, boot heels clattering down the staircase. The front door was open, allowing the spring breeze to blow in through the screen, allowing him to hear her steps, glance up, see her, and smile.

      “Hello.”

      His voice was slightly rough, as if he’d spent the night in a bar that still allowed smoking, woken up after a bourbon bender, or called out someone’s name in passion so long and so loudly he wound up hoarse.

      Where had that thought come from?

      “I wanted to discuss something with you. Could I come in?”

      The contrast of that craggy voice with the overly polite words increased his exotic quotient by ten. He appeared Hispanic—at least part—so perhaps English wasn’t his first language.

      “I . . . uh⁠—”

      Hell . Since when did she get tongue-tied around men? She’d been raised by one, been raised with one, worked next to them, and worked for them. However, she’d never seen one quite like this.

      Gina took a deep breath, which smelled oddly of oranges, and tried again: “Sure.”

      Opening the screen door, he stepped inside. He was a lot taller standing next to her than he’d looked from the upstairs window. For the first time in a long time Gina didn’t experience the urge to slouch. She stood five-ten in her stocking feet. Put on her boots and she was pushing six foot.

      Here, in the land of itty-bitty women, Gina was a giantess. She didn’t need anything else to make her feel like a freak. Being labeled an orphan had long been good enough.

      A single white envelope on the hall table caught her gaze. Dr. Mecate again.

      She cursed beneath her breath, snatched up the letter, and tore it in half, then in half again. For good measure, she crumpled the parts into a teeny-tiny ball and tossed them into the trash.

      The stranger cleared his throat. “Bad news?”

      “Sorry.” What had gotten into her to behave like that in front of a potential customer? Since he was still waiting for an explanation, she shrugged and told him the truth—or at least part of it. “Some professor...” Gina couldn’t help it; her mouth twisted on the word. “Wants to dig up my land. Ain’t happenin’. Not in this lifetime.”

      He blinked a few times. “Ah. I see.”

      “What can I do for you, Mr...?”

      “I’m Teo.” He held out his hand.

      Gina took it, enjoying the scrape of his calluses against her own.

      “I was—uh—” He looked around as if he could find what he wanted in her front hall.

      “Were you interested in one of our packages?” Gina prompted.

      Why else would he be here? Unless it was to try to collect on a bill.

      “Sure. That’s why I’m here.”

      “Our Trail and Spa package starts today. That’s a three-day trail ride, followed by two days of spa services in the lodge and surrounding area; then we finish up with a slightly more difficult four-day trip. Does that sound like something you’d be interested in?”

      “Definitely.”

      “Then if you’ll just follow me to my office, Mr. Teo ...” Gina realized they still held hands, but when she tried to retrieve hers he held on.

      Confused, she lifted her gaze. His eyes weren’t brown as she’d thought but hazel and, when surrounded by long, dark hair and a well-bronzed face, as striking as the face itself.

      “Just Teo,” he said, voice even rougher. “And you are?”

      “Gina O’Neil.” She pumped his hand once more, and this time when she pulled back he let her.

      “The proprietor.”

      “Have we met?” Gina knew damn well they hadn’t. Him she would remember.

      “Your name was in here.” He pulled their brochure from his back pocket. “Gina O’Neil, owner.”

      Gina was happy to see those brochures had been good for something. They’d cost a bundle she hadn’t wanted to spend, but Jase had insisted self-promotion was the key to increasing their business. Maybe he was right.

      “Let’s get you registered, Mr.—” He cocked his head and his garnet-streaked hair slid over one sun- kissed cheek. “Teo,” she corrected. “This way.”

      She led him down the hall toward her office at the back of the house. Since the last guests had left the day before and the newcomers hadn’t yet arrived, the only scents drifting from the kitchen were those of coffee and toast. Most days the smell of eggs, bacon, pancakes, cinnamon rolls overlaid with the zest of salsa and the saccharine of syrup would draw everyone within sniffing distance to Fanny’s domain.

      Gina flicked the lights and sat at her desk. When she glanced up, Teo stood in the doorway seemingly transfixed by the photos on her wall. Most people didn’t even notice them.

      “I was going to ask who’d taken the pictures for your brochure. But I can see now it was ...” His eyes met hers. “You?”

      Gina shrugged. He was the first person who’d ever noticed that the pictures in the brochure had a similar style to the ones on her wall.

      “You’re very talented. Where did you study?”

      “Study?” Gina laughed. “I picked up a camera, and I pointed it at stuff.”

      His eyebrows lifted, and he glanced at the photos once again. “Then you’re even more talented than I thought.”

      She had to look down so he wouldn’t see how much those words pleased her. She’d never told anyone, not even Jase, how much she loved photography. There was no point. She’d had the choice of selling this place and attending college or sucking it up and staying here.

      So, in truth, she’d never really had any choice at all.

      And that was fine. It wasn’t like she couldn’t still take pictures. She did so all the time. She’d just never be able to make a living at it.

      Nahua Springs Ranch was her life. Unless, of course, she lost the place.

      Gina cleared her throat and reached for a registration form. “Fill this out, and we’ll get you settled.”

      His fingers closed over the paper; he grabbed a pen. The chair creaked as he sat, then scratching noises followed as he complied. Outside, several car doors slammed.

      Jase and the others were back.

      Gina stood just as Teo signed his name to the bottom and held out the sheet to her.

      She gave the document a cursory glance. Teo Jones. From some town in Arizona she’d never heard of—there were a lot of them. He was a teacher, which explained the glasses but not the body. Unless he was a phys-ed teacher, who perhaps coached track and basketball on the side and worked construction in the summer. She was more intrigued by the minute.

      “Anything wrong?" he asked when she continued to stare at his registration.

      “Uh, no.” Her gaze flicked to the two most important items on the page. He could ride a horse. He’d been camping often. That was all she needed to know. “If I could just get your credit c⁠—”

      He dropped a handful of cash onto the desk. Gina’s mouth hung open with the word card on the tip of her tongue.

      “Cash is better, yes?”

      Gina nodded. Who carried around that much money?

      No one she’d ever met.

      “About the pic—” he began.

      “Gina!” Jase called from the front of the house. Usually she was waiting out front to greet the guests when they arrived.

      “Coming!” she shouted, but his footsteps sounded in the hall an instant before he appeared at the door.

      His gaze went from the pile of cash on the desk, to her startled face, to Teo Jones, who smiled his charming smile. It didn't work half as well on Jase as it had worked on Gina.

      “Who are you?” Jase demanded.

      From the tone of his voice and the tension in his shoulders Jase had pegged Teo as a bill collector. Several of them had begun to demand cash up front.

      “A walk-in,” Gina said so brightly Jase’s frown deepened. “Teo, meet Jase McCord, my partner.”

      Teo’s welcoming smile faded a bit.

      Jase had never bothered with one in the first place. He wasn’t much of a smiler, but then neither was Gina.

      Still money was money and this was cash. Jase should be clapping Teo on the back and claiming him as his new best friend. She wanted to.

      The men stared at each other so long, Gina thought they might refuse to do the meet and greet altogether. If they’d been dogs, their ruffs would have been lifted along with their lips.

      Gina cleared her throat, and Teo’s hand shot out. “Pleased to meet you.”

      Jase blinked. Because the welcoming words did not match the level, challenging stare or because the drawing room vocabulary sounded so strange in that ruined Clint Eastwood voice?

      Gina took a step forward. Why she had no idea. Did she plan to forcibly lift Jase’s arm and make him shake Teo’s hand?

      At last Jase found his manners, placing his palm , against Teo’s and shaking once. From Teo’s stifled wince, once had been enough.

      Men.

      “I’ll just show Teo to his room,” Gina began. “Then⁠—”

      “No.”

      She glanced at Jase. He was still staring at Teo.

      “I’ll show him the room.” Jase jerked his chin toward the front of the house, where she could hear the others milling and murmuring. “You deal with them.”

      He stalked into the hall.

      Gina gave Teo an apologetic smile. “One of the new guests must be a...” She paused, not wanting to speak ill of one paying customer to another.

      “Royal pain in the behind?” Teo finished, and Gina laughed.

      “Yeah. Those Jase leaves to me.”

      “Hey, buddy!” Jase shouted from the hall.

      What was up with him?

      “I’d better go.”

      “Once everyone’s settled,” Gina said, “we’ll meet at the barn and get you a horse that suits your riding ability.”

      Teo lowered his head, a mini-bow. “I’ll look forward to it.”

      Gina watched him leave—she couldn’t help it; the view was incredible. Still, there was something about the guy that made her twitchy.

      She just wished she knew what it was.
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        * * *

      

      Matt hadn’t planned to give a false name and join the party. But the instant Gina had torn up his latest letter, then tightened her mouth and narrowed her eyes as she explained why, he’d known that she would throw him off the place as quickly as she’d destroyed not only that letter but also every one he’d sent before.

      Luckily, he’d dressed and packed for the trail, as he’d naively believed he could explain what he wanted and Ms. O’Neil would take him to it.

      Matt gave a mental eye roll as he left her office. Sometimes he was as clueless about human behavior as any absentminded professor.

      He was also thankful that the need to grease local wheels, hire day laborers that weren’t exactly legal, and buy things at places where only cash would suffice had ascertained he had enough money to pay for the package. He couldn’t very well offer a credit card with his real name emblazoned on the front.

      Matt found McCord at the bottom of the polished wood staircase, fingernails tapping on the newel post, boots scratching against the floor as he shifted his feet. The guy reminded Matt of several of his students.

      After they’d gone off Ritalin.

      He tried again to smile.

      Again, he earned a scowl before the man stomped up the steps. “Come on.”

      If this was how they ran their business, Matt was surprised they had any customers.

      He cast a longing glance toward the office. He would have liked to study those photographs further and ask Gina about them. Though none of the images matched the one in his bag, the similar style made him even more certain that the place depicted in it was located here and Gina knew exactly where.

      Matt’s gaze was drawn to the screen door, through which half a dozen men and women were visible, hanging around his rental car, seemingly lost. Then a door slammed at the back of the house and Gina appeared.

      She strode toward the newcomers, long legs encased in worn, loose jeans. Matt had never considered that loose jeans could be so enticing. Most of the women at the university wore jeans so tight he wasn’t sure how they ever got them off. Or on.

      But Gina’s made him wonder things the others never had. Like the shape of her thighs as the wind blew the soft denim against them—there and then gone and then there again, a mere hint, just enough to arouse. And the tail of her flannel shirt—cinnamon, chocolate, and lime-green stripes—which barely reached the curve of her rear, fluttering in that wind, drawing his gaze and holding it there.

      She greeted the others, the warmth of welcome in her voice. Everyone in the yard straightened and smiled, unconsciously leaning toward her like flowers long denied the sun. It appeared he wasn’t the only one captivated.

      Turning, Gina gestured at the house, and the movement of her arm drew that well-washed shirt taut against her breasts. They were very nice breasts. He wanted to⁠—

      “Buddy!”

      Matt yanked his gaze from Gina. Unfortunately, his mind stayed right where it was, imagining the taste of those breasts, the weight of them in his palms, the sensation of them dragging across his chest, nipples hard and full.

      How strange. As an adult, his imagination had been nil. He had little room for fantasy in a life devoted to pursuing facts. However, considering what had just meandered through his mind, and how alive it had made him feel, maybe he’d been wrong.

      “You gonna eye-fuck her all day?”

      Matt jolted at the vulgarity. Not that he hadn’t heard similar words on every dig; he’d just never gotten used to them. When you spent your life immersed in a language composed of beautiful pictures, sometimes you lost track of the vocal crudities. But there was always someone there to remind you.

      McCord stood at the top of the steps, and Matt started up, head down so the other man couldn’t see the telltale flush in his cheeks. Because he had been doing exactly what Jase accused him of, and he would not be doing so again.

      Matt would discover as much as he could about the ranch and surrounding area. If Nahua Springs contained the final location pinpointed in his mother’s research—and with every minute he became more certain that it did—he needed to discover that location, then find a way to convince Gina to let him dig there.

      He’d have to tread carefully. She was touchy about her land. No reason to arouse her suspicions and get himself thrown off the place before he knew for certain that he was right.

      If Nahua Springs Ranch was merely another misstep in a long line of them, why tell Gina the truth at all? He’d just go on the trip, then quietly fade away.

      Before Matt reached the landing, McCord spun about and disappeared into the nearest room. A quick glance revealed that there were similar doors extending down both sides of the hallway.

      Matt stepped inside. A large four-poster bed sat to the left, a matching oak dresser to the right. But what dominated the room was the wall of windows opposite the door. From it Matt could observe the entire valley.

      “Exquisite,” he said, and McCord blew a quick burst of air, somehow both amused and derisive, between his lips.

      Matt started to ask what was so funny but didn’t bother. He never understood jokes, wasn’t up on current lingo. He’d spent his formative years with his mother and her colleagues. He’d never had playmates, not even imaginary ones. By the time he went off to college, people his own age ... Well, they only confused him.

      “Gina said you were her partner.”

      McCord’s dark eyebrows lifted. “So?”

      “The brochure lists her as the owner of the ranch.”

      “She is.”

      “Then your partnership is⁠—”

      “Physical,” McCord interrupted. “Which is why you need to keep your eyes, and your hands, and any other part of you that might want to glom onto her off.”

      “Glom,” Matt repeated. He wished he’d taken more linguistics. However, modern language patterns would be of no use to him while attempting to translate ancient Aztec.

      McCord stepped close, crowding into Matt’s personal space. The man had to lift his chin to meet Matt’s eyes, since he was several inches shorter, but he did so with a challenge any alpha animal would recognize. Matt had never considered himself an alpha—he’d had his ass kicked as a kid too often by every bullying local in every town he and his mom had ever visited—nevertheless, he had to suppress an urge to bump chests and snarl.

      “Touch her,” McCord murmured, ‘‘and I will end you.”
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      Gina couldn’t figure out which of their guests was the one who had sent Jase over the edge. They all seemed normal enough to her. Or as normal as most of the guests got.

      If working with the public for over half her life had taught Gina one thing it was this: People were weird. Every day, in some small or large way, her theory was proved right.

      For instance—the Hurlaheys, Mel and Melda, were nearly as interchangeable as their names. Short, round, with curly white hair that framed their always-flushed faces, they resembled a mini Mr. and Mrs. Claus. Gina would have thought they’d skipped the North Pole—leaving the elves, the reindeer, and Mr. Claus’s beard behind—if the Hurlaheys hadn’t cursed like rap singers and finished each other’s sentences as if they were literally of one mind.

      “We’ve always wanted to come here,” Mel said. “Ride a goddamn⁠—!”

      “Horse,” finished Melda. “Damn straight. Go west, young⁠—”

      “Dude. Shi-i-i-it,” Mel said, then smiled with such beatific sweetness Gina was left thinking she couldn’t have heard what she had.

      Since neither Mel nor Melda had ever ridden a horse, Gina assigned them the oldest, gentlest beasts in her stable. She apologized mentally to Lily and Viola. Although Gina doubted the mares would be disturbed by cussing as long as the words were uttered in the same matter-of-fact tone as all the others. Since this appeared to be Mel and Melda’s MO, Gina merely patted the mares on their noses and moved on.

      Tim Gordon, newly divorced anesthesiologist, had brought his fourteen-year-old son to Colorado from Cleveland for a little bonding time. Unfortunately, all Derek cared about were his video games and that he’d had to leave them at home.

      “The new Halo is coming out this week.”

      “It’ll still be there next week,” his father said with the absent tone of one who’d already said the same thing two dozen times before.

      “By then everyone will have beaten it but me.”

      “Whatever,” Tim muttered, earning a glare from his son.

      Gina glanced at Derek’s registration form. The kid had listed a fairly wide range of outdoor activities.

      “Says here you’re good with a bow and arrow, as well as a rifle. And ...” What was that scrawl? “Swords?” He must mean fencing.

      Derek shrugged.

      “Great!”

      His shoulders straightened at her praise, and Tim cast Gina a grateful glance. Poor guy. It couldn’t be easy to share the kid with his mom. Gina had had plenty of divorced parents who brought their children here for some quality time together. The trip often got off to a rocky start, but once pulled away from cell-phone towers, cable TV, and video games both kids and their parents began to interact—usually for the better.

      Gina eyed Derek, sizing him up for the perfect mount. The boy was too skinny, which went against everything she’d read about his generation—allergic to exercise, with a junk-food addiction. Sure, he could use some sun on his pasty white face, but that’s why he was here.

      “You’ve ridden before.” She glanced at the paper again. “A lot.”

      “I kicked Red Dead Redemption. And I rule Assassin’s Creed.”

      Was he speaking in tongues?

      Gina glanced at Tim. “Huh?”

      “Games.” Derek’s dad rubbed his eyes. “Those are video games with horses.”

      Derek wandered off to stand at the fence, watching Mel and Melda ride Lily and Viola sedately around the paddock.

      “He’s never ridden?” Gina asked.

      “An actual horse? No.”

      “And the archery, the rifle?”

      “Turok and...” Tim’s face creased. “SOCOM.”

      “I’m gonna go out on a limb here and guess that his experience with a sword wasn’t in fencing club.”

      “Gods of War.”

      Now Gina rubbed her eyes. “I don’t think our program is the best idea for your son.”

      Gina wished she could take at least one of the horses back from Mel and Melda, though even a gentle mare might not be gentle enough for a kid who’d ridden nothing but a couch his entire life.

      “He could get hurt.”

      The boy still stood at the paddock fence, although he appeared to be either texting or playing a game on his phone instead of watching the live action, which, considering that action was old folks on old horses, Gina kind of understood.

      “I just wanted him to do something outside this summer,” Tim said.

      “But—” Gina pointed at the form. “He plays soccer.”

      “FIFA.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “The International Federation of Association Football.”

      Gina went over the acronym in her head. “That doesn’t match.”

      “In French it does.”

      French. Right.

      Sometimes Gina felt as if the whole world had moved on while she remained right here frozen in a long-lost decade.

      “So all these things he’s said he can do,” Gina tapped a fingernail against the sheet, “he’s only done them on a video game?”

      “Why do you think we’re here?”

      Gina was beginning to understand the source of Jase’s crankiness. She was even grinding her teeth.

      Tim saw the movement and panicked. “Don’t kick us out. I’ll pay extra. Twice as much.”

      Gina couldn’t charge the guy more, even if taking his kid into the mountains was probably going to be one of the dumbest things she’d ever done.

      Tim interpreted her hesitation as denial and blurted, “Three times.”

      “That’s okay,” she began at the same time Jase said, “Will that be cash or charge?”
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      “We can’t take his money,” Gina insisted later that day and for the umpteenth time.

      Jase, who was watching the guests groom their horses as he’d taught them, ignored her. He’d already taken it, and, as he’d informed her, she couldn’t make him give it back. They needed the money too badly.

      “If you want to send someone packing, get rid of that guy.” He pointed at Teo.

      “He’s the only one who knows what he’s doing!”

      “Shh.” Jase put a finger to his lips.

      Gina glanced at the guests, but they were occupied with their horses and didn’t appear to have heard. Except for Teo. His gaze met hers, and Gina’s stomach did a little shimmy. Must have been the Southwest burritos they’d had for lunch.

      “No one knows what they’re doing,” Jase said. “Or at least not completely. That’s why they call it a dude ranch. You do know the meaning of dude, don’t you?”

      “If you listen to Mel and Melda, it’s a generic term for anything from a squirrel to your mother.”

      “Did you see her face when Melda asked if she could have ‘more of this ass-whompingly fine corn bread, dude?’”

      Fanny’s expression had been priceless.

      Jase’s gaze returned to Teo and his laughter died. “There’s something about that guy I do not like.”

      Jase often got it into his head to dislike people. He said his Native American blood gave him a sixth sense. She thought his Native American blood gave her a pain in the ass.

      But she now understood the true source of his earlier behavior. He’d taken an instant dislike to Teo. Which was too bad. She thought the two of them might have become friends. They were of an age—or close enough—and Teo knew his way around horses. One of Jase’s favorite subjects.

      Laughter erupted, the sound scraping along Gina’s eardrums like the cry of a dying rabbit in the depths of the night, so shrill and disturbing it caused one of the horses to skitter.

      Jase uttered a word he must have learned earlier that day from the Hurlaheys and aimed his seemingly eternal scowl at the final two members on their guest list.

      Amberleigh, or perhaps it was Amber Lee, Gina couldn’t recall, and her BFF, Ashleigh, or maybe that was Ash Lee, had asked for and been given this trip by their obviously doting parents. Or perhaps it was by their nearly deaf parents who wanted to save their last sliver of hearing by sending the girls anywhere but home. If Gina got through the next few days without a horse stampede, it would be a miracle.

      “At least no wild animals are going to sneak up on you,” Jase said.

      They’d be lucky if they saw a spider with those two along. They’d never get a glimpse of a deer or a bighorn sheep or an antelope.

      The girls, who attended the University of Texas in Austin, would graduate—or so they said—next spring. This was their last trip together before they got jobs or, as Gina suspected was their true mission, husbands. Why they’d picked a dude ranch for this quest was anyone’s guess, although they did seem to know how to ride.

      “We’ve been riding since we were itty-bitty,” Ashleigh had told Jase that afternoon when he’d attempted, at their insistence, even though it wasn’t his job, to help find them mounts. “You put a saddle on any old thang, and we’ll ride it all day.”

      That statement had apparently caused Jase to swallow his tongue, because he’d started choking so badly he’d left the barn, abandoning the girls to Gina’s ministrations until supper time. They hadn’t been amused.

      From what Gina could tell, the two could only relate to men and each other. Every other woman in their universe was either a nuisance or competition. Gina had learned quickly which group she belonged to when, earlier, Ashleigh flicked a dismissing hand in Gina’s face, then, at Gina’s blank stare, snapped, “Move!”

      As soon as Gina did, the girls had begun to preen and posture like wild turkeys in mating season. When she’d glanced over her shoulder, she’d seen why.

      The girls had decided what they really, really wanted to ride was Teo. He hadn’t had a moment’s peace since. Right now they were talking at him as if he were hanging on their every word instead of focusing all his attention on grooming an already well-groomed horse.

      “They call us the As,” Amberleigh said.

      “Because of our names,” Ashleigh confided.

      “Not ’cause of our grades.”

      “No shit,” Jase said.

      Gina cast him a quelling glance.

      He widened his eyes and lifted his shoulders. “What?”

      “They’ll hear you,” she whispered.

      Jase snorted. “They aren’t going to hear anyone but themselves, which I think is just how they like it.”

      Gina didn’t comment, since she had to agree.

      “I’d almost feel sorry for pretty boy there, if he wasn’t going to get his pole shined so sparkly he goes blind from the glare.”

      “You could have had your pole shined if you’d played your cards better,” Gina said.

      Jase, who’d been grinning in Teo’s direction, stopped. “Why would I want to do that?”

      Gina considered the As, whose artificially blond curls bobbed above equally artificial breasts. “Why wouldn’t you?”

      “Disease, loss of self-respect.” One of the girls laughed again, and he winced. “Hearing damage. Hell, I’d probably shed IQ points just from listening to them breathe.”

      “That’s harsh,” Gina said.

      “Truth hurts. Besides, what happened to the ‘no bopping the customers’ rule?” Jase’s gaze narrowed on Teo. “Find someone you want to break it with?”

      “We were talking about you.”

      “Were we?”

      Jase could be so ... Jase sometimes. And while his supposed Ute sixth sense was mostly BS, he did have a sense about Gina that was often dead-on.

      Did she want to break the rules with Teo?

      Oh yeah.

      Was she going to?

      No.

      Still, he was nice to look at.

      The As couldn’t keep their eyes, or their hands, off him. However, Teo kept his gaze on his horse; he didn’t speak.

      Gina had to give the As points for being able to hold a conversation without any response, although they were probably used to it.

      When confronted with hot women who were obviously interested most men would at least flirt back, even if they had no intention of following through. From what she’d observed, flirting was a game—promise but don’t deliver, tease; entice; deny.

      Gina wasn’t any good at flirting. She’d been raised with horses and horsemen. The latter said what they meant and meant what they said. The former had no guile whatsoever. A horse either loved you or hated you, and you knew which pretty fast. She liked that about horses.

      Teo appeared to have the same issues she did with flirting. She liked that about him too.

      “One of us should probably rescue him,” Gina said. “If he brushes Spike much longer, that horse is gonna go bald.”

      Spike was their most challenging mount—a roan gelding that stood sixteen hands and liked to snatch the bit in his teeth if his rider wasn’t paying attention, then do whatever he pleased.

      Gina usually rode Spike, because no one else should. But when she’d finished finding horses for Derek and his father, she’d discovered Teo in the paddock getting acquainted with the roan as Jase watched with a smirk.

      The smirk disappeared pretty fast as it became evident that Teo could handle the often-troublesome horse with ease. And, as was the way with Spike, when he had a rider who took no crap he fell forever in love.

      Gina watched as the big red head bumped Teo’s shoulder and Teo rubbed a palm down the horse’s nose. One of the girls reached out to do the same, and Spike sneezed all over her acid-washed, skintight jeans.

      “Doesn’t seem like he needs our help,” Jase said.

      Ashleigh—or maybe Amberleigh; it was going to be a bitch to keep them straight—stared at the mess for at least ten seconds, then started to shriek.

      Jase hustled across the barn, grabbing the girl’s arm and dragging her out the door. The other A followed, clucking like an irate hen and waving her arms helplessly.

      Spike neighed, lifting his head, stomping his feet. Gina could have sworn the horse was laughing.
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        * * *

      

      If Matt had realized all it would take to get rid of those girls was a sneeze he’d have faked a bad case of allergies an hour ago.

      He rubbed his hand over Spike’s nose again. “Thanks, pal.”

      The heavy, bony head bumped him once.

      “How’d you get him to do that?”

      Matt glanced up so fast he nearly clocked Spike, who was hovering over him like a lovesick puppy, under the chin. The horse stamped once, narrowly missing Matt’s toe, then reached out and butted Gina with similar affection.

      “And here I thought I was your one and only,” Matt said.

      Gina scratched between Spike’s eyes. “Until you showed up, I was his one and only. Spike’s... difficult.”

      Matt was surprised. The horse seemed fine to him. He’d ridden worse.

      “Jase shouldn’t have given him to you.”

      “You can have him back,” Matt said, although the thought of riding a different one bummed him out. Right now it seemed as if it were Spike and Matt against the world—or at least the As.

      “No, that’s fine,” Gina said. “You’ve obviously bonded.”

      As if to illustrate, Spike nibbled on Matt’s T-shirt, leaving a large, wet, grayish splotch at the shoulder.

      “Lucky me.”

      “So how did you get him to do it?” she repeated.

      “Do what?”

      “Sneeze all over Ashleigh. Or was that Amberleigh?”

      “Who cares-leigh,” Matt said. “It was his idea. I think they were hurting his ears. They were certainly hurting mine.”

      “You’re gonna have to keep a tight rein on Spike.”

      The horse swung his head in Gina’s direction when she said his name, and she slipped him something out of her pocket, which he began to crunch and dribble onto Matt’s boots. From the shade, he guessed carrot.

      “He tried to grab the bit on me earlier. But I’m wise to that.”

      “You’ve ridden horses like Spike before?”

      “One or two.”

      There’d been that Arabian he’d fought with across the Egyptian desert when he’d been working on his master’s. He should have ridden a camel, but he really hated camels. They spit and they bit and they smelled.

      The Arabian had thought it hysterical to pretend he didn’t like sand. Every morning he would pick up his hooves and shake them like a cat walking through standing water. He did this for a good forty minutes, which, if done when it was time for the group to leave, meant that either everyone stared at them, sneering, or Matt got left behind with a rifle-wielding, also-sneering babysitter. Matt had learned it was best to get up early and let the horse have his fun; then he would be fine for the rest of the day.

      In Belize Matt had been saddled with a donkey that liked to buck without warning, especially when traversing narrow paths along the edges of cliffs. However, when Matt refused to react—he never dismounted, he didn’t cry out, except for the first time, when he’d shrieked like a little girl—the donkey stopped misbehaving. By the time the archaeologists had reached the ruins they’d hoped were Aztec but had instead been Mayan, Matt and the donkey were the best of friends. When Matt had left, the poor beast had brayed until Matt was out of hearing range.

      “Teo?” Gina’s voice made him realize he’d gone off in his head for longer than was normal. He did that.

      Colleagues at the university were used to those little mind trips. Professors were thinkers, and thinking went on in your head. In Matt’s usual circles, he wasn’t the only one who became silent and still in the middle of a conversation. It was only when he ventured into the world that such behavior was considered odd.

      “Yeah.” He rubbed his face. “Tired, I guess.”

      Gina held out her hand, and Matt nearly put his into it before he realized she wanted the grooming brush. “Better get to bed. We’re leaving early tomorrow.”

      “How early?”

      “As soon as the sun’s up. Breakfast at six. That a problem for you?”

      Matt shook his head. Years of living in a tent had made him a perennially early riser. When the sun shone through the canvas, you got up. When the sun went down, you went to bed. In truth, he much preferred the pace of his life on a dig to the artificiality of his life everywhere else.

      “If I were you,” Gina led Spike toward his stall, “I’d check the bed and the closet for the As before I undressed.”

      Matt had been confronted with aggressive students before, but the Dr. in front of his name, if not his capacity to get them kicked out of school if they didn’t behave, intimidated most of them. Here he had no such protection.

      Matt gulped.

      “Don’t look so scared.” Amusement lightened Gina’s voice. “You’re a big boy. I think you can take them.”

      “Why on earth are they here? There isn’t going to be a mirror or a martini for miles.”

      Gina came out of Spike’s stall, closing the door behind her. “We get all kinds at Nahua Springs.”

      “Yeah, but what kind are they?”

      Gina laughed, and Matt realized he was flirting with her. Usually, when girls batted their eyes or the equivalent, he tossed around big words until they went away.

      He had no desire to do the same with Gina. Not only because he was supposed to be Teo Jones, schoolteacher from Arizona, but also because he didn’t want her to go away. Not yet.

      Talking with Gina was easy, natural, honest. Which was amazing considering everything he’d told her so far had been a lie. But as he’d lied so he could discover things, he’d best make use of this time with her to discover them.

      “Where’d the name Nahua Springs come from?”

      The name was how he’d come across the Internet photo in the first place. He’d been plugging words that related to the Aztecs into Google Earth, working on the theory that if they’d marched into the American Southwest for any length of time there might be a place or two labeled with those words.

      Bing! Nahua Springs had come up on that search and subsequent surfing had brought him to the photograph.

      Spike stuck his head over the half door of his stall and blew air between his lips.

      Gina set her hand on his neck and stroked absently. “There’s a spring that runs through the ranch. The Ute always called it the river of the Nahua.”

      Matt’s neck prickled, but he managed, he hoped, not to show how her words excited him. Where there was smoke, or Aztec words, there was most likely fire—or a really informative local legend.

      “What’s a Nahua?” he asked.

      “Catchall for the ancient peoples south of the border.”

      “Like the Mayans and stuff?” Matt tried to sound clueless—he wanted to hear the story she knew, not influence her tale with what he did—and he must have succeeded, because her brow scrunched and she looked him up and down.

      “You don’t teach history, do you?”

      “I...uh ...” Matt didn’t want to lie any more than he already had.

      Thankfully, Gina saved him the trouble. “Let me guess. Phys ed?”

      He shrugged, which she took as a yes.

      “Technically, Nahua refers to any group that speaks Nahuatl,” Gina continued, “or the language of the Aztecs.”

      Matt got that chill again. Sure, Gina was telling him things he already knew, but that she knew them, too, was kind of ... hot.

      “There were Aztecs here?” he asked.

      “Doubtful. Like I said, Nahua is a catchall, and Nahuatl translates to clear or understandable. Isaac— Jase’s granddad—says any outsider who could be understood by the Ute was called Nahua.”

      Matt could barely keep still at that tidbit. How would the Ute know the meaning of the word Nahua unless they’d encountered one? Certainly the Ute language, sometimes called Paiute, belonged to the Uto-Aztecan group of languages and was similar to Nahuatl, but⁠—

      “Isaac thinks the spring got its name because a Ute warrior came across an intruder there and they were able to communicate. Of course, considering the Ute, that intruder was probably skewered and left to bleed out in the water.” Gina’s lips quirked. “The Ute were never very good at sharing.”
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