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      In the Royal States of America, magic rules all, but life—and love—always finds a way.

      At the Texas Charity Auction, money can buy anything, and Summer Cassidy is under orders to take advantage of the opportunity. While she believes the marital collar once worn by an Aztec queen belongs in a museum, it’s up to her to sell the priceless treasure to one of the elite in attendance.

      Meeting Bachelor #103, a man who finds her descriptions of human sacrifice charming rather than appalling, hadn’t been part of her plans. Buying his company for a quarter hadn’t been part of her plans, either.

      One coffee date, a dinner, and a curse later, Summer’s catapulted across the Royal States on an adventure that will forever change her life, alter the course of an entire kingdom, and give her a chance to earn a love capable of defying even death.
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            Were they having a mud-wrestling competition?

          

        

      

    

    
      How had I gotten saddled with attending the Texas charity auction? I wanted to return to my tent in Mexico and hide, but no. Someone from the Nahua dig team at Joya de Ballesteros had to convince some overly wealthy, braindead elite to part with his money, and by virtue of being the only intern with tits, I'd gotten the job.

      Hell, I was the only woman at Site C, and most of the team wasn't sure what to think about that. The ones who weren't busy trying to get into my pants blamed me for each and every disruption.

      After the first time I'd buried a would-be assaulter neck deep in dirt, they'd kept their harassment verbal so history wouldn't repeat itself.

      If I wanted my doctorate, I needed to shut the hell up, sell the damned jade Nahua marital collar for top dollar, and deal with the humiliation of being the only unmasked attendee at a bloody masquerade ball.

      I wished I was wearing something other than muddy cargo pants with pockets full of digging tools.

      A little warning would've been nice.

      “The last time a woman attended an auction looking like she’d just come in from the fields, she charmed herself a king,” a man murmured behind me.

      The last thing I needed was to be compared to the talk of the entire auction, the future wife of Montana’s king. I scowled, clutching the polished wooden box containing the jade necklace to my chest. “I was at a temple, not a field.”

      A field would’ve been a lot nicer; in some ways, I appreciated the respite from the smothering jungle humidity and the incessant attention of thirsty mosquitos.

      “A temple? Were they having a mud-wrestling competition?”

      I bit the bullet and turned to face him. He wore a suit like every other man present at the auction, although his was navy rather than the standard black. Unlike everyone else, he wore a plain black mask, just enough to cover his face so he couldn’t be readily identified. I found his lack of feathers, gemstones, and trappings reassuring.

      He was either like me—a goose stuck among swans—or he was an elite with no fucks left to give about what anyone thought of him. Either way, it worked in my favor.

      He was just different enough I might be able to get an intelligent conversation out of him.

      Then I noticed his pin, which declared him Bachelor #103, placing him firmly in the category of the type of man my boss wanted me to sell the precious jade necklace to.

      Ugh.

      If the money hadn’t been needed to continue excavating at Joya de Ballesteros, I would’ve done my best to drive away potential buyers. The piece belonged in a museum, kept with the second necklace in the set, a far uglier, cruder piece.

      I hated separating the necklaces. In life, their owners had remained together through it all. I cursed the day my boss had decided to get the university’s approval to sell the necklace to fund the dig. I also cursed the day the Mexican government had sold all rights to the temple and its treasures to a scumbag like my boss and his cohorts.

      I sighed. “I was researching the best way to bend men over sacrificial altars and pluck their still-beating hearts from their chests as an offering to the gods so the world won’t end.” Taking my time, I looked him over, wondering what sort of man his suit and mask hid. “They’d probably put you on your back and take your heart out after cleaving through your chest with an obsidian dagger. Personally, I believe the daggers were reinforced, strengthened, and sharpened with an earthweaving talent to minimize the effort it takes to reach the heart. Then again, if they’re in a hurry or you’re not an important enough sacrifice, they might just cut through your gut and fetch your heart that way.”

      “Charming.”

      I flashed him my best smile. “The other option involves breaking through your ribs and spine from the back, tearing through other organs to reach your heart. Either way, it’s bloody, just like the Nahua needed to appease their gods and protect the Earth from inevitable destruction.”

      “Are you looking for live bodies to sacrifice? If so, should I be concerned?”

      Bachelor #103 seemed more amused than worried to me, which I liked. “I’m looking for someone with too much money to buy a relic that belongs in a museum to fund the excavation of a new Nahua site near Joya de Ballesteros. I was pulled off the dig last night.” I regarded my muck-covered boots with a grimace. “I didn’t have time to change.”

      I tried not to look at the floor and the dried mud I shed every time I took a step.

      “You have my attention.”

      Without an easy way out of the conversation, I crouched, set the box on the floor, and opened it. I already regretted showing the man the piece, but I pulled it out anyway. The jade necklace, made of interlocking rings meant to be worn snug against the throat, was accented with strings of jade beads designed to fall between a woman’s breasts. “No one really knows the full story of this piece,” I confessed. “While I believe it’s a gift from a wealthy man to his new wife, the rest of the team believes it’s a sacrificial decoration.”

      It had been then I’d learned for certain I worked with idiots. What sort of filth would decorate a sacrifice with proclamations of his undying love for her? Just thinking about the team’s unrealistic theories made me want to bash their heads with rocks until I knocked sense into their thick skulls.

      “Is that jade? The design is unusual.”

      “It’s jade,” I confirmed, tilting the rings so he could see the carvings. “This tells a story of a young man’s love for the newly fledged woman, from their first meeting to the day of their wedding. It was found among the grave goods of a prominent couple. Unlike most Nahua, these two were buried together in a stone vault. The inscriptions imply they were nobility. The woman’s sarcophagus depicted her wearing this necklace.”

      Bachelor #103 chuckled. “That’s a pretty impressive story. How much is it worth?”

      That was the question of the hour, and one I didn’t have an answer to. How was I supposed to assign a price tag to something priceless? I’d never seen its like, and I’d been studying the Nahua for the entirety of my adult life. I sighed and stared at the necklace. “It belongs in a museum.”

      “All the good archaeologists say that, but it takes money to fund your digs, doesn’t it?” Bachelor #103 stooped and picked up my box before handing it to me. “Your story’s better than your team’s. I’d stick with it for tonight, right or wrong. Montana’s king will soon marry his queen, and for a change, people are choosing love over lust and passing fancies. But, you’re right. A necklace like that does belong in a museum, shared for the world to see—or at the very least, owned by someone willing to put it on display.”

      If all elite men were as reasonable as Bachelor #103, I’d be at serious risk of liking the higher castes. “It is what it is.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, what’s your name?”

      “Summer. Summer Cassidy. I’m not here for, well, you know.” I waved my free hand to take in the crowd of wealthy men and women vying for attention and planning to spend a fortune for the sake of charity.

      “I guessed as much by the mud you trailed in. I find it refreshing, really. How much does your team need to finance your dig?”

      If only it were my dig. Unless something changed, I’d never rise above being the best dirt pusher in North or South America. “It’s not my dig. I’m just the intern.” I flinched at the bitterness in my voice. “I’m trying to get my doctorate, but I’ve been having issues.”

      “That’s unfortunate. What sort of issues?”

      “I was born the wrong gender. Then I foolishly decided to make my dissertation about magic’s influence on ancient cultures. It turns out only scientifically provable theories are allowed. It’s ironic, really. My argument will fail its defense because I’ll point out that in a thousand years, no one will believe we use magic. There’s just no way to prove its existence with current science.”

      “Yet still you intend to try.”

      I held up the necklace. “Someone loved a woman enough to make this for her. The edges are crisp, there are no marks or scratches, not even under the microscope—any microscope we’ve tried. If this wasn’t the result of magic, I’ve no idea how it was made.”

      “And they’re making you sell the one thing that would help you defend your dissertation.”

      I shrugged and returned the necklace to its box. “No one ever said life was fair. I’ll do my best, and should I fail, I’ll just try again. Perhaps I’m slow, but I’m persistent.”

      Bachelor #103 chuckled. “That’s good. When will your necklace be sold?”

      “Late tonight. It’s the last item of the general auction.”

      “Interesting. I’ll see you tonight, then, Summer Cassidy.” He bowed and disappeared into the crowd.
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      The wise avoided me, and the curious asked questions, senseless, annoying questions that drove me to the limits of my patience. When I told them why I was covered in mud, the sensible fled from my descriptions of the ritualistic Nahua human sacrifices.

      Through it all, Bachelor #103 wouldn’t stop laughing, and I couldn’t tell if I amused him or if he just liked watching the other attendees run away.

      “Does that have gold?” one of the braver bachelorettes asked, pointing at the jade necklace.

      “The wire holding the jade together is made of gold,” I confirmed.

      Her shoulders slumped. “Pity.”

      I wasn’t sure why the presence of gold bothered her, but as she seemed genuinely interested in the piece, I retrieved one of my cards from my cargo pants, relieved it was only slightly muddied. “I have a complete set of pictures if you want a replica made.”

      With a delighted cry, she grabbed the card out of my hand and ran to the tallest man in the room, showing it to him with the vibrant energy of a young child. Face-to-face, she hadn’t seemed all that tall, but the bachelorette wasn’t much shorter than her companion.

      She dragged him over while waving my business card in his face. “Tell him how I’ll rip his still-beating heart out of his chest if he doesn’t make me a replica.”

      I couldn’t help myself; I laughed, and because she amused me, I told them the story of how the Nahua had begun a war—and birthed their empire—by sacrificing the princess of a rival tribe under the guise of a marriage ceremony. I struggled to suppress my grin as I detailed the crueler variants of human sacrifice. Then, as I hoped she’d get her replica, I showed her bachelor the jade necklace, translating the carvings so they could hear the story of a man’s love for a woman.

      Bachelor #103 made yet another appearance, and he shook his head. “You’ll never tire of telling that story, will you?”

      “It beats the tripe the rest of the team believes.” I held the necklace aloft. “Their love endured.”

      The bachelorette’s intended victim snorted. “It’s a lot nicer an option than being cut open and having my heart ripped out of my chest. I like my heart where it is. So, what’s this about a replica?”

      “Should she want one made, I have a complete set of pictures of the piece.”

      “It has gold wire,” the woman complained.

      “Ah. I see. If it keeps my heart in my chest where it belongs, then I’ll have to see about having a replica made.”

      He was a wise, wise man. “Email me.”

      Bachelor #103 leaned towards me for a closer look at the necklace. “If I provide the jade, can you send me a set of the pictures, too?”

      I was breaking so many rules sending the pictures around, but I didn’t care. Once sold, I expected the necklace would disappear, never to be seen by the public. If an elite had a replica made, maybe someone would be able to enjoy the piece in all its glory, even if it wasn’t the original. Instead of answering, I dug out a second card. Bachelor #103’s had seen better days, and if he wanted my phone number, I wished him the best of luck decrypting it. Next time, I needed to put my cards and wallet in a mud-proofed pocket.

      A bell rang, and Bachelor #103 slipped my card into his wallet. “Best of luck with the auction, Miss Cassidy.”

      He walked away, waving as he left. I had no idea what his face looked like, but I wanted to tip his tailor. I clamped my lips together so I wouldn’t whistle.

      “He’s a little old for you,” the bachelorette said, and she sounded startling disappointed.

      “Appreciating the scenery has no age limitations. Anyway, I’m turning thirty next year, so I better enjoy before the wrinkles and gray hair sets in.”

      “I’m wrong. He’s not too old for you. And yes, the scenery really is quite nice. You should buy him. I haven’t heard anyone laugh at one of these horror shows so much before.”

      Her bachelor sighed. “Please forgive her. She has a case of nerves.”

      “Who doesn’t at one of these shindigs?” I waved off his comment and her nervousness, as it made no difference to me. “I’ll be leaving as soon as this necklace sells. I need to get back to the dig site.”

      “Pity,” he replied. “I don’t suppose you have a third business card, do you?”

      I checked and found one with my email barely legible, which I handed over. “I don’t suppose you know who his tailor is, do you?”

      “No. Why?”

      “He deserves a tip.”

      The woman howled her laughter. “That he does.”
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      From autographed novels to exquisite pieces of jewelry and art, everyone had something to sell, even Bachelor #103, who had brought a pair of the cheesiest Texas tourist mugs I’d ever seen. The cowboy boot monstrosities reduced the crowd to tittering and snickers.

      I couldn’t help myself, raising my hand. “Five dollars, but you have to drink coffee with me in a public place as a reminder of why you shouldn’t buy such awful things ever again.”

      He laughed along with everyone else. “Surely my company is worth more than five dollars.”

      “You’re right. Very well, then. Five dollars for the mug, a quarter for Bachelor #103’s company.”

      Someone in the crowd cackled, “You go, girl!”

      Whoever she was, she was drunk, and her catcall encouraged the other attendees into hooting, too. The auctioneer chuckled and hit the podium with his gavel. “Two gaudy mugs to the young lady in the back row for five dollars, and a coffee date with Bachelor #103 for a quarter. Going once…”

      While the crowd catcalled, no one else bid, and the auctioneer confirmed my victory with another smack of the gavel. “Sold to the young lady in the back.”

      “I’m worth more than a quarter. It’s for charity!” Bachelor #103 lifted his fist and waved it. “Foiled!”

      Considering I’d only brought twenty in disposable income, I couldn’t have afforded to pay anything else for him, no matter how much he was actually worth. I laughed and pretended the reality of my situation didn’t bother me. Like others who had won, I went to the front to claim my prizes, which I’d have to pay for at the conclusion of the auction. Bachelor #103 waited, grinning at me with a sparkle in his eyes.

      “It’s okay, Mr. Bachelor #103. I only have ten minutes before I have to head to the airport. You’re getting off lucky. I slurp.”

      “No leeway?”

      “Someone has to relocate the mud at the dig site. That someone is me.”

      I meant to escape back to the safety of the back, but Bachelor #103 followed me. “You’re no stranger to hard work, are you?”

      I returned to my spot and set my new mugs on the top of my bag, which contained the jade necklace. Stretching out my leg, I concentrated on the dirt caking me. When I worked with fresh soil, my magic warmed me. Time had cooled the mud, chilling me while I shaped it. I missed working at the sites; everything felt alive and warm, full of potential.

      I gave the lifeless dirt new life, pulling more and more from my cargo pants until I had enough to shape into the temple where the necklace had been found. “This is the main temple at Joya de Ballesteros’s Site C. It’s where we found the necklace, and where I go to from here.”

      “You’re an earthweaver!” Bachelor #103 leaned closer to examine the sculpture. “It’s so detailed.”

      I held it out to him. “As long as you’re careful with it, it’ll hold its shape.”

      “For how long?” With a light, gentle touch, he took the temple from me, turning it over in his hands.

      “I don’t know. None of my sculptures have failed yet. That’s why I’m on the good teams. I can reinforce structures with my talent for however long is necessary. The initial weaving is tiring, but when I do a working, it lasts.”

      Bachelor #103 cupped his hands around the temple. “Thank you. It’s lovely.”

      “I’m not sure you’re worth a whole quarter. I should’ve paid a nickel.”

      I enjoyed his laughter. “You have no fear of elites, do you?”

      “I’ve never done anything worth catching an elite’s attention. I have a moderate talent. I’ve never broken any laws. Why would I fear you?”

      “Money. Fame. Fortune. Things you don’t seem to have that many in this room control.”

      “Considering I came here to take the money you all don’t need so we can continue our dig, yes, I’m aware.”

      “You’re an interesting person, Summer Cassidy.”

      I was? I’d heard plenty of men tell me I was off my rocker, and I’d lost count of the derogatory terms I’d been called because I wouldn’t put out for every interested man. None of them had called me interesting.

      The uncharted waters disconcerted me, so I went with blunt honesty as my first line of defense, not even certain if I needed to be worried about Bachelor #103. “I’m also a gold digger out for a fortune so I can get my doctorate, hopefully before I’m forty. It’s not looking promising.”

      “Surely you have twenty years to go, then.”

      I gave him credit for a smooth delivery, although I did have a reputation of looking a lot younger than I was. “Try eleven.”

      “I need to go eat my feet for assuming your age. I apologize.”

      Hell must have frozen over, and I wished I had something to check the temperature with. “I’m used to it.”

      Bachelor #103 frowned. “A year between dissertation attempts?”

      “Two at my university. I’ve failed twice so far. I took a slower degree route so I could log time at dig sites. I deserved to fail the first time. My second fail, they nailed me on a technicality. I’ll fail my third attempt this winter; I’m challenging the historic status quo and suggesting magic played a critical role in the rise and fall of ancient empires. I don’t mind much. I have an internship, which pays for all my schooling credits and housing. With my talent, it’s a guaranteed renewal. Since I’m specialized in archaeology in North and South America, I’ll get to work a good site. My internship’s too expensive to waste at the dud sites.”

      “Sounds like they’re failing you to get your talent on the cheap.”

      I couldn’t argue with him; the thought had crossed my mind many nights after a long, hard day  of digging in the dirt. “Most internships are at dud sites. I’m working major excavations. It’s not a bad deal for me, especially when the scholarships are factored in. I’ve even gotten some credits on major finds. Once I get my PhD, I’ll be able to establish my reputation quickly. I might even get to lead a dig within a year of obtaining my doctorate. Most have to wait years for the chance.”

      I was spared from having to defend my choices; the auctioneer called my number. I set the mugs at Bachelor #103’s feet, dug the box out of the bag, and hurried to the podium. At the auctioneer’s nod, I revealed the jade necklace, holding it up for the gathered elite.

      I hated myself for even trying to sell the priceless relic.

      “This is a marital collar from the Nahua empire, discovered at Joya de Ballesteros’s Site C, a temple city built by the tribe most know of as the Aztec. I’ve been authorized to sell this piece to fund further excavation and research of the site.”

      I took a few moments to explain the meanings of the engravings describing a man’s love for a woman in a culture known for human sacrifice.

      The instant the auctioneer opened the auction for bids, Bachelor #103 raised his hand. “Ten million, but you have to have dinner with me tonight after we have coffee.”

      My eyes widened, and my mouth dropped open. He wanted to pay how much for what?

      “Sold!” a woman called out from the back.

      “And sold,” the auctioneer announced, hitting the podium with his gavel.

      Bachelor #103 strolled towards me, my bag slung over his shoulder, his hands in his jacket pockets. “But I would’ve paid more.”

      “Pay more, then,” the auctioneer replied, stepping away from the podium. “I’ll be processing payments in the lobby. Don’t leave the hotel without paying for your items.”

      “What?” I blurted.

      Bachelor #103 chuckled, a low, sensuous sound. “I just paid ten million dollars to make sure you have a successful career as a gold digger. Well done. I can’t help you with your doctorate problem, but that should make sure you have no financial problems with your internship.”

      “Ten million,” I whispered, my breath catching in my throat. For that much, we’d be able to dig for a long time without having to sacrifice any other precious treasures to pay for our research and excavation work. “Why was the auction cut off so abruptly? I don’t understand.”

      “I believe Her Majesty is having too much fun for anyone’s good. I’ll speak with your supervisor and make arrangements for a new flight for you.”

      The woman was a queen? “That was a queen?”

      If my eyes widened any more, I’d be at risk of losing them.

      “Texas’s queen, yes. She’s one of two people with the right to end an auction. His Majesty won’t; he enjoys competition. She likes meddling whenever possible. You didn’t recognize her voice? Don’t you watch the news?”

      “There’s limited electricity at the dig sites,” I mumbled.

      “Of course. I’m an idiot.”

      “You’re a pampered gentleman. Have you even touched dirt before today?”

      He laughed, such a cheerful sound I could listen to him all day. “I’ve discovered a new appreciation for mud.”

      “Are all elites as strange as you?”

      “It’s possible. Do you really not know any others?”

      I shrugged. “I can’t imagine people with money or rare, strong talents want to dig in the dirt day after day. It’s not glamorous. They also don’t become archaeologists or historians. It’s not prestigious or profitable.”

      “Take it from me, Summer. Glamorous is overrated, profit is inevitable when you have rare or strong talents, and sometimes, interesting is more important than prestigious. There’s something to be said for loving what you do. Money can’t buy happiness.”

      I snorted. “Sure it can. I’m happy. Thanks to you, I still have a job.”
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      Bachelor #103 spent twenty minutes with the auctioneer, and when he finished, he showed me a receipt for the purchase of the necklace. “I’m a fan of history, and I promise it won’t rot in a vault. I’ll be selective about which museums are allowed to display it, but I’ll let you know when it’s being shown to the public.”

      I couldn’t have asked for better terms; if Site C had been mine to control, I wouldn’t have sold a single piece, but I felt a little better knowing someone who would treasure the necklace had purchased it. “Thank you.”

      “You’re right. Things like this do belong in a museum. I’ll even sweeten the pot. Visit me sometime, and you can study it all you want.”

      Temptation had a name: Bachelor #103.

      I needed to change the subject in a hurry, else I’d think about things I had no business thinking about. “You promised to talk to my supervisor.” Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I checked the display. “Otherwise, I need to get to the airport.”

      “Name and number?” Bachelor #103’s phone was a lot nicer than mine, and once I gave him Owen’s number, he stepped away to place the call.

      The conversation took longer than I thought it should, and when Bachelor #103 returned, he said, “It’s all taken care of. I’ll take you to the airport in the morning, and I’ll be providing you with a hotel room for the night.”

      I grimaced as a plethora of possibilities occurred to me. I took a stab at guessing the excuse Owen had used trying to ruin my evening. “Owen told you he didn’t have room in the budget, didn’t he?”

      “Exactly so. I corrected him, but I’ll be taking care of your bills in case he decides to be a twat.”

      A laugh escaped before I could contain it. “He is an ass sometimes.”

      “Only sometimes?”

      With so many ways Owen could screw up a deal with an investor, I went with the most obvious one. “He was an ass to you before you told him your had purchased the necklace.”

      “Before and after.”

      My supervisor was a fucking moron. One day, if I ever got to lead a dig site, I’d ensure I never expose my team to such blatant stupidity. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. You love what you do. He doesn’t. He just wants prestige.”

      Shrugging, I trailed my fingers over the box’s lid before handing it and its precious contents to its new owner. “You judged him pretty quickly.”

      “I’m usually a good judge of character. It didn’t hurt he made it easy to tell he’s an ass. Be careful around him.”

      “I am.” I shouldered my bag, careful not to break the pair of mugs inside. “The last time an ass tried to cop a feel, I buried him neck deep in dirt and left him to stew in his piss for a few hours. I told the team the next time one of them got any ideas, I’d show him an untraditional human sacrifice. I’d even be nice and let him live after he dined on his own testicles.”

      “Ouch.”

      “No one is stupid enough to bother me. I set traps around my tent. No one wants to be humiliated by the only woman in the camp. I’ve made it clear it’s not worth the risk.”

      “Good for you. What do your traps do?”

      “Think quicksand but less lethal. If someone comes near my tent, they’re trapped. I really don’t like being bothered.”

      “That’s good to know. Would you please join me for coffee and dinner, Miss Cassidy?”

      “I’d be delighted.”

      Bachelor #103 offered his arm, and snickering over the idea of mud-covered me accompanying an elite gentleman anywhere, I left the hotel with him.
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            I really had to work on my presentation.

          

        

      

    

    
      We walked to a coffee shop several blocks from the hotel, and once we were inside, Bachelor #103 removed his mask. I understood why the woman might believe he was too old for me; stress lines across his brow added years to him, and while he smiled, he seemed worn and tired.

      If I had met him on the street, I wouldn’t have believed he was an elite. From head to toe, he was average in all ways, although I liked his tousled brown hair, which matched his eyes. There were plenty of brown-haired, brown-eyed men in the world, but I’d never met one so perfectly matched with himself before.

      I couldn’t afford to think of him as anything other than a filthily wealthy elite. I didn’t need the trouble of pointless heartache and disappointment. “Since I’ve already taken you for ten million, do you have a name, or will I be calling you by your number all night long?”

      “Landen. I’m being rude again. Sorry.”

      With how tired he looked, I wouldn’t blame him for his oversight. In his shoes, I wouldn’t want the rumpled, muddied seller of a priceless relic knowing more about me than necessary.

      I really had to work on my presentation.

      Forcing a smile, I waved away his concern. “Not at all. You weren’t supposed to give anyone your name, but it looked like the people there knew who you were.”

      He chuckled, and the lines across his forehead eased. “The woman who wants the replica made talked me into coming. Without her asking so nicely, I wouldn’t be here. Queen Jessica likes meddling, and that I bid on anything at all gave her ideas, especially since you’d paid a quarter for a coffee date with me. That was slick, by the way. After your bold bid, no one else would bid even if they wanted to; some things are just too funny and clever to undermine. That’s how these auctions get, although this is the first year it’s been as cordial. They’re usually a disaster, which is why I avoid them.”

      I picked a table tucked in a corner, sat down, and plunked my bag down, pulling out the wretched mugs. “As I’ve already swindled you out of ten million, it’s time for my next conquest. I do believe you owe me coffee, sir.”

      With a pleasant laugh, he picked up the mugs. “How do you want yours?”

      Challenging men had become a way of life for me over the years, a way I held my ground and survived when I’d otherwise be discarded once I’d outlived my usefulness. How would an elite play the game?

      Would he?

      I wanted to know, so I smiled and replied, “Surprise me. How a man orders a drink for a woman tells a lot about him. What sort of man are you, Landen? Let’s find out.”
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      Landen hopped in line and waited with promising patience. Had I been with my team, my boss would’ve expected to jump the line, entitled to being first served due to his rank and position on the dig team. I would’ve come in dead last—or recruited to fetch coffee for everyone.

      I was thankful we didn’t head into civilization often.

      When he returned, he set one of the mugs in front of me along with a little dish and a single stick of true cinnamon, not the fake cassia junk most places served and pretended was cinnamon but wasn’t.

      If the coffee was black, he’d score full points. I’d seen cinnamon before but had always been too cheap to buy the real stuff. I’d take the stick with me when I left; I bet could get at least five more uses out of it before it lost its flavor.

      Under no circumstances would I waste real cinnamon.

      I gave my coffee a brisk stir and took a sip.

      Landen had ordered it black, and the cinnamon undertones hit me in all the right ways. I swallowed my happy sigh before it could escape and tip him off he’d made the right choice.

      That, too, was part of the game men and women played, and it’d been a long time since I’d found someone interesting and with good taste in coffee.

      “How did I do?”

      I stirred my coffee again, and because I wanted to enjoy the cinnamon’s warm bite, I licked the stick to claim it as mine without question. “I’ll give you a passing grade. The real test is this: what are you feeding me for dinner?”

      “Another test?”

      “Yep.”

      “Well, you’re honest. Do I get to ask what you like?”

      “Something hot and inaccessible at a dig site.”

      Landen arched a brow, sat down with his coffee, and drank it like it might escape the awful boot if left unsupervised for too long. “How does steak and seafood sound?”

      He scored a few more points for understanding obvious and common dinner choices in the Royal States weren’t readily available in the middle of the jungle. “I like steak. I like seafood.” Since I couldn’t just give him an easy out, I added, “I also like fast food and delivery.”

      “Are you going to bury me neck deep if I suggest we take advantage of room service at the hotel and dodge traffic?”

      I needed to be careful around Landen. Was there anything more attractive than a sensible man? I didn’t think so. Had I known elites could be sensible, I might’ve been more interested in meeting one. It’d been easy to believe in the stereotypical prejudices, and I’d always imagined elites were snootier, richer versions of my boss, ready and willing to step on anyone who got in their way.

      Later, when I had some quiet time to think, I’d have to put some serious thought into my misconceptions of the upper castes.

      I took another sip of my coffee, matching his brow-lifted expression. “That depends. Is it good room service?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t tried it. We’d have to live dangerously. They might even have alcohol.” A grin made a brief appearance, erasing at least a decade from Landen’s age, leaving me to wonder just how old he actually was. At first look, I would’ve pegged him at forty-five, but his smile transformed him into someone a little closer to my age. He took another drink from my ridiculous mug and set it down. “I have a two-bedroom suite, so if you’d like, you can take the second bedroom. I don’t have any mud for you to set your traps in, but the door does lock. When I’m not feeding you the wonders of room service, you can regale me with tales of the Nahua. You can even tell me the complete story of the necklace I purchased, so I can make certain the museums get it right.”

      “Really?” I squealed, and with one word, lost the game we’d been playing. With wide eyes, I clapped my hands over my mouth. “Sorry.”

      “Never be sorry for being excited about something important to you. Consider yourself a queen. If you want anything, I’ll do my best to make it happen for you.”

      Had I been anyone else, had I been someone who hadn’t been taught from my first step to accomplish my goals through the deeds of my own hands, I might’ve taken him up on that offer. He had the money and influence to change everything for me. He could make my dream of a doctorate a reality if I dared to ask for his help.

      He knew a queen. He had an interest in my life’s work.

      Had I been someone else, I could’ve walked through an open door and started something else, something different, something new—something capable of accomplishing my dreams for me.

      But I couldn’t. I wouldn’t.

      Some things I needed to do for myself, and I wouldn’t take advantage of him. He could throw away ten million on a whim without missing a penny of it. He wouldn’t notice losing the amount I needed to complete my doctorate. He probably wouldn’t even remember dropping a hint among his elite friends suggesting I should be passed when it came time to defend my dissertation again.

      I tilted my head to the side and watched him, wondering what sort of game he played with me. “Why? There’s nothing in it for you.”

      “Why does there need to be something in it for me?”

      I didn’t have an answer for him, so I lowered my eyes and stared at the hideous mug while I thought it through. No matter what I said, the bitter truth would be revealed. Men always wanted something from me.

      That was part of the game, and I’d become resigned to it over the years.

      The truth hurt to confess, but I lifted my chin and said, “Men always want something from me. That’s why.”

      Landen sighed. “I figured as much. I guessed when you seemed so happy I’d listen to you. For the record, I do find your work interesting. The past often defines the future, no matter how hard we try to fight it.”

      The future was a bleak place if history was destined to repeat itself. Over the long course of human history, civilizations rose, drew attention to themselves, and fell under the might of another.  “Things would be drastically different if the conquistadors hadn’t wiped out so many of the Mexica tribes. Human sacrifice would be the norm. We’ve only found a few temple altars without evidence of ritualistic sacrifice. A temple at Site C has one; there are five temples in all, all of the same size, that we’re currently excavating. When I—” I coughed and cleared my throat to cover my error. “When we uncovered the burial site beneath the non-sacrificial altar, that’s what made me believe the necklace wasn’t a part of a sacrifice.”

      “You uncovered the site with your talent.”

      Damn it, he’d noticed my slip. “Yes.”

      “How much digging do they do? The other members of your team, I mean.”

      The way he’d clarified made me wonder about his colleagues. The instant he realized he hadn’t specified who he meant, he clarified to eliminate any chance of misunderstanding.

      Landen was a mystery I wanted to solve, but he was the last man I should have an interest in. We came from two different words.

      Suits and boots didn’t mix.

      “Very little,” I admitted, waving my hand to dismiss the reality of my situation. “I have the talent. They don’t.”

      “It’s no wonder they’re blocking you from obtaining your doctorate. You must save them a fortune in effort and time, assuming my guess is correct. Elite maneuvering is the same. Why do more work than necessary when the right talent can do the work in half the time for cheaper?” Landen drank the rest of his coffee and set my wretched boot mug on the table. “Take this mug as an example. No one in their right mind wants one of these.”

      “Except me, apparently.”

      “You wanted to have coffee with me. The mug was the tool you used to accomplish your goal.”

      My eyebrows shot up. I’d bought the mugs because I wanted to have coffee with him? When had I missed the memo? “No. I bid so you’d learn a lesson about not buying gaudy mugs and inflicting them on innocents. Coffee was a method of obtaining some just desserts for your consumption.”

      “I don’t think so.” Landen pointed at the empty mug. “I intrigue you, so you tried to find a way to cover your interest. You decided on a little public shaming for my, admittedly, horrible choice in tourist mugs. You were willing to throw away five dollars on a gamble. That’s a symptom of our society. What can you afford to gamble? You wanted to spend a little more time with me under the guise of teaching me a lesson. You won this round. You understand how the game works. Every year your university refuses to issue your doctorate, they win. They know they’ll keep winning because you’re not the kind to quit.”

      If Landen’s goal was to fluster me, he was succeeding spectacularly. “True.”

      “Let’s take this a step further. Why was the idea of having a cup of coffee with me worth gambling on? Your university’s gamble makes sense; once you have your doctorate, they’ll have to pay you closer to what you’re worth. You have value, and they don’t want to fairly compensate you. By failing you, they can increase your value through expanded education at little cost to themselves, and they can package it as beneficial to you when it really isn’t.”

      “And you figured that out from one phone call with Owen and minimal conversation with me?” Clenching my teeth, I shook my head and glared at the horrible little mug that had enticed me into making a fool’s gamble on a man I had no business associating with in the first place. “Without my doctorate, I won’t be able to work a good dig site. The good Mexica tribe sites are reserved for team leads with doctorates. The other sites aren’t as good, and it might be another decade before I see a good site again.”

      “Thus, the cycle continues. It’s an accurate portrayal of how ancient rulers maintained their position. They convinced those beneath them they’re incapable of escaping the cycle. Every civilization and every ruler used a different method, but it boils down to the same thing. Be it through violence or coercion, the rulers taught their people their word was law, and breaking that cycle is very difficult.”

      I hated that he was right. “I bought a coffee and got a rather bitter brew. You’re right, but I’m not exactly qualified for many jobs outside of my field.”

      “If you withdraw prior to defending your dissertation, other schools are an option.” Landen leaned back in his seat and watched me, waiting.

      Challenging me. Judging me.

      I wasn’t sure what I thought about that, but I matched him stare for stare, taking my time looking him over. He likely believed I scrutinized him, but the truth was a nastier beast.

      I enjoyed admiring the scenery and used a negative pretense to do so.

      Aware he waited, I shrugged. “The other schools don’t have the specialization I want. Yes, they have prestige—if I could afford the tuition before attempting to defend my dissertation. In reality, I’d have to secure a scholarship. The unfortunate truth is this: my reputation will dive if I receive a doctorate from a school without my university’s expertise and backing. I could go for general expertise, but it wouldn’t put me in the right field for the dig sites I want. It all depends on if the right scholarship or internship comes around—and if I can find a doctoral opportunity that won’t blacklist me from working at the good sites.”

      “I just invested ten million dollars to support your dig. You could ask me to sponsor your degree. Money opens doors.”

      “No. From the first college class I ever took, I earned my way. I worked at a convenience store on the graveyard shift to pay for what my scholarships didn’t cover. I’ll earn my doctorate. Thank you for offering, but I won’t ask.”

      Pride would be the death of me one day, but I wasn’t ready to sacrifice my dignity—not yet.

      I’d rather return to working a dead-end job than rely on pity or charity.

      “Would you accept if I offered it as a gift?”

      Before I could stop it, a sigh slipped out, and I shook my head. “No, but thank you. This is a battle I must fight alone.”

      “You have a lot of pride.”

      “No. I’m being practical.” I was being prideful, too, but he’d have to work a lot harder to get me to admit it. “If I accept a bought doctorate, within a month, everyone in my field will know it. Everyone will know I wasn’t able to earn my doctorate on my own. I can’t afford to use cheap tricks to win. I will look into other options. Maybe a general expertise can work for me. A doctorate might be enough to serve my purposes.”

      “What are your purposes, anyway?”

      “To lead a dig team, of course—and prove we weren’t the first to discover magic. I believe many ancient empires fell from more than just war, famine, and plague. I believe some fell because their societies were so dependent on magic they couldn’t survive without it. The survivors adapted to a world without magic—or they never relied on magic for their basic needs.”

      “Now that would be one hell of an interesting dissertation.”

      “The trick is defending it.”

      “Surely there are other schools specialized in ancient cultures?”

      No matter how the rest of my night went, I feared Landen’s suggestions would haunt me for a long time. “I’ll look into it. In the meantime, I think you have a dissertation of your own to defend, Bachelor #103.”

      “And what dissertation am I defending?”

      Eager to return to safer waters, I jumped on the chance to change the subject—and put the focus on him instead of on me. “You claimed money can’t buy happiness. Prove it. I’ll happily spend your money on room service while you try.”

      “And what do I win if I defend my dissertation?”

      I had a few ideas if he was game for an intimate party for two. “You’ll find out if you defend your dissertation, sir.”

      “Challenge accepted.”
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      The menu perplexed me almost as much as the suite, which had two bedrooms as promised, a bathroom I’d kill for, and a kitchenette adjacent to the ridiculous sitting room. I liked the fireplace, but what sort of hotel room needed a grand piano?

      However, I’d dream of owning the television for the rest of my life.

      “I can decipher several dialects of Mayan and Nahuatl, but I can’t translate this,” I muttered, thrusting the menu in his direction. “Please feed me.”

      Landen laughed, hopped to his feet, and took the menu with him, beelining for the phone on the kitchenette counter. “It’s in French.”

      “We’re in Texas. Isn’t BBQ and Spanish sufficient?”

      “Since when is BBQ a language?”

      “Since I found out how damned delicious it is.”

      Once again, his smile melted the years off his face, and I wondered what sort of hell he lived through on a daily basis to make him seem so damned old the rest of the time. I wouldn’t do what so many men had done to me, suggesting I smile so I’d look nicer for their enjoyment.

      I’d keep my concerns to myself and hope when he returned home, life would be kinder to him.

      “I can’t dispute your claim. All right. I’ll ask if we can get some BBQ to go along with our French delicacies.”

      For a night, I would try to keep him smiling, even if I had to sacrifice some of my hard-earned pride and dignity. It didn’t help my ploy skirted dangerously close to the truth. “As I’m a fan of being fair, it’s important to know you can talk me into a lot if you feed me so much I can’t move. You might even convince me to marry you with the right culinary bribes.”

      “I see you’re highly motivated by dinner.” His smile bloomed into a full grin, and he picked up the phone, speaking to someone in what had to be French.

      No wonder they called French the language of love. I had no idea what Landen was saying, but he sounded delicious.

      I blamed my personal drive to uncover ancient secrets for my unhealthy interest in smart, ambitious men, with an emphasis on the smart. Add in Landen’s constant worry he’d offend me, and I’d be in a bind if he couldn’t defend his dissertation. Could I throw the match without him figuring it out?

      If he was as smart as I thought, I’d have a real challenge on my hands—and a serious desire to make good use of the nice suite for a night. I didn’t even care if I got a reputation for being promiscuous.

      Some men were worth it, and they didn’t come around every day. I couldn’t even remember the last time a man had held my attention for more than a few minutes before making it clear he was in it only for the sex.

      “It’ll be up to two hours, maybe a little longer. I told them we’re in no hurry, and that you really wanted some good Texan BBQ. So, where were we?”

      “You were about to defend your dissertation.” I hopped to my feet, and while he returned to the couch, I strolled to the island dividing the kitchenette and the sitting room, trying to ignore trail of mud flaking off me and onto the cream carpet. “Are you ready?”

      With a grin bordering on the maniacal, Landen dropped onto the couch and propped his feet up on the coffee table. His socks didn’t match.

      Neither did mine, but my cargo pants hid them. I’d taken off my boots at the door to mitigate the damage I’d do to the hotel room before I left.

      His use of French to fulfill his dinner obligations intrigued me, but his worn, mismatched socks transformed him from a man worth spending a night with to an unobtainable dream, the sort of man I thought was worth chasing.

      I didn’t even believe in love at first site, but then I’d seen his socks, which had a hole near his big toe.

      “I’m ready. Do your worst, Summer.”

      “You say money can’t buy happiness. For the first part of your defense, prove money can’t buy love.”

      Landen’s eyebrows rose. “Who said love equated happiness? Love is a lot of pain with brief moments of respite. I could spend every penny I had on you, and it wouldn’t earn me your love. You’d be rich and enjoy the trappings for a while, but you’d find money is empty of meaning when you have too much of it to spend. Did my ten million buy me your love?”

      It had done a lot of damage to my pride and put me at a high risk of being ensnared, but there was no way in hell I was going to admit my pettiness to him. “Point,” I conceded. “However, I will point out that money can buy prostitutes, and that sort of love can bring happiness for a while.”

      “That sort of love doesn’t last, so it doesn’t count. But since we’re on the subject of prostitutes anyway, would ten million buy me your love?”

      He waggled his eyebrows in a move so ridiculous I threw back my head and laughed. “No.”

      Love was a fickle mistress, and if I remembered him later in life, I’d thank—and blame—his socks along with his wicked sense of humor. It didn’t hurt he tested dangerous waters with just enough caution to prove he understood I had lines he couldn’t cross without my permission.

      I wanted to discover his lines, and when I found them, I wondered if he’d let me cross them.

      “Happiness is food on the table, which money certainly can buy. Defend that, Mr. Bachelor #103.”

      Chuckling, Landen leaned back and laced his fingers together behind his head. “Basic survival shouldn’t classify as happiness. Happiness is more than having the right to exist. The pleasure of good food is a passing fancy, temporary. Happiness isn’t a temporary state of mind. Are you happy, Summer? Would money fix what makes you unhappy?”

      I saw the trap for what it was. If I said yes, he’d try to solve my problems with his money, which wouldn’t make me happy. If I said no, he’d defend his claim yet again.

      Damn it.

      “No,” I replied. “Point to you.”

      “That’s only because you’re prideful.”

      “I already conned you out of your money once today.”

      I loved his laughter. “You hardly conned me. I saw a problem I could fix, so I fixed it. I also recognize my money can’t make you happy. By participating in the sale of that jade necklace, you violated your beliefs. For the sake of the dig, you sold what you believe belongs to the public. In this, money has made you unhappy.”

      “Point.”

      “Try me again. I like this game. I keep winning.”

      The problem with smart men like Landen was that they recognized their intellect, and when they held the advantage, they liked it when their opponent knew it. I scowled, wondering how best to knock him down a peg or two and get ahead in our
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