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Chapter 1

 


 


Emily Plankhurst slipped on her special
gloves, reached into a cardboard carton, and pulled out a handful
of yellowed documents, breathing in the scent of the paper.
Letters, a map, an old diary—she smoothed a crease here and there,
sorting them by topic, and lovingly placing each in an archival
quality protective folder.

The carton on the table in front of her was
one of, literally, hundreds that had been haphazardly stacked in
the various rooms of the library when she’d taken over. It would
take years, she realized, to have this place in shape. She marveled
at the fact that her grandfather had once been able to locate
documents with such ease.

Outside, the muted scrape of a leaf rake
attracted her attention. She turned toward the window and spotted
Victor Martinez in the tiny parking area out front, clearing fallen
leaves from the huge cottonwood tree at the edge of the property.
The local gardener startled and spun around, as if he’d seen a
ghost (except Emily knew he didn’t believe in ghosts). When he
spotted her, his face relaxed and he gave a friendly wave.

She picked up her tea mug and held it up, a
silent offer of a beverage, but he shook his head and pointed down
at the massive pile of leaves he’d collected. She smiled and gave a
thumbs-up. He knew she always had the kettle ready, in case he
wanted to come in when he was finished, although he rarely did.
Considering what the poor man had been through earlier this year,
she was pleased that he was back at work.

She set her mug aside and stood, stretching
the kinks out of her shoulders and lower back, before she returned
to the accumulation of leather-bound volumes, stacks of
correspondence, and journals dating back more than a hundred years.
To anyone else, it might seem like chaos, but to Emily the
materials showed history unfolding in real time. Each page she
examined felt like a piece of her family puzzle. Many of them
actually were family-related. Others told the many stories of Taos
County and the surrounding regions of northern New Mexico.

As always, when Em became engrossed in
history, time got away from her. Noticing a shift in the sunlight,
she glanced up and saw that Victor’s truck and the leaf pile were
gone now. She eyed the elegant brass clock on the wall. It chimed
four o’clock. A shaft of deep peachy autumn light illuminated dust
particles floating above the creaky floorboards.

She got up and walked over to the window on
the east side of the building. “Okay,” she murmured to the room,
“I’ll finish this box and then I am outta here.”

She eyed the purple and yellow chrysanthemums
in the neat flower bed next to where her Jeep was parked. A walk
down to the plaza, four blocks away, would definitely help the
tightness in her lower back. Still, despite the lack of exercise,
she savored spending her days here, in this sunlit adobe room
surrounded by her legacy, the small library that lived through five
generations of the Plankhurst family. The air was filled with the
scents of time itself—aged paper, polished oak, leather, ink—and a
vivid reminder of the time she’d spent in Taos as a child.

Behind the library, across a cozy flagstone
courtyard, stood the adobe home she loved—the place where she’d
spent summers with her grandparents. Fond memories lived in the
thick walls, the vigas that crossed the ceilings, her grandmother’s
artwork and needlecraft, and the warm kitchen. The appliances might
be outdated, but she wasn’t about to change anything. It was her
favorite space to make a cup of tea and try out Grandma Valerie’s
recipes.

Turning back to her worktable, she sorted
another pile of brittle papers, glancing at them as she organized
them in little piles. Property deeds, ranch accounts, survey maps
of areas that were still wilderness. Here was a long, chatty letter
to David Plankhurst—her grandfather—from an old-timer with an
implausible legend to tell, and here, tucked in beside it, a
photograph of three bearded men who could have been trappers,
miners, or highway robbers. Emily smiled at the romantic notions
her mind conjured when she handled these memories from long-ago
people.

Outside, cars passed with a muted whoosh,
reminding her she was still in a world of the living. But once she
moved deeper into the library, she knew the stacks would be silent
and secretive, the way it was in her childhood memories. She
treasured the silence, and she loved the unexpected finds she was
constantly coming across.

Once, on the second floor where the more
obscure collections were housed, she’d spotted a set of apothecary
bottles alongside a library of how-to for séances and
spirit-channeling books in one dusty corner, their labels blurred
by the years. She’d begun to organize them under the heading of
Occult. Her friend Riki once asked her if people really believed in
ghosts. Emily didn’t answer the question directly—she knew
they existed. She had merely replied that anything was
possible.

She let her eyes travel across the library to
the arched windows in the thick adobe walls, high against the east
wall and flanked by the wooden bookshelves. She admired their
sturdy construction. Back to the box, she reminded herself. Peering
inside it, she saw there was only one item remaining, a bound
notebook.

When she picked it up, an image of Grandpa
David’s face came to her. She flipped open the first page to see
that the notebook was filled with his tiny, perfect penmanship. She
would read it tonight at home, her idea of a perfect evening. Taos
wasn’t exactly the center of the universe for twenty-somethings,
but she fit right in with the pace of this little town.

She fingered the corner of the grandfather’s
notebook again. Lifting it from the table, she leafed through a few
of the pages. An entry dated twenty-five years ago: I believe
the legends of the conquistadors are true, and I am very close to
proving this in ways that will startle even the most cynical
historian. This is a private note for my own files. Must confirm
the next time we meet.

So typical of Grandpa, Emily thought, the way
he teased himself with research and speculation. The conquistadors?
Was he hoping for another riddle-solver in his family? And a
meeting? She wondered who it might have been. She added the
notebook to a stack to carry home with her, and shut off the brass
lamp on the table.

She made the rounds of the back rooms,
switching off lights. Then she heard the creak of the heavy wooden
door at the library’s entrance. Uh-oh. Should have locked the front
door first.

She hurried forward, ready to send the
newcomer away, and came face to face with a woman she’d never met
before—silver-threaded dark hair in a firm bun, sturdy twill pants,
tan turtleneck, and a supple leather jacket.

The visitor looked around, taking in the
height of the ceilings and the layout of the room. Her eyes landed
on Emily, traveling upward the way everyone’s did when they
realized they were greeting a six-foot-tall young woman. She moved
forward briskly, wasting no time. “You’re Valerie Plankhurst’s
granddaughter,” she said. It was not a question.


Chapter 2

 


 


The woman gave Emily a searching look before
uttering another declarative sentence. “I’m Dr. Francine Morales,
looking for a colleague who probably came by here.” Her voice was
pleasant but firm, without any hint of doubt or hesitation.

“Um, no one’s here right now … You’ll need to
catch me up.” Emily hugged the leatherbound journal closer to her
chest.

“Right. Sorry.” Dr. Morales held out a hand
and reintroduced herself. “I’m with the history department at UNM.
A colleague, Dr. Clifford Littleton, seems to have dropped off the
radar, and the last anyone heard from him he was headed to Taos in
search of some new information on the conquistadors and their
search for gold.”

Emily tried to keep her expression neutral.
Was it a coincidence that she’d come across a similar reference in
her grandfather’s notebook within the last hour? In her experience,
coincidences usually meant something.

“… the Morton Library, of course. And
naturally, I’d met David and Valerie on several occasions. You have
to be related.” Her eyes again traveled to the top of Emily’s head,
eliciting a laugh.

“The women in our family do tend to be tall.
And yes, I mean, yes, I believe Dr. Littleton was here,” Emily told
the historian, trying to catch up with her questions. “It was maybe
two weeks ago.”

“More like three. Well, that’s when Cliff
left Albuquerque.” Dr. Morales’s directness took her by surprise,
and the name ‘Cliff’ took a moment to register. “Did he happen to
mention where his research might take him next?”

Emily shook her head. “I can pull the
materials he was looking at, Dr. Morales—”

“Francine, please.”

“Of course. Francine. I can look up the
specific materials, but it will take a little time. As you
mentioned, he wanted information on the legends, firsthand
accounts, if available. The old stories about missing treasure and
the likelihood of a curse. My grandfather’s notes were really
scattered, so Professor Littleton went through some of the letters
himself. He was very nice about it.”

Francine gave a tight smile, so Emily set
aside the journal she’d intended to read at home and turned her
attention to one of the piles of folders on the long library table.
“There was one story he seemed particularly interested in. It came
from a man in the 1940s—someone my grandfather had interviewed
about sighting the ghost of a conquistador who was supposedly
searching for his gold stash.” Emily slid the interview page across
the table and then risked a look to gauge Francine’s reaction.

“A ghost, was it?” Francine asked, her
skepticism apparent.

“Here in Taos, there are loads of legends
involving ghosts, you understand. I have to admit, Dr. Littleton
was more than a little fascinated with that aspect.”

Francine nodded. “He would be. I’m more of a
fact-based historian, myself. It’s well known that the myth of the
seven cities of Cibola was debunked a long time ago.”

“Yes. Well, I’m not sure what else to tell
you.”

“Sorry. I don’t mean to come off as
judgmental. Cliff and I have a few different ideas about things,
but I really do respect his work. We at the university are just a
little concerned about him at this point. It isn’t like him to take
off on a research trip, especially one this close to home, and not
check in with anyone for several weeks.”

“I assume you’ve tried calling him?”

“Oh, everyone has. He hasn’t picked up, even
for the department head—or his daughter.” Francine looked down for
a moment, picking at a cuticle. “Of course, the man isn’t the most
tech-savvy person on the planet. And half the time he forgets his
phone charger or doesn’t plug it in. Brilliant in one area
doesn’t mean smart about everything.”

A picture began forming in Emily’s mind.
Francine was as interested in the absent professor as she was in
the library. Her intensity, her focus, was undeniable, but
something else showed as well. The older woman, although polished
and calm, was genuinely worried.

Emily softened her voice. “I’m sure Professor
Littleton is fine,” she said. “When he was here, he seemed pleased
to dig through the material. I think he would have been at it for
days if I hadn’t needed to close up that night. He planned on being
back.” She’d barely uttered the words when she remembered that she
had allowed Dr. Littleton to check out a rare book and borrow one
of their maps, something she almost never did. Only for a person of
Dr. Littleton’s credentials. Now, what if she never got them
back?

Francine was still talking. “He didn’t
mention my name? Or say he’d be gone this long?” She pulled out a
short, handwritten note. “This was on my desk when he left
Albuquerque.”

Emily gave the paper a quick glance, reading
the lines in the missing professor’s tight script: More to
report soon. Something big in the works near Taos. Back in touch by
next week. Interesting meeting lined up.”

She looked up again, searching Francine’s
face for the answer she half expected. “This meeting. Is it with
someone you’re worried about?”

The older woman offered a wry smile. “I
really have no idea.”

“It sounds like Professor Littleton knew what
he was getting into,” Emily said after a moment. “Even if he wasn’t
sure it was going to work.”

“Cliff was always stubborn that way. More
optimism than caution, at times,” Francine said. She leaned against
the sturdy table and considered the young woman in front of her, as
if gaining a clear sense of how helpful Valerie Plankhurst’s
granddaughter would be. “Cliff left one other phone message, a very
brief one, saying he might head toward Denver, depending on what he
learned here.”

Emily filled in the blanks: if Cliff hadn’t
planned on spending his entire time in Taos, he’d been gone even
longer than they knew. And Denver was only a half-day’s drive from
here.

The more Emily thought about it, the more she
wondered if Francine was right. Had someone convinced Professor
Littleton to go against his instincts, and what could this
‘interesting meeting’ have been about? Especially if Cliff believed
the remote chance that the treasure and the legends attached to it
were within reach.

Emily remembered the words of the old man,
from her grandfather’s interview she’d found earlier today. Again,
coincidences often meant something. It was one thing for her
grandfather to give up everything for a passion, but Clifford
Littleton was an academic, studying his area of expertise. She
glanced again at the letter about the ghost and the last line
caught her attention: Still think the Spaniard haunts the place,
because the land is too barren and the locals too smart to haunt.
Not sure what else would make them leave so quick. She had no
idea what that meant and wasn’t sure she should share everything
with her visitor.

“What if he’s right?” she asked, mostly
thinking aloud. “About there being something really important at
stake? I mean, even Professor Littleton seemed intrigued.”

Francine eyed the document in Emily’s hand,
then looked directly at the young woman. “Let me guess. That’s the
ghost story? And there’s a curse of some kind?”

“Yes, but I think it’s interesting, anyway.”
She set the paper down, feeling a little foolish and defensive at
the same time. “Most of them end like this. Curses. Ghosts.
Treasure just waiting to be found. I’ve even heard gossip about
there being some kind of tour operator starting up. My grandfather
loved those intriguing parts, and even if he had his doubts about
their veracity, he’d never ignore it, not entirely. There’s more,
and it’s scattered, but I think the letters are tied to some of the
maps we’ve stored upstairs. I can track those down for you if you’d
like.”

“Maybe later,” Francine said. “Cliff did,
after all, get in touch with you, and you said he made copies of
the things he felt were relevant. But there’s something I’ve found
more than once. The stories usually sound great. Even
tantalizing. Until you look closely.”

“And?”

“And what makes for a great story,” Francine
said with some deliberation, “is rarely true.”

Her bluntness made Emily even more aware of
the differences in the two academics’ approach. If there was a bit
of academic rivalry going on here, Emily saw how Francine would
want to derail this talk about treasure hunts before it got any
more traction. The only sure thing was that they hadn’t heard from
the professor. Even if Cliff had second thoughts about his local
research and left for Denver, his silence was worrisome.

Emily pushed her grandfather’s journal to the
side of the table and looked again at the note Francine had
brought. “I just don’t know,” she said. “But I’ll try to find out.
Would you like me to make a few calls?”

“That would be helpful, thanks. I’m starting
with the hotel he was supposed to check into, but in case he gets
in touch or comes back this way, you might let him know we’re
looking. I will say that Cliff has a penchant for both Mexican food
and sweets. Any place he might stop for dessert and think twice
about his plans?” Francine stood up. “And I’d be interested to know
if that tour operator really is in town. If it’s more show than
real history, Cliff would have figured that out quickly,” Francine
replied.

Emily nodded. “I just thought of one other
area where we might take a look, if you have a few minutes?”

Francine smiled. “Absolutely. Following
Cliff’s trail is the reason I’m here.”


Chapter 3

 


 


Emily led the way to a narrow staircase at
the back of the building. “There’s a ton of stuff up here.” She
turned to face Francine when they reached the top. “I carried a lot
of heavy boxes up when I first took over, just to clear space
downstairs and get better access to the shelves. I’m afraid my
grandfather was not very organized. Much bigger on collecting
things than putting them in order.”

They entered a medium-sized room where
stacked boxes lined the walls. A worktable sat in the middle of the
open space with two high stools beside it, and some flattened boxes
were propped against the wall near the door, ready to go to the
recycling center.

“What I want to show you is this.” Emily led
the way to a closed door with a label, in handwritten block
letters, DAVID PLANKHURST COLLECTION—SPECIAL PROJECTS. “It’s where
we keep the older materials, especially those dating back to the
1540s when the Spanish entered the territory. Professor Littleton
was most interested in this area.”

When they stepped inside, Francine
automatically reached to zip up her jacket.

“Yes, it’s a bit chilly. We keep the
temperature at sixty-four degrees and the humidity around forty
percent. Unlike many parts of the country, we actually have to add
humidity to our air.”

“Right. Same in Albuquerque.”

Glassed-in cases lined two of the walls, and
Francine noted a humidifier that sat near the door. Wide, flat
drawers held maps, while books and journals stood upright on the
shelves. A fan system circulated air, and the tightly fitted door
was designed to keep pests or rodents out.

“The map cases and everything else were
packed too tightly to breathe when I first came in, so we redid the
configuration of the space.” Emily walked to one of the shelves and
pulled out a blue folder. They walked back into the main room and
Emily set the folder on the table. We use only acid-free,
lignin-free, and buffered paper and board for storage and
enclosures.”

“So,” Francine said, settling onto one of the
stools. “When Cliff came here, was he working alone?”

Emily flicked a switch and a diffused
overhead light came to life. “I think so. I have a grad student,
Kevin, who comes in a couple days a week. He was here during one of
the professor’s visits and thought he might be consulting with
someone.”

Francine considered that as she slipped on
the special gloves Emily handed to her. “He rarely partners with
other historians, especially outside our department.” Her gaze
traveled to a very modern brochure laying at the far edge of the
table and she reached out. “A treasure hunt, with tours claiming to
take people to where the conquistadors hid their gold. We saw this
mentioned on television a few months back, and Cliff thought there
might be more to it than a tourist gimmick.”

Emily’s eyes skimmed the slick page but she
didn’t recognize it. Kevin must have left it behind.

Francine continued. “For a man normally
rooted in pure history, the mention of a treasure always brought a
gleam to his eye.”

“I noticed,” Emily said with a tiny smile.
She opened the blue folder and handed a document over to her guest.
“I pulled this folder because it was one that interested your
friend. He made copies of the pages in it.”

“What’s that?” Francine pointed to a square
of gray paper protruding from an envelope in the folder.

Emily opened the envelope and pulled the gray
sheet from it. A single word had been handwritten on it:
Tertulia.

Francine studied the page, touching the paper
and staring at the writing. “It’s a Spanish word, more common in
Spain and South America than here in America. It means a gathering
of people, usually for some kind of literary or artistic purpose.
The paper isn’t ancient, but it’s not new either. Judging by the
nice paper and the writing style, I’d guess it’s at least a hundred
years old, and it looks like it would have been an invitation to an
event—except there are no details about the place and time. Did
Cliff mention anything about this?”

Emily shook her head as she carefully
refolded the sheet and tucked it back in its envelope. “Not to me.
I haven’t figured it out, and haven’t had time to ask anyone. I
just remember that he went through this blue folder quite a bit. He
spent hours in this room when he was here.”

Francine’s eyes grew sad. “With his health—”
She broke off, glanced at Emily. “He’s probably running low on his
heart medication.” She chewed her lip.

Emily said, “It’s surprising that he didn’t
check in with you. He was here several times, and then one morning
he just didn’t show up. Do you think he might have gone to a local
doctor?”

Francine slowly shook her head, uncertain.
She stood and paced the floor, stopping at a case filled with
illustrated maps. She scanned their faded script: Rio del Norte,
Santa Clara, Tres Piedras. Her eyes narrowed. “I doubt that. Maybe
he’s holed up somewhere, lost track of time, forgot what day it is.
That sounds more like him.” She rubbed her neck, skeptical even as
she said it.

“Did he know anyone in town?”

“No. I don’t think so. It was his daughter
who asked me to check up on him, since neither of us had heard
anything.” Francine took a deep breath. “I’m starting to think he’s
bitten off more than he should have.”

“Is that why you’re so anxious?”

“His absentmindedness has become worse in the
past year.”

Emily’s mind darted back to the beginnings of
her grandfather’s condition.

Francine straightened and turned toward her.
“Can I see anything else he was working on?”

Emily stepped back into the Special
Collections room and came back carrying a box. “I kept these things
together, thinking he would come back for another look.” She pulled
a leather-bound diary from its depths and placed it on the table.
In its margins were hand-drawn figures of Spanish soldiers and
simple but colorful depictions of Catholic saints. The ink had
faded over centuries, but its significance was clear to both women.
“It’s a conquistador’s diary. I think the professor made a
connection to these other things.”

While Francine perused the diary and its
sketches, Emily began placing journals and boxes on the table,
looking for the rare book and map, hoping Cliff might have returned
them here without formally checking them back in. So far, no luck.
She opened one box to reveal letters, each in a protective sleeve.
“These go back nearly five hundred years.”

Francine lit up. “He always wanted to trace
the treasure stories back to original sources.” Her eyes followed
Emily’s movements, observing her swift but careful handling of each
fragile item. Then she spotted the cheaply printed treasure hunt
brochure on the table. She picked it up and opened the tri-fold
page. On the back, a glossy photo of a man caught her attention.
“Vince Hutchins? I’d swear I’ve seen this guy before.”

Emily, perched on a wooden stool, shrugged.
“Do you think Professor Littleton came here to make contact with
him?”

“I think it’s more than just coincidence that
Cliff decided to come here at the same time this outfit showed up,”
Francine said.

Emily regarded Francine closely. “You don’t
really think he might believe in their claims?”

“Not in any serious way, no. But I think he
might have checked it out.” The answer came quick, a little
defiant.

“And you’re determined to find your friend?”
Emily was matter-of-fact.

“Of course.” Francine didn’t hesitate. “The
forgetfulness is one thing, but missing his heart medication …
that’s important.”

“Give me a couple of days. I’ll try to
remember who he talked with, and see if he left any of his own
notes behind, maybe something on this tertulia thing,” Emily said,
glancing at the collection of maps and journals that crowded the
table.

“Anything might help,” Francine said. “The
only thing we have to go by is his abiding interest in the whole
period of Spanish exploration in this region.” She picked up one of
the letters, holding it gently, cautiously optimistic. “I just
hope—”

“There is one thing.” Emily handed Francine a
sheet of fragile parchment in a protective sleeve. She gestured to
another map on a nearby wall. “We didn’t even know this was in the
collection. Kevin found it when he was going through my
grandfather’s files, the same morning we last saw the Professor. He
spent time going over this map with another patron. I didn’t think
it was that important until just now when we saw the gray slip of
paper among the notes.”

“It sounds like this tertulia might have been
a regular gathering. Maybe Cliff was getting this all blown out of
proportion, getting carried away with a miniscule fact. It would be
like him,” Francine said.

She glanced up at the window, realizing it
was dark outside. “I’m sorry—I’ve overstayed. If you find anything
Cliff might have left behind, notes, papers of his … would you let
me know?” Francine set the parchment back on the table, retrieved
her pen and a small notepad, and pulled a business card from her
bag. “You’ve already given me more of your time than I’d hoped for.
This is a huge help.” She looked almost embarrassed as she stuffed
the notebook back in her bag. “Sorry, I’m going overboard.”

“I understand,” Emily said. “And it’s really
no problem.” Plus, she hoped to use Francine’s help to find those
two unreturned items. Why hadn’t she insisted the book and map
remain here on the premises?

Francine took one last look at the crowded
shelves, closed her eyes, opened them again as if she expected an
answer to jump out at her. “Let me know if you hear from him. Or if
you think of anyone else I can ask.”

Emily walked with her toward the door. “I’ll
be sure to call,” she said. “You might try the bakery, Sweet’s
Sweets, in the morning. If he was a fan of desserts, he probably
heard about the place.”

Francine paused at the bottom of the stairs.
“You said Cliff talked a bit with your assistant, Kevin? Any idea
how I could reach him?”

Emily gave a smile. “He’ll be in tomorrow
afternoon.” She took out a card and handed it to Francine as they
made their way through two smaller rooms and into the main one.
“Here’s our number. I’ll let him know you’re coming back.”

“How long have you been at the library?”

“A bit over a year.” Emily let out a long
breath. “It was my grandpa’s. I want to keep it open.” Her tone was
wistful but also firm, and she pointed toward an antique display
cabinet as she went on. “As you’ve gathered, this thing for rare
books and maps goes way back in our family. So, when Grandpa was
diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, my grandma ran it. She passed last
year. Since then, I’ve been trying to get everything
organized.”

Francine started toward the front door.
“Thanks, Emily. For everything.”

She was almost outside, one hand on the knob,
when Emily’s voice called after her. “I hope you find him. I’d
really like to know if he was onto something.”


Chapter 4

 


 


Jax Rivera stepped out of the dark blue
Ferrari, faintly jealous because whenever they went somewhere to
impress somebody, Vince drove; errands were done by Jax in the
leased, utilitarian passenger van. But this was business, and Vince
was in charge.

He pulled his sport coat closer against the
chilly October evening and fell in behind his partner, whose suit
was more expensive, his haircut just so, and his cologne one rich
people would recognize. Jax ran his hand over his own buzz cut,
briefly wondering if he should grow it out to something more
stylish. But maybe this was better. Vince portrayed the polished
businessman and Jax carried the look of a bodyguard. Or an
enforcer.

The upscale lobby at El Monte Sagrado
enveloped them in warmth, its rich leather chairs and polished
floors exuding an elegance that made certain types of people feel
at home. A couple, comfortable in their designer clothes, stood
across the expansive room, wine glasses in hand as they pretended
they were here to appreciate the pricey art on the walls.

Vince approached with easy confidence, arms
outstretched and his smile disarming. His charisma radiated as he
greeted them, pulling the couple into his orbit. “You must be the
Van Dykes,” he said, guiding them toward a grouping of plush
chairs. He introduced Jax, almost as an afterthought, failing to
mention they were partners in this enterprise.

“Thanks for waiting. The drive into town took
longer than we expected.” His smile widened. “But not as long as
it’ll take us to find the treasure without you.” He laughed, a
self-deprecating sound that seemed to charm the couple despite
themselves.

They settled into the chairs, Vince leaning
forward with an intimacy that suggested deep confidence. Jax
hovered, silent, eyes darting over Vince’s animated gestures and
the couple’s curious expressions.

“I know you’ve got a lot of questions,” he
said, lowering his voice as if to share a secret, “but that’s what
I’m here for.” The wife glanced toward her husband and raised an
eyebrow, while Jax stood to the side, jaw set.

“You are so lucky to get in early on this,”
Vince said. “We’re on the verge of something huge. I’ve never seen
so much excitement from investors. The only thing larger than the
legend itself will be the profits. We’re talking nearly a million
dollars in the late 1500s, and that’s well into the billions
today.” He spread his arms wide, inviting them into a grand
adventure.

The Van Dykes exchanged a glance, the husband
tapping the brochures with a polished fingernail. “Your pamphlet
doesn’t guarantee much, makes it sound like a risky deal,” he said,
voice smooth and cultivated.

Vince nodded, as if the words confirmed his
expectations. “Of course it sounds risky. That’s because it’s the
real thing. No risk, no reward, right? What sets you apart is the
vision to see what others can’t.” He leaned closer, lowering his
voice again. “This is a completely separate opportunity from the
tourist tours. The tourists get to see a few coins, but with your
help, we’ll find where the bulk of the conquistador’s treasure
lies.”

The wife studied Vince, skepticism mingling
with intrigue. Her eyes flicked to Jax, who remained at a distance,
arms crossed and tension in his frame. “How many others are
involved?” she asked, careful and direct.

“You’ll be one of the first,” Vince replied
without missing a beat. “In fact, we haven’t shared this with
anyone else in the country yet. This opportunity is
extremely limited. We’re telling only those who understand
the magnitude of this deal.” He paused, letting his words hang in
the air. “We’ve done the research and know where the …” He lowered
his voice to a mere whisper. “… treasure is. Your investment would
help fund the retrieval of this amazing find.”

Jax felt a knot tighten in his stomach as he
listened. Vince was in full form, painting a picture with words,
but the more he promised, the more Jax became nervous.

“Do you have other investors lined up?” the
husband asked. “You must know we can’t take too much risk
here.”

Vince sent them his most persuasive smile.
“Absolutely. If we let the word out, it would be a stampede. And we
could do that. But we’d rather keep it exclusive. This is
your chance to get into a very select group.” He leaned back,
relaxing into the chair as if they’d already signed over their
millions. “Once we show people what you discovered, they’ll be
begging to join.”

The wife considered this, tapping her chin
thoughtfully. “And the money? How safe is it?”

“We’ve done this before,” Vince said, as
smoothly as if he’d rehearsed the answer to the question. “In
California, Nevada, Arizona … each time, investors walked away with
triple what they put in.” He paused for dramatic effect, then
added, “All totally secure.”

The words floated in the warm air, and Jax
felt a grudging admiration. Vince was a master at this, making the
unbelievable seem inevitable. But Jax knew the fragility behind the
façade. He’d been along for the ride before.

Vince continued, a polished showman in his
element. “This is a rare chance to be part of history. The most
colossal gold discovery in modern times, and you’re right at the
forefront.” He leaned forward again, sincerity in his eyes. “But
timing is crucial. Your place in this expedition depends on it. I’m
meeting with more people tomorrow.”

The husband looked at his wife, then back at
Vince. “We’ll think about it,” he said, cautious but intrigued.

Vince stood, reaching for the man’s hand.
“Great. You won’t want to miss out. I’ll hold your spot for
twenty-four hours. Call me on my personal phone, anytime.”

As the couple entered the elevator, Vince
nodded at Jax, a triumphant glint in his eye.

Jax fell in step beside him. Outside, the
hotel’s warmth faded against the crisp mountain air as they walked
away from the huge adobe building, toward their sleek, dark blue
car.

“You really think they’re in?” Jax asked,
keeping his voice low as he took the passenger seat.

Vince shrugged, grinning with confidence.
“Probably. But if they back out, we’ve got plenty of others lined
up. This town’s got money.”

 


* * *

 


Vince started the car and whipped out of the
parking lot, making the turn onto Kit Carson Road, then right on
Paseo Pueblo del Norte, continuing his laughter and speculation as
they drove north. Jax remained silent, half wondering if this time
there truly would be gold at the end of Vince’s self-created
rainbow.

The vibrant galleries and boutiques thinned
as they passed the edge of town, entering a straight stretch of
road bordered by ranches, and then into the natural hilly terrain
with its clumps of sage and piñon. Twenty minutes out of town, rock
formations loomed. Vince’s verbal plans grew bolder, fueled by the
solitude and wide-open sky. He pulled onto a wide spot, parked on
the flat dirt, and gestured to a hillside, where a dark smudge
showed against the moonlit rock.

“This is it, the right spot for the tours. We
bring people here at fifty bucks a head, and we spin out the story
of how the conquistadors discovered this place. You watch, the
rubes will fall for the idea of vast treasure hidden right near
this cave.”

But Jax, the realist with a military
background, knew the gaps in Vince’s schemes, and he stepped out of
the car with a growing sense of skepticism.

Vince pulled a large flashlight from the back
seat and headed up a narrow trail. By the time Jax caught up with
him, he was already at the edge of a clearing, arms outstretched as
if embracing the wild scenery.

“You know what’s great about this place?” he
called back to Jax, voice carrying over the rough terrain. “We’re
miles from anyone. No one to complain about the setup, and nothing
to stop us from spinning a hell of a story.”

Jax took in the landscape, the uneven ground
and sparse brush. “Not much out here,” he said, his tone flat and
practical.

“Exactly,” Vince replied, seeing it all as an
empty canvas for his grand design. He shined his light ahead,
revealing an opening in the hillside. He walked toward the cave,
pointing his light to various spots as he moved. “Lights here.
Projectors there. We’ll make it look like an ancient site.”

Jax followed, more methodical. He stopped at
the mouth of the cave, considering the steep slopes and the rocky
ground surrounding it. “You think we can get people to believe
this?”

Vince turned, his grin wide and full of
confidence. “Of course. You think the conquistadors brought their
gold to a spot that was easy to access? The roughness adds
authenticity. People want to believe. That’s the beauty of it. We
give them a good enough story, they’ll see what they want to see.”
He motioned for Jax to follow along, shining the powerful
flashlight into the cave, revealing a room that might hold three or
four cars if it were a parking lot, and another, lesser one that
branched off from it.

Vince continued to map out the plan, his
voice excited and impatient at the same time. “So, the tale is that
we’ve found this treasure chest somewhere out here. We tell them
we’ve found traces of digging, and some gold Spanish coins, some
nuggets, that kind of thing. I’ve had some coins made up, plated
with thin gold, but heavy enough to feel realistic. Right over
here, we’ll stack another chest or two, make it seem like there’s
more than just a few coins. And over there,” he pointed to the
opening to the smaller chamber, “the ghosts will show up, scaring
the pants off everyone.”

They walked back to the opening, stepping out
beneath the starry sky. “And out here,” Vince continued, shining
his light toward the scrub-dotted hills, “I see ghostly visions of
Spanish soldiers on horseback. We’ll rig the holograms so we can
make it look like they’re riding toward the crowd, or away. What do
you think?”

“Vince, this isn’t like that Lost Dutchman
place. It’ll be a lot harder to pull off.”

Vince waved a dismissive hand. “Harder, but
worth it. Tomorrow, in daylight, we’ll come out and set up all the
props. We’ll check everything out, and should be able to start
giving tours within a week. Once word spreads, we’ll have more
business than we can handle. And when the simple rubes come back
from the tour, talking about coins all over the ground—and how much
they would have gotten if the ghosts hadn’t scared them off—our
investors will be lining up.” He leaned against a rock, imagining
the crowds. “The ones with the mega money will get the better
story—that we know exactly where in this mountain sit the multiple
chests of treasure the Spaniards took. With their money to fund the
excavation, we tell ‘em we’ll have that treasure in no time. You
know what the spot price of gold is these days?”

“Think the Van Dykes will bite?” Jax asked,
leaning back against a boulder.

“They’re already hooked,” Vince said, voice
echoing with self-assured laughter. “At a half-million per
investor, they’ll sign up like the others.” He gestured broadly
again, casting his vision across the open landscape. “Can you
picture it? All those people, convinced they’re part of a real
treasure recovery.”

Jax saw the picture clearly, but it was
painted in less vibrant colors than Vince’s. He’d been with
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