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When history professor Chase Santoro receives a cryptic letter from a Colombian historian, he’s stunned to learn his estranged grandfather may have left behind more than bad blood—an untouched inheritance tied to an abandoned Jesuit estate outside Cartagena. The catch? The property, once part of Spain’s colonial missionary network, may have been acquired through dubious means—and his mother wants nothing to do with any of it.

But Chase can't ignore the pull of the past—or the chance to uncover a piece of family history buried beneath centuries of silence.

Enter Arrianna Vega, an elementary school teacher on summer break and Chase’s childhood crush. Sent to find him by his worried mother, Arrianna arrives in Cartagena expecting a quick reunion. Instead, she finds herself entangled in a web of colonial secrets, fading maps, and a man determined to do the right thing, even if it means confronting everything his family tried to forget.

As they navigate sun-drenched plazas, hidden archives, and dangerous truths, sparks fly between Arrianna and Chase. But the deeper they dig, the more they must ask: what’s worth preserving—the past, or the future?
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CHAPTER ONE
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*Arrianna

Vomit is your stomach's dramatic way of saying, "No thanks." It's usually a cocktail of breakfast and lunch mixed with stomach acid and bile. Warm, sour, and deeply regrettable, it comes up fast and leaves behind a mess, a bad taste, and a solid dose of regret...and sometimes tears. I should have guessed it was coming—little Kenny’s face had been turning shades of green for ten minutes—but I didn’t move fast enough.

Which is how I found myself speed-walking into Lace & Grace Bridal Couture with damp hair, a polka dot sundress, and the pair of blue flip-flops I keep in my trunk for beach emergencies. They made an enthusiastic flapping sound as I entered the boutique, like I was applauding my own tardiness.

“Sorry, sorry!” I said, cheeks flaming as I passed three mannequins wearing veils more expensive than my monthly rent. “End-of-school chaos. Let’s just say I had to change my shoes.”

Across the boutique, Michelle—my ex’s sister—looked up from the pedestal where a woman with a tape measure was cinching her waist. She gave me a tight smile and my flip-flops a barely disguised lip-curl. “Just in time. We were about to toast without you.”

My sister, Celeste, turned from the mirror, flawlessly put together in a blush pantsuit that probably required dry cleaning just to look at. “You were at kindergarten graduation, not the dog park. Your shoes should have been safe.”

“Is kindergarten ever really safe?” I asked, knowing this wasn’t the time or the place to discuss vomit. “These are my emergency flip-flops.” I lifted a foot for evidence. The sparkly turquoise strap drooped like it was embarrassed.

Celeste raised an eyebrow. “Festive.”

I took the only open seat—plush, ivory, intimidating—and tried not to wrinkle the hem of my dress. A flute of champagne appeared in front of me like magic. I smiled politely at the saleswoman, who eyed my footwear like they might stain the velvet stool.

Michelle turned back to the mirror, angling herself like a Vogue model. “So what are your summer plans, Arrianna? More glue sticks and construction paper?”

Celeste chuckled into her glass. “She’s off for the summer. Remember how that used to feel?”

They both sighed dramatically, two high-powered attorneys basking in the glow of their own competence. They wore busy-ness as if it were a badge of honor.

“Actually,” I said, straightening a little, “I haven’t decided yet. Maybe a road trip. Or a writing retreat. Or just sleep in past six a.m. for once.”

Michelle’s reflection quirked a brow. “Must be nice.”

It was. And I wasn’t about to apologize for it. “I love what I do. The kids are exhausting, sure, but they’re also kind of magic. Even the ones who lose their lunches.”

Celeste laughed. “I’ll take courtroom drama over bodily fluids, thanks.”

I shrugged and took a sip of champagne. “We all have our wars to wage.”

Michelle turned slightly, appraising herself. “I still don’t understand why you didn’t stay with Blade. You could’ve had summers off and someone else to pay the rent.”

That one hit a little too close to the bone, but I just smiled. “Well, I figured if I can handle twenty-five six-year-olds with scissors, I can probably handle paying my own bills.”

The seamstress stifled a laugh.

Celeste did not.

But I didn’t care. The year was over. The sun was shining. And somewhere out there, there was a summer with my name on it.

Even if I had to spend it in flip-flops.






*Chase

The air hung thick with the scent of guava and diesel. Church bells tolled from somewhere close, their bronze voices clanging over the plaza like a commandment. I was standing near the edge of Plaza Santo Domingo, trying to get my bearings, when I felt the tug. Subtle. Almost polite.

I looked down.

A kid—maybe ten, skinny as a broom handle and faster than sin—had his fingers in my pocket. My wallet was already halfway out.

“¡Ey!” I barked, grabbing his wrist.

He froze. Big dark eyes, more startled than guilty, looked up at me. He wore a Barcelona soccer jersey and shoes held together with what might’ve been electrical tape and hope. I had no idea what I was supposed to do with him.

“What do I—call the cops?” I muttered to myself.

The boy didn’t move. He didn’t struggle. He just stood there like a cat with a pet parakeet in its jaws, waiting to be punished or released.

And then, as if summoned by the gods of chaos, a three-legged mutt limped into the plaza, barking. Its tongue lolled out like it was laughing at me.

I flinched—reflex, maybe—and in that split second, the kid jerked free and bolted down an alley.

“Wait—hey!” I shouted.

But it was too late. He was gone.

I spun, exasperated, and that’s when I saw it: a single white sheet of paper floating like a lazy bird down the sunlit street. My stomach dropped.

“No, no, no—” I lunged for it, recognizing the letterhead. The gold-embossed seal.

The letter from my grandfather’s attorney.

It tumbled out of reach again, catching the wind. I ran after it, dodging a nun and a boy with a tray of tamales. The bells kept ringing, and voices sang out in Spanish from the open doors of a nearby church.

The letter skidded beneath a vendor’s cart, then fluttered up again like it was taunting me. I caught it just before it hit a puddle, my palm slapping against the damp stone.

I straightened slowly, panting, letter in hand.

The kid was long gone. The dog had stopped to gnaw something unidentifiable in the street. And I was sweating through my T-shirt. Thankfully, my wallet was still in pocket.

I looked down at the letter again—creased, smudged, but intact.

Dear Mr. Reyes, it began, we are contacting you regarding the property in Cartagena, recently transferred via inheritance from your maternal grandfather, Alejandro Becerra...

I folded it carefully, tucking it deep into my bag this time.

Welcome to Cartagena, Chase. Definitely not Irvine anymore.

And something told me—I hadn’t even scratched the surface of what I was really here to uncover.

*ARRIANNA

I was still in my pajamas—coffee half-drunk, hair an accidental tribute to Medusa—when the knock came.

Three sharp raps. The kind that makes your gut clench, like someone’s bringing bad news.

I opened the door to find my neighbor, Mrs. Reyes, on my porch, looking like she hadn’t slept in days. Her lipstick was half-worn and her cardigan buttoned wrong, one side drooping lower than the other. The woman who usually judged weeds like they were personal insults now looked like she'd been crying on and off all morning.

“Arrianna.” She exhaled my name like a lifeline. “I need your help.”

I blinked. “Everything okay?”

She glanced behind her, as if someone might be listening, then stepped inside without waiting for an invite.

“Chase is in Colombia,” she said. “Cartagena.”

“Well, that’s...spontaneous,” I replied, closing the door. “Last I heard, he was buried in tenure-track applications and obsessing over Spanish mission records.”

“He’s chasing ghosts,” she said, voice cracking. “Family ghosts. My ghosts.”

That silenced me.

She paced my living room. “He got a letter from a lawyer—some nonsense about property down there, some inheritance—but I think...I think he’s digging into things I’ve tried so hard to forget. Things that got people hurt. And I’m scared.”

I sank onto the arm of my couch. “How can I help?”

She went to the window and gazed out at the yard where her son had been a child tossing Frisbees and chasing butterflies. “Go and get him?” she said, without looking my way. “Make him see reason? Bring him home?”

I pressed my hand to my chest. “Me?”

She turned to meet my gaze. “Who else?”

Literally anyone?

“He’ll listen to you,” she said.

I raised an eyebrow. “Last time I saw Chase, he and Asher had filled my shampoo bottle with mayonnaise.”

“He has grown up since then.”

Had he? Asher hadn’t. Or, maybe I was being too hard on my little brother. He had finished college, and gotten a job as an accountant. Although, who would trust my squirrelly brother with their money was a mystery. “Asher and Chase only listen when I’m screaming.” And, Heaven knows, they loved to make me scream.

Mrs. Reyes lips twitched, but the worry didn’t leave her face. “You were the only one who ever gave it back to him as hard as he dished it out. And you’re smart. You can handle yourself.”

I tried to hide my surprise. Truth was, I’d been looking for an excuse to escape. With summer break just beginning and no lesson plans to hide behind, I found myself staring down a packed schedule of my almost-sister-in-law’s wedding events I was nowhere near emotionally prepared for. Between the bachelorette brunch, the rehearsal dinner, and the bridal shower, I was going to run into my ex-boyfriend every other day.

“I’ll buy your ticket and pay all your expenses.”

“But—I...” My thoughts sputtered.

Here was a paid trip to Colombia.

A mystery.

And Chase.

A year younger than me, Asher’s best friend, the boy who'd grown into a man while I was busy ignoring the way he used to watch me when he thought I wasn’t looking. For years, they’d teased me, turned everything I did into a punchline—until I stopped bossing them around because I couldn’t keep my heart out of my voice...and they were bigger than me.

“There’s a flight that leaves today...or tomorrow. Whichever one you prefer.” 

“I really think you’re over-exaggerating my influence.”

She reached out and took my hand. “You’re a good girl. I trust you. Chase values your opinion.”

Really? The only thing I remember Chase valuing was Fruit Loops. Mrs. Reyes had been a whole food person long before it became vogue. Chase had spent his childhood turning up his nose at his mom’s Spanish omelets and wolfing down whatever sweetened boxed cereal we had in our pantry.

I took
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