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Chapter 1

 


 


“Home sweet home.”

Tec opened the front door of his house and
stepped in, tossing his keys on the dusty coffee table, next to a
large pile of mail that was spilling to the floor. Sighing at the
blissful silence, he walked into the kitchen and opened the
refrigerator.

A gaping pizza box with one brick-like slab
stared back at him. “The box would taste better.” He chucked it
into the trash.

Leering at him from an upper shelf was a fast
food hamburger wrapped in its original paper. “When did I buy you?”
He smelled it, shrugged, and it, too, landed in the trashcan. That
quickie purge left him a bottle of beer, a nearly empty container
of coffee creamer, and a package of moldy extra sharp cheddar
cheese. “Not bad.”

Grabbing the beer and cheese, he opened the
pantry door and ferreted out the last sleeve of saltine
crackers—open and stale. He set the items on the kitchen table and
dug into his pocket to retrieve his knife. Twisting off the bottle
cap, he took a long, hard drink—cold and satisfying—and savored the
moment of . . . nothing. Just five minutes of quiet, five minutes
to shift his brain into neutral.

No headphones. No clients. No flights from
Huntsville to Montgomery. No hops from Montgomery to a swanky Gulf
of Mexico resort. No clients’ wives. No wives . . . period. At
present, no girlfriend. His prized independence was safe. He could
come and go as he pleased—without restraint, without wondering how
soon the new woman in his life would start nesting and rearranging
everything in his life.

Focused on his business, he was too busy
flying, with little time at home. He met women everywhere. Some, he
dated once or twice. A few made it to girlfriend status before
disintegrating a few months later. He’d even submitted to some
deliberate matchmaking by his brother’s wife to introduce him to
the type of woman they thought he needed. That never ended
well.

I hate blind dates.

Shaking free of the thoughts, he stoically
pulled out the cheese, chopping off the mold. He cut several
slices, eating each with a cracker and washing it down with beer.
It wasn’t five-star cuisine, but it filled the hole in his gut.

Sighing, he laid the knife on the table. “Who
am I kidding? Moldy cheese and stale crackers isn’t even one-star
cuisine.”

His cell phone vibrated, and he groaned. It
was too soon for his clients to be calling to say they’d changed
their minds. However, the screen revealed the caller’s ID, and he
answered it.

“Yeah, Kody.”

“You back in town?”

“Just walked in the front door.” He took a
swig of beer. “What’s up?”

“We’ve got a problem. How soon can you get
here?”

“Depends on where you are.”

“At the office.”

“Give me fifteen minutes.”

Downing the last of the beer, Tec dropped the
bottle into the trashcan and tossed the cheese and crackers into
the refrigerator. “Should have flown home, old man, instead of
leaving the helo at the airport.”

Twenty minutes later, he pulled into the
parking lot of Raines Manufacturing Inc. and walked into the
three-story building. He’d been eager to sell out to the last nail
and tile, not wanting the business hanging around his neck like a
heavy anchor on a very short chain. Somehow, Kody had talked him
out of it, asking for a five-year delay, citing the lost jobs and
the blow to the morale of the city.

Three years had already passed, and he could
see his brother’s hand in the changes made to RMI. While he had
updated painting, landscaping, and furniture, the bulk of available
capital expenditures had been equipment for the manufacturing
facility. Birch Raines, like his father before him, had preferred
to spend money on what customers would actually see—the outside of
the building, the lobby, conference rooms, front offices, and
executive restrooms. The employees had to make do with aging
equipment along with wages and benefits that barely met industry
standard.

A great many of those changes were reflected
on the faces of the employees. Not only had wages and benefits
increased, he had introduced bonuses, not just for top management,
but for everyone who worked at RMI. Strangely, productivity and
quality had improved, and their turnover rate for employees had
decreased. Kody was talking expansion.

Funny how that worked out.

Tec greeted everyone he met along the way,
not stopping to chat as he often did. Kody’s secretary motioned for
him to go in, and as he moved around the desk, the door opened and
six people exited—four adults and two teenage boys, who looked as
if they’d been on the receiving end of a royal dressing-down, Kody
style. Shamed and red-faced, they glanced at him and hurried
away.

“What’s going on?” he asked his brother as he
shut the office door behind him.

Kody stood up. “I wish I knew. Take a look at
this.”

Tec approached the desk and looked at the
objects spread across the mahogany surface. A reddish-brown ceramic
bowl about the size of the one he used for cereal sat beside what
appeared to be a crude, rusted knife. Arrowheads, a broken jug, an
oblong chunk of something, and a plastic bag filled with
pebbles—all coated with unforgiving red Alabama clay.

“What is it?” Tec asked.

“Native American artifacts, apparently. The
two boys who just left with their parents trespassed on our land
last fall when they were hunting and found these items along the
creek bed.”

Tec looked at the large topographical map
hanging on the west wall that represented the eight thousand acres
of land that had been part of their inheritance. He traced the
winding creek with his finger. “That’s a big area.”

“They pointed out where they began their
hunting excursion, and it was about here,” Kody said, his finger
touching a spot on the map, “just off the county road.”

“Our no trespassing signs don’t mean
much, I guess.”

“Apparently not. It wasn’t the first time
they’d trespassed, either. They’ve been hunting for arrowheads for
months. Two days ago, the parents of one of the boys discovered his
son’s stash. It was a downhill slide that ended here.”

Tec nudged the plastic bag. “What are
those—rocks?”

“Beads. Broken pottery. Something metal.”

“Is it worth anything?”

Kody shrugged. “Could be. The Alabama
Archaeological Society has a chapter here. Maybe someone there can
help us.”

“I’ll take point,” Tec offered.

“Are you sure? You look exhausted.”

“I’m no more exhausted than you. Take a
break. You have enough on your plate right now—helping the efforts
to rebuild Majesta Landing. Maddie’s still recovering from her
kidney transplant. You and Larke have your hands full with Jack,
too.”

“Don’t forget, we’re having another
baby.”

“Three kids.” Smiling, Tec shook his head.
“If you don’t figure out what causes that, you’ll have to build a
bigger house.”

“Now wait a minute,” Kody countered with a
crooked smile. “Isn’t it time for you to join me down the reckless
path of parenthood—share all the blessings together?”

“No way,” Tec joked. “I’ll take my freedom
over a nagging wife and a couple of rug rats.”

“Ever the cynic. One of these days—”

“I’ll meet a special woman who will change
all that,” he said, repeating what he had been told on numerous
occasions. “I know. You keep saying that.”

“Because it’s true.”

“Maybe. For now, I’m willing to go as far as
taking that meeting with Fowler & Fitch next week. Beyond that,
you’re on your own.”

“They won’t be too happy to learn that
possible Native American artifacts have been found on the parcel
they want to buy.” Kody sat in the desk chair, frowning in thought
at the artifacts before him. “I’m still not convinced we should
sell them nine hundred acres for a housing development, no matter
how fancy they intend to make it.”

“Why?”

“Because that land has been in our family
since before Alabama was a state—all of it pristine woodland used
for hunting. No logging. How much privately owned acreage across
the state can boast that?”

“Well, I wouldn’t mind losing some acreage if
it meant buying out Kav’s share of Dad’s estate.”

One knowing eyebrow shot up. “Didn’t get your
coffee and doughnuts this morning?”

“Just being realistic. It took us nearly a
year and a sack full of twenties to find our globe-trotting
brother, and all he could spare was a terse email that said, The
world’s a better place without Dad.”

“At least he was gracious enough to include
the amount it would take to buy him out.”

“That’s why selling that piece of land is a
great idea. Instant buyout.”

“And maybe it’s a bad idea.” Kody started
gathering up the articles on the desk. “It’s too late in the day to
think about it. Let’s get out of here. Larke’s making lasagna for
dinner.”

“Plenty of garlic bread?”

“Always. And I have it on good authority she
made your favorite dessert.”

Tec’s mouth watered. “Which one?”

Kody opened the bottom desk drawer, deposited
the bags of artifacts, and locked it. “Oh, the misery of having
more than one. Take a guess. Gooey chocolate. Loads of pecans. Ice
cream. Need I say more?”

“Pecan pie brownies,” Tec replied, rubbing
his hands together. “Double batch?”

Kody laughed. “Is there any other kind?”

“Warm caramel sauce?”

“Buckets.”

“I’m in.”

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


Hurry. Run faster!

Dr. Mairenn Vestergaard raced through the
terminal at Chicago O’Hare, clutching her two carry-ons. She
detested flying anywhere at the last minute and only suffered it
when necessary. It usually meant flying economy class in whatever
seat was available. Packed inside like cattle. Tasteless food. Loud
passengers. Rude passengers. Sick or screaming children.

The plane from Copenhagen had been delayed at
Heathrow for several hours due to a “minor mechanical malfunction,”
they were told. Rather than bringing in a replacement plane or
canceling the flight altogether, the airline eventually declared
the plane fit for service, and the passengers were instructed to
reboard. After takeoff, the flight attendants began to serve
alcoholic beverages at no charge—from the front of the plane to the
back—it raised a few eyebrows. It hadn’t bolstered her confidence
that they would reach their destination safely.

Unable to rest, she read again the emails and
files of information that had been sent to her. She stared at the
photographs, wary of believing what they whispered to her. Until
she saw the artifacts for herself and inspected the area where they
had been found, she couldn’t know anything for certain. It was best
to believe it a fraud until proven otherwise.

Customs at O’Hare proved to be a nightmare.
She fidgeted, constantly checking her watch. Thor’s hammer! Why
can’t people be honest about the contents of their luggage? She
should have had a decent layover, but the delay in London coupled
with the snail’s crawl in Chicago was eating up the time. When she
finally made it to the custom’s official, the time was gone, and
her frustration grew.

The airport transit system transported her to
the proper terminal, and she bolted out the door, running through
the terminal. Why didn’t I wear my trainers? The bags
weighed heavily, her shoulders beginning to ache. I should have
left my clothes behind.

When she finally reached the gate, out of
breath and perspiring, her heart sank. All the chairs were empty,
and the only people there was the man behind the counter and
several others who had also missed the connecting flight.

It was no one’s fault, she knew that, but it
didn’t ease her frustration. Wiping her damp brow, she took her
place in the short line and set her bags on the floor, moving them
along as the line behind her lengthened. This is insanity,
she thought, tapping her toe. All of this—the rushing about, the
anxiety, the delays—for nothing.

I’m chasing the wind.

Within fifteen minutes, she had booked a new
flight to Huntsville, although it meant a layover in Atlanta. That
wasn’t a problem. She used the extra time to grab a nosh and call
her contact to let them know about the change in arrival time.

By the time the plane landed in Huntsville,
she was frazzled. It was ten o’clock in the morning, and the sun
was shining, but after nearly twenty-four hours of traveling, she
was weary to the bone. She was thirsty, hungry, and in need of a
shower and eight hours of sleep, but all that would have to
wait.

I have an appointment that won’t
keep.

As she cleared the security area, she saw a
large card with her name on it—Dr. M. Vestergaard. The face
above the card nearly stopped what was left of her brain function.
He was tall and tanned, sporting dark wind-blown hair. Wide,
muscular shoulders and chest. Long fingers. From the top of his
head to the tip of his snakeskin boots, he exuded strength and
athletic vitality. He was definitely not the kind of man she
was accustomed to working with on a daily basis. Something tugged
her heart, a pulling toward the unknown.

She might not know who he was, but she
knew what he was.

He was dangerous.

 


 


* * *

 


 


Tec nearly missed the call changing Dr.
Vestergaard’s arrival time, and was forced to cancel a meeting with
Fowler & Fitch. He raced to the airport and ran inside just as
the plane was landing. Jerking off his sunglasses and raking a hand
through his hair, he took position in his usual place, watching as
the passengers made their way up the concourse.

Kody had found a picture of the aging
archaeologist on the Internet, and Tec had a copy in his back
pocket. Scholarly man with a scruffy beard. Sixty-ish. Skin gone
brown and leathery from the sun. He had agreed to chauffeur the
doddering old doctor anywhere he needed to go while he and Kody
agreed to eat the cost for however long it took.

What a way to spend my summer.

He spotted only one man old enough to be Dr.
Morten Vestergaard, but he merely glanced at the card and walked
on. Frowning, Tec’s gaze slid right, like iron drawn to a magnet.
Long blond hair pulled back in a loose ponytail swung and bobbed as
she carried two bags, one in each hand. Tall, slender, and wrapped
in blue jeans and a T-shirt, she wore a loose shirt tied at the
waist. Worn, scuffed boots carried her toward him. The only thing
missing was a big red bow and a gift tag that said, “For Tec.”

Tec could see everything but her face.
Look up! Just as if she heard his thought, the woman raised
her face, and his breath choked from his body. Stunning! That was
the only word that came to mind. Stunning. Natural. Graceful—and
what was the word? Willowy, as if she could bend in a storm. She
set her bags on the floor and pushed her sunglasses up to sit on
top of her head, meeting his gaze head-on. It was then he saw eyes
of a pale frosty blue like the morning after an all-night
blizzard.

“Someone rang you about the change in my
arrival time,” she said without expression.

“Excuse me?”

She pointed at the name card. “Vestergaard.
That’s me.”

Her voice was smooth and sultry with a slight
accent he didn’t recognize. “You’re M. Vestergaard?”

“Since birth.”

“We were told to expect a Dr. Morten
Vestergaard, and you don’t look a thing like him. Must be the
beard.”

Sighing, Mairenn was not amused. “I’m his
daughter. The M is for Mairenn.” She picked up her bags and
started to walk away, talking as she went. “I don’t have any
checked luggage, just—” A hand clamped around her wrist, and she
resisted as he dragged her to a stop, his quiet voice sliding over
her like warm velvet.

“I don’t know how they do things anywhere
else in the world, but here in the Deep South, a gentleman always
carries a lady’s bags.”

Even as she resisted his touch, her heart
quickened. “Do you use that pickup line often?”

“First time,” he replied, his hand sliding to
the bag’s handle.

“Thank you, but I’m accustomed to carrying my
own.”

“When in Rome,” he suggested and took her
backpack and duffel bag. “By the way, I’m Tec Raines.”

Enlightenment spread across her face as they
began to walk toward the exit and parking garage. “Then you
are—”

“My brothers and I own the property you’re
here to investigate. I’m parked on level two.”

They walked out into the sunshine, and she
winced. She reached up, drawing down her sunglasses. “I’d forgotten
about the heat and humidity.”

“It’s a beast. Wait until August rolls
around. Where did you fly in from?”

“The Faroes.”

He wasn’t about to ask her where that was.
“Long trip?”

“Always.”

After crossing the road in front of the
terminal, they entered the cool dimness of the parking garage, took
the elevator up, and were soon on their way to Kody’s office at
RMI. “Is this your first time in Alabama?” he asked.

“No. When I was interning, I spent time at
several excavation sites in the southern part of the state.”

Tec stepped on the accelerator, seamlessly
merging with traffic on I-565. “You’re well-traveled, then.”

“More than some, less than others.”

“That explains the accent.”

“Accent?”

“Earlier, you said someone rang me
about the flight changes.”

“I apologize. My English education is
showing.”

Tec’s mouth hinted at a smile. “Not a
problem.”

Sighing, Mairenn sat back and watched the
countryside give way to a city of buildings and houses. “What sort
of work does RMI do?”

“Electronic assemblies. Commercial, mostly,
with some military contracts thrown in for good measure. Enclosure
building is also big.”

Mairenn wasn’t sure what enclosure building
was but was certain she’d eventually find out. “Anything computer
related?”

“Everything we make is computer related, just
not a brand name you’d recognize.”

“Do you have many facilities?”

“My grandfather built the business to twenty,
but when my father inherited it, he pared it down to six.”

“Didn’t people lose their jobs?”

“Not as many as it sounds. My father saw how
much work was disappearing overseas, so he brought the work back
stateside. That meant combining some facilities and closing a
couple of sales offices. It cut overhead and actually saved
jobs.”

Another driver merging with traffic cut Tec
off, and he hit the brakes and honked, swerving slightly to avoid a
collision. Mairenn gasped, her hand grabbing the door handle.

“How do unskilled drivers get a license?” he
muttered and glanced over, noticing her pale cheeks and
white-knuckled hand crushing the door handle. “You okay?”

She nodded, murmuring a quick, “Yes,” and
sank against the seat. Reckless motorists were everywhere, even in
Alabama. Thankfully, the drive to RMI didn’t take as long as she
had anticipated, and when they pulled into the parking lot, Tec
pointed toward the downtown area.

“A lot of people who live here think
Huntsville is one of the best-kept secrets in the country. There
aren’t any major interstates through the city on the way to
somewhere else. It’s a big city with a small town feel.”

“Sounds ideal,” Mairenn said with a moment of
envy. Her parents had traveled around the world numerous times,
never calling any place home. Until I was born.

“It isn’t perfect, but it’s home,” Tec said,
walking around to open her door. “Will you need anything from your
bags?” he asked.

“I’ll take my backpack.”

Tec opened the door to the building’s
entrance, escorting her inside, his hand resting lightly on her
back. She stepped away, readjusting the backpack. His hand was
there again as they stepped into the elevator, and she quickly
moved to one side, placing her hand on the narrow railing. The
elevator ride was short, and Tec escorted her past a busy secretary
into a posh office, her teeth clenching as his hand settled once
more against her back.

The man behind the desk rose from the chair
and came around to shake her hand. “Kody Raines,” he said by way of
introduction.

She returned the greeting, noticing that he
had been blessed with a striking visage similar to his brother.
“Dr. Mairenn Vestergaard.”

Kody glanced at Tec. “Weren’t we expecting .
. .?”

She bristled. “A man? Morten—my father. Same
first initial. Will my taking his place be problematic?”

“Not if you’re as qualified as he is.”

“I am. More so, in fact. I have three
bachelor degrees, two master degrees, and two doctorates.”

Kody looked surprised. “Impressive.”

Tec blew out a harsh breath of disbelief.
“How is that even possible? It takes years to get just one of each
degree.”

Scowling inside, Mairenn’s face remained
unchanged. “I was quite young when I completed my A levels. I
managed to work my graduate and postgraduate degrees
simultaneously. I’m more than willing to show you my
credentials.”

Kody’s smile was reassuring. “That won’t be
necessary.”

“Now wait a minute,” Tec objected. “We all
know what PhD stands for. You know, don’t you, Dr.
Vestergaard?”

Mairenn gazed at him without emotion.
“Please. Enlighten me.”

“Piled higher and deeper,” Tec replied with a
straight face. “Anyone can go on the Internet and buy a college
degree. I’d like to see your proof.”

Before Mairenn could open her bag, Kody
stopped her. He shot his brother a stick a sock in it scowl.
“Give her a break. She was thoroughly vetted by people smarter than
us both, and that’s good enough for me.” He looked at Mairenn.
“While I’m sure you love small talk as much as I do, you must be
eager to see what brought you here.”

“I am.”

“This way.”

Mairenn accompanied the brothers through a
door into a beautiful garden room, an unexpected surprise in a city
of concrete and steel. Lush plants and a water feature surrounded
the table and chairs with shade and the pleasing sounds of nature.
“How wonderful!” she breathed, gazing up overhead at the large
leaves that provided a gentle canopy.

“Our grandfather loved the outdoors, but the
older he got, the more he hated the heat,” Kody explained.

“And bugs,” Tec added with a charming smile,
pulling out a chair for her.

“This was his way of enjoying fresh air and
sunshine.”

Mairenn sat on the chair’s thick cushion,
almost nervous with excitement. Before setting her backpack on the
floor, she pulled out a rolled bundle and set it to one side.

“Something to drink, Doctor?” Kody asked.

“Yes, thank you.”

“Tea?”

She nodded in grateful anticipation. “Please.
I haven’t had iced tea in a long time. Just a pinch of sugar, if
you have it.”

Mairenn watched as Kody opened the doors of a
cabinet, revealing a wet bar. Ice clinked into three tall glasses,
followed by the pouring of dark liquid. The initial sip was divine,
and she quickly drank half, not realizing how parched she was until
the first drop touched her tongue. “There’s nothing like good iced
tea made in the South.”

Kody produced a padded tray containing the
items she had flown so far to see. He placed it in front of her,
and she gave them a cursory gaze. Finally, she unrolled the bundle
and slipped on a pair of cotton gloves. Taking a deep breath, she
lifted the fragile ceramic bowl, noting the high polish and
superior quality of the design etched on thin clay.

Examining the artifacts, she compared each to
the brief report sent as an email. Her jeweler’s loupe allowed a
close-up view, searching for wear, searching for any
inconsistencies that would prove it a modern, man-made bowl. The
knife appeared ceremonial in structure and design, and she turned
it this way and that, exposing the faint lines of something
elusive, something that didn’t belong yet was there just the
same.

The broken jug was comprised of a large
side-piece to which part of the handle was affixed. Proper clay
construction with shell tempering, the design a partial bird and—a
shiver washed over her. Runes? She went still for a moment.
Is it even possible? Or were her eyes tricking her, making
her hope for something completely unreasonable?

There was nothing revealing in the arrowheads
other than their authenticity. The egg-shaped lump was next.
Someone had tried to rub off the hardened red clay, revealing a
rolled metal edge. It wasn’t copper, lacking the heavy green patina
of age and weathering. Silver? Little oxidation. Bronze? Perhaps.
It was small enough to be a jewelry piece—perhaps a brooch or a
connector for a strand of beads.

Shaking free of impossible thoughts
whispering in the back of her mind, Mairenn set the clay encrusted
artifact aside and looked at the pebbles in the dish. The report
had said little about them except a one-sentence entertainment that
they were most likely multi-colored beads made from local
materials. She studied several closely and came to the same
conclusion. They were clay-coated copper, wood, shell, and one
glass bead—perhaps once strung on string or leather and worn as
jewelry. Or used for trading.

Glass?

Stunned, Mairenn picked up the small bead,
frowned, and sat back. She looked up at the two men, who were
watching her intently. “Did anyone discuss this piece with
you?”

Kody spoke up. “Other than telling us they’re
Native American artifacts, no.”

Tec’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Why? What do
you think it is?”

“The initial assessment is correct. These
items are likely from the people known as the Mississippi Mound
Builders—Native American.”

“But the Archaeological Society didn’t ask
you here to confirm what they already know, did they?” Tec
asked.

“No.” Mairenn didn’t quite know how to tell
them what she suspected because it was too fantastic even for
her to consider, let alone believe.

“So drop the other shoe.”

Her jaw clenched. Tec Raines’s bluntness was
beginning to irritate. “At first glance, one might assume these are
pebbles, but they’re beads—which isn’t anything new or surprising.
Native Americans, and many other cultures around the world, have
crafted beads for thousands of years.”

“Are you saying there’s something different
about these beads?” Kody asked.

“Not all the beads,” she said, reaching out
to pick up a lone bead. “Just this one. It’s made of glass.”

“And that’s unusual.”

“Confusing, actually.” She placed the bead
with the others. “Native Americans made beads from whatever they
had within their environment—shells, antler, bone, and wood, for
example. But not glass. Glass came later. Europeans brought glass
beads to the new world and used them for trading.”

“Then how did it get here?” Tec asked.

“That’s the sixty-four-thousand-dollar
question,” Kody said intuitively, “isn’t it, Doctor? What about
that mess of clay?”

Mairenn turned the blob of clay, showing them
the rolled edge. “It’s not copper. And it’s too finely engraved
along this edge to have been made by the Mississippians. We won’t
know until it’s been cleaned by a conservator. And that begs
another question. Why didn’t your two trespassers do what
collectors do and clean all this?”

“One of them started to, but the other
stopped him. They had talked about archaeology in his history
class, and he didn’t want to damage the pieces in case they were
valuable.”

“A thief who’s also a budding archaeologist,”
Mairenn mused. “It wouldn’t be the first time. Did you have them
arrested?”

“They turned themselves in. The judge agreed
to let them work off their fines. They’re my employees for the
duration.”

“So what’s the bottom line?” Tec asked.
“Everyone we’ve talked to has been vague and uncertain, yet they’ve
told us to sit on this. Now they send us someone from the other
side of the world to look at a few insignificant artifacts. What is
it you’re not telling us?”

“Tec,” Kody scolded, frowning.

“It’s a legitimate question,” Tec defended.
“There are Native American sites all over the state—all over the
country. Our houses probably sit on top of them. Why should this
one site be any different?”

The expression on Mairenn’s face was
unchanged. “Because it could be.”

“How?” Tec demanded.

“If I’m right, Mr. Raines, this one little
glass bead is more important than any of us know. It could change
the way we look at early explorations—the ones that predate
Columbus.”

“Like the Norse settlement in Canada?” Kody
asked. At Tec’s raised eyebrows, he shrugged and murmured a quick,
“I watched a documentary about it.”

Mairenn tried to explain in a way a
nonacademic would understand. “Yes, just like the one in
Canada—L’Anse aux Meadows. For years, people scoffed at the idea
that anyone came to the New World before Columbus. They scoffed
until they found proof that someone did. That little bead could be
another piece of evidence.”

“But it could also be a hoax,” Tec
suggested.

“It could be,” she conceded, “and it could
also have washed in from somewhere else—a simple contaminant, if
you will.”

Tec blew out a frustrated breath. “Fowler
& Fitch has been all over that property. They’ve assured us
there’s nothing there. Since we put a hold on their project,
they’ve grown impatient and downright hostile.”

Mairenn looked from one brother to the other.
“Fowler & Fitch?”

“A real estate development group,” Kody
explained. “We have a parcel of land they want to buy. As near as
we can tell, those artifacts were found on that nine hundred
acres.”

“But have they certified with a proper
assessment that nothing is there?” Mairenn asked, carefully
weighing the information. “Do they know about the artifacts?”

“If they do, they didn’t hear it from us,”
Tec said.

“They could be suspicious,” Kody tossed out.
“No one reneges on a deal where all that remains are the signatures
on a contract. If I were them, I’d be curious to know why.”

“I needn’t remind you what would happen if
the public learns there are artifacts to be had on your
property.”

Kody grunted softly. “Every Tom, Dick, and
Harry with a shovel will be out there digging holes. What do you
need to get started?”

“I’d prefer to do a flyover with Lidar first,
if you can find someone with the equipment.”

“A buddy of mine works with a guy who has
Lidar,” Tec offered.

Kody seemed puzzled. “Will it help you find
whatever it is you’re looking for?”

“There’s no guarantee, but it could keep us
from looking in the wrong place.”

“I’ve gone up a time or two with Joel, and
it’s a pretty amazing thing to watch,” Tec told her.

“And since you’ve authorized payment for
whatever I need, I’d rather start there. Nine hundred acres is a
lot to survey on foot, and if the site spills over onto land
outside that parcel, an assessment could take much longer. Am I
right in assuming you’d like this done as quickly as possible?”

Tec nodded. “Quick is good.”

“You’ll have to excuse my brother, Dr.
Vestergaard,” Kody apologized. “We’re having an ongoing issue with
our other brother, and Tec feels that an immediate sale would be
beneficial to solving that problem.” Tec scowled at him. “For
myself, I’d prefer a thorough assessment.”

“You’re right, of course,” she agreed.
“Development of land for any purpose forever destroys the original
character of that land.”

Kody looked pleased. “Thorough assessment it
is, then. There’s a cabin on the north side of the property that
will be at your disposal, and Tec will be available to fly you in
and out as needed.”

Mairenn saw the expression on Tec Raines’s
face. Escorting her to the middle of nowhere was not something he
wanted to do. “I can find it myself if you’ll mark the location on
a map.”

“Since we’re responsible for your safety,”
Kody pointed out, “I must insist that someone escort you. Tec has
cleared his schedule for the next two weeks and is leaving his
business in the capable hands of his employees.”

“Are you sure?” she asked Tec, her mouth
going dry as he turned to her. “I don’t want to be intrusive on
your time or your business.”

“Doctor, as of now, you are my
business.”

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


“Not what you signed up for, is it?” Tec
asked, gazing at the neglected cabin that stood at the head of
eight thousand acres, down a bumpy, rutted trail choked with weeds
and underbrush.

“I’ve seen worse,” Mairenn said without a
hint of guile. “I think.”

Standing outside in the mid-afternoon
sunshine, they stared at the two-hundred-year-old cabin nearly
hidden within a mass of trees, vines, and an overgrowth of just
about every native plant in the state. She lived for moments like
this, moments of discovery. Inside the smothering blanket of
greenery sat a historic dwelling as precious as the Norse ruins she
helped excavate.

Tec tromped through the weeds, hoping to find
a way to the front door. “I’d have driven right past it if you
hadn’t seen the roof.”

Mairenn followed him. “I wasn’t sure it was a
roof. It seemed more like a big . . . growth. Are you certain
there’s a cabin in there?”

“Pretty sure,” he said with a nod.
“Unfortunately, the flora is having it for lunch. If we’re not
careful, the chiggers and ticks will be having us for
lunch.”

“How long has it been since it was last
occupied?”

Tec thought as he searched for a way through
the thick jungle. “The last time I was out here, I was about
sixteen. Same for Kody. Dad should have bulldozed it years
ago.”

“I hope that never happens,” she disagreed.
“There are far too many people ready to tear down the past and fill
the present with ugly monstrosities made of concrete, steel, and
glass.”

He started for his truck. “You may agree with
me once you see it. I should have something in my toolbox to chop a
hole through that mess blocking the front porch.”

While Tec searched for a tool, Mairenn
explored, pushing aside vines to see if she could spy the
horizontal logs. She couldn’t tell if it was a one-story cabin with
a loft or a full two stories. Around the end of the porch, she
spied a small breach in the thick dam of vegetation. Smiling, she
put her hands to work.

Opening the large box in the bed of his
truck, Tec dug around—discovered an old apple core and tossed it
over his shoulder before finding the hatchet. He turned around. He
was alone. “Dr. Vestergaard?” he called. When there was no answer,
he called out again.

“I’m here!” a voice returned, and a hand
poked through the vegetation, fingers wiggling.

Puzzled, Tec walked toward the thicket. “How
did you get in there?”

“Down here—on the end!”

Tec followed the sound of her footsteps. “Be
careful in there!” That’s all we need. Our high-priced
archaeologist falling through the floor on her first day.
Around the end, he found her breach. He mentally compared himself
to the child-sized opening. “You want me to crawl through
there?”

“It is a tad small.”

“Small,” he murmured, grabbing a hank of
vines and chopping them back with the hatchet. Before long, he had
hacked away enough vegetation for him to crawl through. When he
stood up, he saw that the vines had overtaken everything, climbing
and twisting about the posts and up the walls. The broken screen
door lay useless on the porch.

Covered with dusty grime, Mairenn stood near
the door, watching as Tec shouldered through the narrow space and
walked toward her. “I tried the door, but it won’t budge.”

He flashed a wry smile. “Then I’ll have to
reason with it.” He reared back with the hatchet and made ready to
swing it at the door.

Mairenn grabbed his arm. “Stop! The door
could be original.”

“It’s just a door.”

Mairenn’s mouth turned down. “It’s not just a
door. It’s part of the cabin’s history, like the land.”

“All right, we’ll do it your way.” He passed
her the hatchet, took the door latch in one hand, lifted, and threw
his weight against the oak planking. The door groaned but didn’t
give until his second try, the bottom scraping along the floor.

The cabin was a wreck. Dry brown leaves lay
scattered across the wide plank floor, and the sudden waft of air
caused them to dance and swirl. A thick layer of dust lay over
every square inch—a dry sink, a broken chair, a tall cabinet and
chest.

Tec sighed, his boot heels loud on the wooden
floor. It reminded him of an old Wild West movie—tipping his hat
and saying, Howdy ma’am. “It didn’t look like this the last
time I was here.”

Mairenn could smell the history. “It doesn’t
look bad.”

“A pile of rubble on the ground would look
better than this.”

Mortar holding the fireplace stones had
cracked and fallen to the floor. In the far corner, the bedding on
the rustic wooden bedstead hung in tattered shreds, and what wasn’t
shredded was rotting. Several slats had fallen from the narrow
stairs that led to the upper story.

“It’s wonderful,” Mairenn murmured, trying to
suppress her enthusiasm. A true, authentic cabin—not a reproduction
or one that had been updated to modern taste. A real pioneer
cabin. Low ceiling with open beams. Two rooms with a centrally
located fireplace. A built-in bake oven—although the cast-iron door
had broken at the hinges and lay on the floor.

She could hear his footfalls and knew he was
behind her, following her from room to room, never too close, but
close enough to keep her glancing back to see where he stood.

An addition had been added, perhaps as a
bedroom, but it stood empty. One grimy window let in very little
light, and she ran her finger over the glass, peering out at the
thick vines covering the wall. The second room that shared the
fireplace was the same size, perhaps used as a parlor or another
bedroom. Each room had a cupboard beside the fireplace, and at the
opposite end was the door.

As Tec continued to follow her, she poked
around, wandering back into the main room to peek inside the upper
part of the cupboard. Several nested pottery bowls and tin pie
plates sat inside, cobwebs lacing their way throughout. Wiping her
hands on her jeans, she opened the bottom doors and jumped back
with a cry, falling on her backside as one large raccoon and two
smaller versions hopped out—hissing!—and scurried away through the
broken window.

“Damned critters,” Tec said, sighing. “Are
you hurt?”

“They just startled me,” Mairenn said,
looking up at Tec, who offered his hand. “I’ve never been so close
to one before.”

She accepted his hand, and he pulled her to
her feet. “They’re generally harmless unless backed into a corner.
You can’t stay here tonight. The place is a wreck, and the raccoons
will be back.”

“It’s quite all right,” she was quick to
assure him. “You wouldn’t believe the situations archaeologists are
willing to live in when they’re working.”

He toed the leaves, gazing at the needed
repairs. “Not when you’re on Raines property. We should have had
someone come out and check the place when we received confirmation
of your arrival date. I’ll make a few calls and see if we can get
this fixed. Let’s go.”

“But—”

“No buts,” he insisted. “My place is closer
than Kody’s, and I wouldn’t be much of a host if I dumped you off
at a motel.”

Mairenn bit her tongue and held back. She was
eager to get to the site, but she could sense his resolve and
reluctantly followed him out the door to his truck.

“There’s a barn back there somewhere, as I
recall—smokehouse and root cellar, too.”

“How old is the cabin?” she asked as he
maneuvered the truck around and drove out the way he came in.

“Old. Back in the early 1800s, my ancestor
was given a land bounty for services during the War of 1812, and
when he moved his family west, he built the cabin and the
beginnings of an empire—or so my father always said.”

“Eighteen twelve is young by European
history. England was eight hundred years by that time.”

“I doubt a log cabin would last that
long.”

“It looks fairly solid from what I saw.
Perhaps the repairs will be minimal.”

“We’ll see.”

He made a quick call to Kody, describing the
condition of the cabin and informing him that Dr. Vestergaard would
be spending the night at his house instead. After that, the ride
home was quiet.

Fatigue was beginning to claim Mairenn.
Trying to stay awake, she thought about the work ahead, the
discoveries waiting for her. Her gaze strayed to the man sitting
beside her, his strong hands on the steering wheel, his profile
ruggedly handsome. There was also something disquieting about him,
just as there was something appealing. She couldn’t decide which
was truer.

“Where are we?” she asked, breaking the
silence.

“Outside Majesta Landing.” Slowing down, he
flipped the turn signal. “We’ll be there in less than five
minutes.”

They drove around the perimeter of the park
and turned down a cul-de-sac. The house sat back from the road on a
double lot. It wasn’t a large house, but it had everything a young
family could need. What boy wouldn’t love climbing the trees? A
little girl might play hopscotch on the driveway or have a tea
party in the shade with her favorite stuffed animals.

Tec carried Mairenn’s bags to the front door
and used his key to let them in. A light from the kitchen
illuminated the living room, and he carried the luggage to the
spare bedroom. Elbowing the switch, the overhead light flipped on,
flooding the room with stark brightness. He set the bags on the bed
and leaned down to turn on the bedside lamp.

“Sorry about the junk,” he said sheepishly,
quickly moving several cardboard boxes from the bed to the floor
beside the dresser. He eyed the hodgepodge of items, boxes, and
storage tubs around the room. “It’s supposed to be a
guestroom.”

Mairenn switched off the overhead light.
“Don’t worry about it. I can sleep pretty much anywhere.”

Tec stepped toward the door. “Are you
hungry?”

“Famished.”

“I don’t have much in the fridge, but I’ll be
happy to get whatever you feel like eating.”

“Could I freshen up a bit?”

“Sure. The bathroom is next door. I’ll be in
the kitchen when you’re ready. ”

“Thank you.” With a nod, he edged past her,
his arm grazing her breasts, and her breath caught as the sensation
shot through her. Oh God, he smells good! She held her
breath until he had gone, softly closing the door.

Exhaling sharply, she unzipped one of her
bags and jerked out a smaller travel bag. What am I doing? I’m
practically drooling. She stared into the mirror. He’s my
employer. I can’t wilt with desire every time he comes close to
me.

Her reflection in the mirror revealed unkempt
hair. She rarely wore makeup when she traveled, but what little she
had applied would look more becoming on a cartoon hag. “Let’s see
if we can make you a little more presentable, shall we?”

When she emerged from the bathroom, all was
quiet, and she walked down the hallway into the kitchen. Tec Raines
stood at the sink, gazing out the window. She felt like an
intruder, watching something not meant for her, and she turned to
retreat.

“Ready?” he asked, breaking the silence.

“Yes,” Mairenn said, and as she spoke the
word, the doorbell rang.

“I’m not expecting anyone.” When he opened
the door, Kody and Larke were standing there, their arms full of
bags. “What are you doing here?”

“Dinner,” Kody replied as they entered.
“Hello again, Dr. Vestergaard. This is my wife.”

“Larke,” the woman said with a smile over the
top of the bags as she moved toward the kitchen.

“As soon as I told Larke that you were taking
Dr. Vestergaard to your house,” Kody explained, “she started
packing up the food.”

Larke looked at Tec, a saucy expression on
her face. “I was right, wasn’t I? There’s no food in the
refrigerator or pantry?”

“We were going out.”

Larke shook her head. “On her first night
here?” She looked at Mairenn standing in the doorway. “You must be
exhausted after your long flight.”

Mairenn could only nod, feeling uncomfortable
listening to the friendly bantering between the two brothers. As an
only child, she had no brothers or sisters to tease, and her
colleagues were more academic than humorous. It always seemed that,
even when sitting in a lovely restaurant, they conversed about
their latest project and the newest discoveries, not exchanging
friendly jabs.

“Let’s you and I set the table,” Larke
suggested to Mairenn and looked at Kody and Tec. “Husband! Take
your brother and go away for five minutes.”

“Aye, Captain,” Kody saluted, and the two
disappeared into the living room.

Larke smiled, emptying the first bag into the
refrigerator. “I have a feeling they’ll make a few phone calls
before they’re ready to sit down to eat. Kody told me the cabin’s
in bad shape.”

Mairenn pulled a bag toward her. “The bones
seem sound enough, but it’s completely overgrown with vegetation.
One of the windows is broken, and critters have been living
there.”

Larke nearly choked with amusement.
“Critters?”

“Raccoons.”

“They’ll have to get the window fixed or
those critters will be snuggling up with you.” Larke opened the
cabinet door to take down plates. “The silverware is in that drawer
to your right.”

Once the table was set and the dishes of food
placed, Kody and Tec miraculously reappeared. “We know a guy who
specializes in historic buildings who’s agreed to go out to the
cabin tomorrow to assess the damage and tell us what it will take
to make repairs—not put a Band-Aid on it, but really fix it,” Kody
told them as he grabbed the bottle of wine and applied the opener
to it.

“I see a lot of zeros behind that dollar
sign.”

“Ask Robert how many cabins built before
Alabama became a state are still in existence. That should tell you
how important it is.”

Tec watched Kody pour wine into three
glasses. “How did you manage to get away without Maddie hitching a
ride?”

“She and her grandma were about to watch a
movie when you called,” Larke replied. “Somehow Stuart
Little is more interesting than delivering food to the
needy.”

“Well, you brought enough to feed an army,”
Tec observed.

“Della sent it,” Kody told him as he filled
Larke’s glass with ice and water. “You’ll be eating leftovers for
days, not to mention the extra food in the fridge.”

“Send her my eternal thanks.”

Food dishes made a pass around the table,
filling plates with Della’s down-home cooking: fried chicken and
fluffy mashed potatoes served with a smooth and flavorful gravy. It
had been a long time since Mairenn had dined on some of the South’s
most famous dishes: fried okra, black-eyed peas, and cornbread. A
deep-dish peach cobbler still warm from the oven rounded out their
feast.

“Dr. Vestergaard, how long do you think the
survey might take?” Larke asked.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


“Call me Mairenn, please. It could take
several weeks to several months. And if the site is deemed worthy,
archaeologists will be on your property to conduct
excavations—possibly for years. Would that be a problem?”

“Not really. The land has been vacant for two
hundred years,” Tec said. “A few more won’t matter.”

Kody pushed the plate away. “I can’t eat any
more. If Della doesn’t stop trying to feed me like I’m still
sixteen, my jeans won’t fit.”

Smiling, Larke stood up. “You poor dear,” she
sympathized as she shook her head, patting her tummy. “In another
month, my jeans won’t fit.”

Tec leaned toward Mairenn. “They’re having a
baby,” he murmured.

“Oh.”

“It’s not a secret,” Kody admonished. “We’re
happy to tell everyone we’re having a baby.”

Larke put her arms around her husband’s waist
and gazed up at him with adoring eyes. “I wish everyone in the
world could be as happy as we are.”

Filled with obvious contentment, Kody wrapped
his arms around her. “The universe would probably explode.”

Mairenn dropped her gaze. She couldn’t
remember her parents ever hugging and kissing or showing any
type of affection. Was it even possible for two people to have a
love like Larke and Kody seemed to have for each other?

Tec rose from the table, grabbing his dishes.
“I’ll wash up. Go home. Watch the movie with Maddie and have a bowl
of popcorn for me.”

Larke took the plates from his hands. “No.
We’ll take the dishes we brought, and the rest I’ll toss in the
dishwasher. Then we’ll go. That okay with everybody?”

“I’ll help you,” Mairenn offered, feeling as
if she should do something to thank them for their kindness.

“Great,” Larke agreed, pushing Kody toward
the door. “You and Tec go park yourselves in the living room.
Mairenn and I want to talk.”

Kody chuckled. “She tells me she loves me,
then pushes me out the door. Is she hormonal or what?”

Lifting an eyebrow, Larke pointed the way.
“Out, before I bean you both.” Kody and Tec looked at each other,
knowing that either of them could take her down. They broke into
laughter and left the kitchen.

“Are they always like that?” Mairenn
asked.

“Always. And sometimes worse,” Larke said
with a soft chuckle, retrieving the bags from the counter to load
the dishes in which they had brought the dinner. “I can’t complain,
though. They could be fighting over their father’s estate.”

Mairenn worked to remove all the dishes from
the table. “Did he die recently?”

“Three years ago,” Larke remembered softly.
“There was a flood. Over one hundred people died—including my
father-in-law.”

Mairenn looked toward the living room. “That
must have been difficult for them.”

Larke’s face softened. “Not as much as it
should have been.”

While they finished putting the dishes in the
dishwasher, they heard a cell phone ring and Tec answer it. Voices
followed, and Mairenn watched from the sideline, all too aware of
the things she had missed when growing up. No siblings. While most
children would appreciate having their parent’s complete attention,
she hadn’t been that fortunate.

When she was young, she had hungered for what
other people had. Not the wealth or their goods, but the closeness
of family. Roots. The knowing that someone could know all her
quirks and love her anyway. Occasionally, one of her schoolmates
invited her home for a weekend, and she saw the love that
flourished in a family. Even when they disagreed, she could see the
love that bound them.

Other than my mother, I’ve never known
that depth of love.

Tec stepped into the kitchen. “Bad news, Doc.
The Lidar equipment won’t be available until the end of the week. I
told Joel that would be fine and to put us on the schedule.”

“Us?” Mairenn asked.

“I’m your steady right arm, remember?”

Bristling, she sighed. How could she forget?
They were an unlikely pairing. They were as different as night and
day. Polar opposites. He wanted to tear down. She wanted to
preserve. The past meant nothing to him. It meant everything to
her.

Fifteen minutes later, Kody and Larke had
gone, and the house was quiet. Mairenn carried her wineglass to the
living room and saw Tec sitting on the sofa. He rose when he saw
her.

“The sun will be setting soon. Let’s go out
back and watch it.”

He headed off into the kitchen, grabbing his
glass of wine and the nearly empty bottle. The screened porch
protected occupants from mosquitoes yet allowing them to enjoy the
magical beauty of sunsets that were never the same from one night
to the next. Overhead, three perfectly spaced ceiling fans twirled,
cooling all who lounged beneath. They sat in the comfortable
chairs, setting their wineglasses on the low table between.

“Isn’t this better?” Tec asked, stretching
out his long legs.

Mairenn tried to listen to the whirling sound
of spinning fans and the chirping of crickets in the gathering
darkness, but she was all too aware of the man sitting three feet
away. The rise and fall of his chest, his hands resting casually on
the arms of the chair. Was it his heart she heard beating, or her
own?

Inhaling deeply, she sought refuge in the
night sky. “One of my favorite times of the day.”

“Mine, too. Any others?”

She contemplated a moment, having never given
it much thought. “Lying in a tent and listening to the sound of
soft rain. Morning sunlight on fresh snow. Sitting by a running
brook. The aurora borealis.”

“That’s something I wouldn’t mind
seeing.”

“Do you have any special times of the day?”
she prompted.

Tec was quiet for a moment, thinking. “Waking
up alive is always good. So is getting a day off once in a
while.”

“But you own your own business. You may go on
holiday whenever you want.”

“Except that my boss is an idiot. Last time I
was sick, I called him to tell him I was throwing up. He said,
“Then you must be feeling better. Come on in to work.”

Mairenn frowned in bewilderment for a moment
until Tec looked at her, quirked a half smile and winked. Smiling,
she looked toward the horizon, the sun setting the sky on fire.
Bright yellow and orange flamed away to pinks, reds, and purples.
An unseen hand dotted the colors with shades of gray cloud fluffs,
blending them on the sky-borne canvas. “It’s beautiful,” she
whispered, the colors washing over her.

Tec watched her, wanting to reach out to
touch a soft ringlet the color of the sunset’s heart. He took a
drink of wine. “You must be wondering what you’ve gotten yourself
into.”

“The last few days have been unusual, even
for me,” she agreed, running her finger around the rim of the
glass.

“The Raines brothers are one of a kind—two of
a kind.”

“You mentioned a third brother.”

“The dreaded middle child.”

“Does he live nearby?”

Tec fingered his wineglass. “He skipped to
parts unknown as soon as he graduated from college, and we haven’t
seen him since.”

“Do you miss him?”

“Not really,” he thought aloud, watching as
the sun settled below the horizon. “It’s always been Kody and me.
Kav never seemed to fit in—never wanted to fit in.”

“Kav. Is that short for something?”

“Now that’s an interesting story,” Tec said
with a chuckle. “Our father thought it would be a good idea to give
his sons strong names that no one else would want. Kav is short for
Kavik. It means wolf.”

“Kody isn’t an unusual name.”

“It is when it’s short for Kodiak—as in the
bear.”

“And yours?”

“I wasn’t lucky enough to get an animal name.
They named me after a Native American Shawnee leader—Tecumseh.”

Mairenn searched her mind. “I’ve heard of
him. Didn’t he have something to do with your conflict with the
French?”

“One and the same, although I’ve never
personally had any problems with the French.”

“Really?” Mairenn tilted her head and shot
him a cheeky smile. “You look remarkably young for your age.”

“Thank you. What about you? What does Mairenn
mean?”

“My mother told me it’s Celtic—star of the
sea. In other languages, it just means sea. What does
Tecumseh mean?”

“Lots of things, apparently. It could mean
panther passing across, goes through one place to
another, flies across, or shooting star.”

“No wonder you’re a pilot. Did you ever
consider becoming an astronaut?”

“Not really. I like to live where I can open
a door without having all the air sucked out into space. How about
a middle name?” Tec asked.

She was silent for a long moment.

“That bad, huh?”

“When I was in school, I only used the
initial F so no one would tease me. It’s Freyja.” She waited
for his reaction.

“That’s not so bad.”

“It is when she’s the Norse goddess of love,
beauty, fertility, war, and death.”

“That’s a lot to live up to.”

“What about your middle name?”

“Oh . . . well, my father didn’t stop the
insanity at first names. Kody’s middle name is Justinian.”

“After the—”

“Roman emperor,” they said together, and she
laughed, the first time he saw her face light up with spontaneous
amusement.

He smiled. “It gets better. Kavik got stuck
with Manasseh—one of Joseph’s sons in the Old Testament.”

“Interesting. What about you? What terrible
middle name did he bless you with?”

“Leonidas.”

“Ah, the last stand of the Spartans,” she
supplied. “At least he didn’t name you Vercingetorix.” At his
distasteful face, she laughed softly. “What I meant was that he
gave you old names that could be easily pronounced.”

“Thanks, but I think I’ll stick with my first
name,” he told her, “and let everyone believe it’s a
high-tech name.”

Mairenn took a sip of wine. “I’m sorry. My
curiosity can be insatiable.”

“You couldn’t have made it through college
without it.”

“Yes, well, that was nothing more than
determination.”

“It must have made your parents proud to have
you follow in their footsteps.”

Mairenn went quiet, staring down into the
wineglass. “My grandparents immigrated to the US after World War
II. My mother was a first generation Danish-American. She met my
father while volunteering at an excavation.”

“That was convenient.”

“I think the only reason they married was so
they could continue working together.”

“And then they had you.”

“Which could have been a joyous occasion, but
it wasn’t.” She took a sip of wine, as if courage could be found in
the bottom of the glass. “My father didn’t want children, and my
birth ruined their marriage—according to him. My mother tried to
take me out into the field, but it was too difficult, so she gave
up her career and we lived with her great-aunt on a farm outside
Copenhagen. My parents never legally divorced, but they never lived
together again. When I was eight, she was hit by a motorist as she
crossed the street.” She took another sip. “By then, her aunt was
too old to take on the responsibility of raising a child, so she
sent me to my father.”

“That must have been a surprise.”

Her voice went soft. “No one had told him
that my mother was dead. I just . . . showed up.” She could see it
as it happened—walking toward him with a small bag in her hand and
a letter pinned to her coat.

“What did he do?”

“There wasn’t much he could do. He was
isolated in Norway with a daughter he didn’t know, a child who
would interfere with his job. When he told me that he meant to send
me to boarding school, I asked for one in England.”

“Weren’t you a little young?”

“I thought so. My degree in archaeology was
an attempt to have something in common with him. I was still living
under the delusion that we could exist as father and daughter if we
could share our work.”

“You didn’t want to be an archaeologist?”

The hair on Mairenn’s neck rose. “I wouldn’t
say that,” she replied, pressing her hands together. “It would have
been easier had I chosen some other profession.”

“Too much in common?”

“A conflict of interest,” she amended. “My
father works with all levels of archaeologists, but he prefers to
be the only lead at any site.”

Tec nodded in understanding. “Ah,
jealousy.”

“Perhaps. When I graduated with my second
doctorate, the uni invited him to speak at the ceremony, but he
declined.”

“Why would he do that?”

Mairenn blew out a sigh. “It’s a long story.
How much time do you have?”

“I’m at your disposal for the next two weeks.
Enough time?”

“Believe me, you don’t want to hear that sad
tale.”

Tec heard the prickly bitterness in her voice
and backed up. “How about a hike instead?”

Frowning, Mairenn looked at him. “Excuse
me?”

“You know. Put your boots on and take a long
walk.”

“Rambling. Now?”

“Not when you look as if
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