
        
            
                
            
        




 


 


 


 


Playing

Doctor


A Fandom Hearts Novel


 


 


Cathy Yardley


RYW Publishing










 


 


The author has provided this e-book to you for your personal
use only. You may not make this e-book publicly available in any way. Copyright
infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are
reading infringes on the author's copyright, please notify the author at cathy@cathyyardley.com 


 










 


Contents


 


THE FANDOM
HEART SERIES


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


About the
Author


COPYRIGHT
PAGE


 










 


 


THE FANDOM HEART SERIES


 


 


LEVEL UP (Book 1)


 


HOOKED (Book 1.5)


 


ONE TRUE PAIRING (Book 2)


 


GAME OF HEARTS (Book 3)


 


WHAT HAPPENS AT CON (Book 4)


 


MS. BEHAVE (Book 4.5)


 


PLAYING DOCTOR (Book 5)


 










 


Chapter 1


 


 


Cressida felt the cold air blow in as a customer opened the
door to Frost Fandoms, the collectibles shop that she and her sisters ran on
the bottom story of their Victorian house. She braced herself, putting on her
brightest, non-forced smile. “Hi! Can I help you?”


The man and woman who walked in smiled back at her. “I’m a
huge Mystics fan,” the woman said, nudging the guy. “We’ve
already done the walking tour of nearby shooting locations, but they said this
was the place to get all the good signed stuff.”


“Right over there,” Cressida gestured to the ample – honestly,
“opulent” was probably a better word – display of Mystics
memorabilia. It helped that Cressida’s sister Hailey was dating one of the
stars, and one of her best friends, Mallory, was dating another one. The show
filmed just one town over, so a lot of fans made their way to the shop to pick
up things. It was part of what kept the store, and the sisters, afloat. 


Cressida might not love the customer service aspect of the
job, but she did love staying in their house, and she was grateful for the fans
that frequented the place.


Hailey stepped out from the kitchen with a plate of fresh
baked cookies. “Can I offer you guys a cookie?” she asked. She looked like a
cross between a USO performer and a punk rocker, with her hair in Victory rolls
contrasting with the long sleeved CBGB shirt she was wearing. The guy took a
cookie, taking a bite. 


“This is great,” he said. “Did you make them?”


“My sister did,” she said, gesturing to Cressida, who looked
down at the counter with a smile. 


“Sister? Really?” He studied them more closely. “You two
don’t look anything alike.”


“We get that all the time,” Hailey said. It was easier than
explaining their foster history, and it was less invasive. 


“You’re Jake Windlass’s girlfriend, right?” the woman
customer asked, her eyes wide. “I saw the videos of you!”


There was an incident that occurred the previous year, where
Hailey had gotten attacked by one of Jake’s psychotic superfans. It made Hailey
something of a celebrity among the community, as well. They were protective of
her, and had made it clear by lavishing her with presents at the last local
Mystics convention. 


“Are you going to Australia MysticCon?” the woman asked,
surprising Cressida. “I wish I could go!”


“Probably not,” Hailey said, ringing the woman’s purchases
up. “But yeah, that’d be great.”


“Well, I’m sure I’ll see you around,” the woman said, and
she and the man left with another chilly blast of air.


“Australia MysticCon?” Cressida said, turning to her sister
with surprise. “I didn’t know they were doing a convention in Australia!”


“It just got added to the list,” Hailey said, shrugging like
it was no big deal. She rang up the woman’s purchases.


Cressida turned to her sister. “You have always wanted to
see Australia!” Cressida pointed out. “Why not go? I’m sure Jake would love to
have you there.”


“We’re business people,” Hailey returned. “Somebody’s got to
mind the store, remember?”


“What am I, chopped liver?” 


“Yeah, well, sometimes it gets busy.” Hailey wasn’t looking
at her, instead repositioning and cleaning the Mystics display with way more
attention than the task really needed. “It’s really not a big deal.”


Cressida felt anger and irritation start to well up in her
chest. “This isn’t because of my condition, right?” Her voice was flat. “Because
I can handle the store.”


“It’s not because of that,” Hailey said quickly. Too
quickly. 


“Because I know we’ve discussed this already, and I think
I’ve proven that I can handle taking care of the store and taking care of
myself.” Cressida felt her spine stiffen. She didn’t necessarily like
confrontation, but she hated being treated like a child even more. “I know I’m
still agoraphobic, but I’ve made some real strides in the past six months.”


“I know,” Hailey said, her voice and her expression
softening. “I can’t believe you’ve ridden around in Kyla’s crazy RV.”


Their friend Kyla was a mechanic and a cosplay fanatic. Kyla
had driven down to the San Diego ComicCon in her family’s old RV, which was
painted to look like the TARDIS, dark blue with a door labeled “POLICE BOX”
over the top. Cressida had discovered that she considered the RV a place of
safety, like the store and house. Once she was in the RV, they’d made it all
the way to a campground by Lake Washington. She’d enjoyed it immensely and had
only had two minor panic attacks. 


“My point is, I’m doing better. I’m handling things,”
Cressida said. “Besides, Rachel will be graduating in the spring, and I’m sure
she can take some time off to cover if I really need the backup, but it’s a
one-person job. It’s not a problem.”


Hailey hedged, sighing. “I don’t know. It just feels like
I’d be abandoning you two.”


“Rachel would barely notice you were gone,” Cressida shot
back with a laugh. It was turning eight o’clock, so she turned the sign from
open to closed. “She studies too hard and she works too hard. As for me, I’ve
got Doctor Who reruns and my treasure hunt.”


“Oh, God, that frickin’ treasure hunt,” Hailey said, shaking
her head. “I can’t believe you’re still on about that. What has it been, a
year?”


“More like two.” Cressida bit her lip. “It’s fun. And it’s
like… I don’t know. An adventure I can take from my computer, you know?”


Even though that wasn’t the point of the hunt at all. Henry
Curton, a bestselling sci-fi author and multi-millionaire, had placed a
treasure out somewhere “in the wilderness”, with only the clues from one of his
novels to go on. The book, Monochrome Wasteland, had
sold better than any of his previous books. He’d taken a picture of the treasure
chest that he’d filled to the brim with gold and jewels, and then he’d placed
it somewhere where whoever found it could claim it. A cult had developed around
finding the treasure. Cressida had already been a fan of the author, and she’d
found herself swept up along with it. It was now two years later, and no one
had found the treasure, although several claimed to have been “close.” 


“Are you sure that thing isn’t just a big hoax?” Hailey
said, shaking her head.


“Why would it be?” Cressida shrugged. “He had pictures taken
of box. He had a lawyer go with him as proof. I know it was a good book
marketing idea, but still… it’s like Ready Player One.
It’s fun, it’s exciting, and it’s… I don’t know. A dream.”


One she’d secretly held close to her heart. She loved
puzzles. She loved figuring things out. And she enjoyed the community of
Wastelanders, as they called themselves, who were puzzling out the treasure’s
location, just as she was.


You especially enjoy one Wastelander’s
company…


She felt herself blush a little – the curse of her milk pale
complexion – and stopped that train of thought before Hailey picked up on it. 


“It’s Thursday. I’ve got to touch base with a few people
from the boards tonight, for our weekly check in and messenger chat,” Cressida
said, as casually as possible, grabbing a cookie and nibbling at it. “So if
you’d…”


The door opened again with another cold swirl. This time, it
was their sister, Rachel. She had dark blue-black hair and Hailey’s blue eyes,
the result of their shared genes. She looked peeved, but with all the stress of
her job and her school work, she tended to look that way a lot, especially lately.


“Did Mr. Williams stop by?” she asked without preamble,
unwinding her scarf and hanging it on the hooks by the door, followed by her
burgundy wool coat.


“Mr. Williams?” Hailey answered. “No. Why? Is he planning on
raising our rent again?”


“Legally, he shouldn’t be able to,” Rachel said, rolling her
eyes. “But God knows he’s tried to pull a fast one before.”


Cressida popped the rest of the cookie in her mouth,
fighting the rising feeling of anxiety. Mr. Williams was their landlord, and
while he claimed he had a fondness for them, it didn’t stop him from being
quick to charge them and slow to repair anything. Still, Cressida had lived in
this house since she was fifteen years old – eleven years. It was the closest
thing she’d ever had to a sanctuary. 


“So why doesn’t he just call?”


“I don’t…”


There was a knock on the door. 


“Speak of the devil,” Hailey muttered, then slapped a smile
on her face and opened the door. “Mr. Williams! This is a surprise. Cookie?”


Mr. Williams was in his sixties, possibly his seventies,
with snow white hair… at least, a snow-white beard and bushy eyebrows. He
always wore a hat, so it was hard to tell if he had any white hair on his head.
His brown eyes were like a Basset hound’s, filled with sadness, as if he was
trying to prepare for some horrible thing that hadn’t yet happened.


Cressida knew he always looked like this, but the anxiety
twinge hit her a little harder.


“Hi, girls,” he said, as he always did. He held up a hand,
refusing the cookie. “I’ve got some important business to discuss with you, and
I thought it’d be best to do it face to face.”


Hailey and Rachel exchanged a glance, then Hailey put the
plate of cookies back down on the counter. Mr. Williams had a legendary sweet
tooth. If he was turning down cookies, it was serious business.


He sighed, crossing his arms. “You’ve been great renters. Your
grandmother, God rest her soul, was my tenant for thirty-five years. I saw your
mother grow up in this house.”


Not Cressida’s mother, she thought. Rachel and Hailey’s
mother. She felt a pang. It wasn’t often that she was reminded that she didn’t
share blood with the two women she considered sisters, and it was always a
little uncomfortable when she remembered it.


“But everything’s changing,” he continued, sounding somehow
both wistful and irritated. “You’ve seen how things are growing. All the
housing developments, all the growth. There’s traffic,
for God’s sake! And that damned TV show has all these crazy people coming in…”


“Those would be our customers,” Hailey muttered, but stopped
when Rachel nudged her.


“I don’t like it. I was talking with Madge,” he said,
referring to his wife, “and she agreed. It’s time for a change for us, too.”


Cressida felt her heart start beating fast, like a trapped
bird.


“Housing prices are astronomical, and we want to get in on
it before things start to fall,” he said. “We’re betting that prices are going
to drop if we don’t move soon. So… well. I just wanted to tell you that we’re
putting the house on the market.”


Cressida felt light-headed. They were selling the house. 


That means we have to move. Out of this
house.


I have to move out of this house.


We’re losing the house.


“I’ll give you girls the opportunity to make an offer on it,
but I have to let you know, we’re looking for some high bids,” he said,
sounding mournful – but not that mournful. “If you know of anyone…”


Cressida couldn’t listen for a moment longer. She turned,
fleeing to the stairwell, ignoring Hailey’s quick “Cress? You okay?” 


She made it all the way to her room, her haven. She went to
her closet. It was a decent size, not a walk-in or anything. Which made it
perfect. 


The smaller, the better.


She curled up, grabbing a pillow, shutting the door behind
her. Enclosed in darkness, she felt herself gasping for breath. She’d been
breathing too much, she realized, as the tip of her nose started to go numb. 


Panic attack.


She forced herself to slow down, to do the “box breathing”
the psychiatrist she’d once made it to had taught her. Breathe in to the count
of four – hold to the count of four. Breathe out to the count of four. Hold to
the count of four. Even though her lungs were straining, and she struggled with
the impression that she was running out of air, she forced herself to continue
the exercise.


There was a knock at the closet door. “Cressida? Honey? Are
you all right?”


No. I’m not all right.


They were taking away her house. She wasn’t all right. And
she didn’t know how she was going to be all right.


 


 


Scene 2


 


 


Noah Sukarno was bone tired when he got home that night. It
was nearly ten, and he’d had a long shift as an EMT. He enjoyed the work,
mostly, but he was still glad to get back to his small apartment and unwind. 


He turned on his computer, then stripped out of his uniform,
scanning the boards on Curton Call, the official wiki/website/threads for the
Henry Curton treasure hunt. He’d been obsessed with it since it had been
announced, some two years ago, partially because he loved Henry Curton’s
novels, and partially because he loved the idea of finding a few million
dollars’ worth of treasure. He enjoyed the puzzle aspect of it, and he liked
the community, but he could certainly think of things that he’d do with the
money if he found it.


Pay off all Mom’s debts on the food
truck. Get into medical school and pay for it without student loans. Yeah,
that’d be nice for a start. 


But for the moment, there was another reason he liked
hanging out on the Curton Call threads. He scanned for a second, then opened
the messenger chat and pinged his favorite fellow Wastelander, a girl named
Cressida.


They’d been in contact for a while now, almost since the
beginning. He’d talked with plenty of people, but for whatever reason, he and
Cressida connected with an almost audible click. He liked her sense of humor.
They loved the same books. They’d both gotten clues confirmed, determining that
the treasure was somewhere in California, something that had burned through the
boards like wildfire. Granted, “California” by itself was frickin’ huge and nobody
had found the treasure yet despite that confirmation, but still, he and
Cressida had felt really justified.


And they’d started texting each other. Daily – in the past
few months, it would be a couple of times a day at least. They hadn’t actually
talked on the phone, but who did these days, anyway? 


 


 


You’ve got a crush, and you’ve got it
bad.


He’d known for a year that he had a crush on the poor woman.
He assumed woman. With the internet, you could never tell. But whoever she was,
he looked forward to texting with her and “talking” with her, especially about
the treasure. 


The fact that she wasn’t at the weekly chat yet made him a
little uneasy. He was about to text her when his phone rang. 


Mama, the name read. 


He smiled, answering it. “What’s going on?”


“Just closed down the food truck for the night,” his mother
said, and he could hear both the tiredness and the satisfaction in her voice. “Oof!
We were busy.”


“Mama,” he chided. “You were supposed to be closed an hour
ago.”


“What, and turn away customers? Are you crazy?”


“I guess it’s your fault for making such good food,” he
said, knowing that he wasn’t going to get anywhere with her otherwise. She’d
worked in restaurants for years before finally saving up and getting her food
truck, and it was her baby. The fact that it was growing in popularity made her
rightfully proud, and while he worried for her safety when she worked some late
nights, it’s not like he could or would take that away from her. She and her
boyfriend/cook Ernesto ran the Indonesian and Mexican fusion food truck.


“I wanted to check on you. How are you? What are you doing?”
She paused for a breath. “Do you have a date?”


He blinked. “I’m doing fine. Just got home from a shift.”


“You work too hard.”


“Says the woman who is just now shutting down her food
truck,” he muttered. “Where do you think I got my workaholic tendencies? You
can’t exactly throw stones, here.”


“It’s different. I worked as hard as I did to make sure you
got everything you needed,” she said, and he felt a stab of guilt. A single
mom, whose boyfriend had run out on her after finding out she got pregnant, his
Mom had worked two jobs and hauled ass since she hadn’t known anyone in the
U.S. when she came over. Now, she had a tight circle of friends, and Ernesto of
course, and she seemed to be enjoying life more, which was good.  “What are you
working so hard for, Noah?”


He squelched a sigh. He hadn’t told her about wanting to go
to med school, for fear that she’d feel that she somehow failed him. He didn’t
want her thinking that way at all – all that he was, was thanks to her hard work
and sacrifices. He just didn’t want to take on all that school debt. “I work
hard because I love what I do,” he said instead.


She sighed. “And dating? Surely you have time to do that.”


He grinned. “Not really, Mom,” he said. “I mean, I guess I
do, but…”


“You are not still running around trying to find that crazy
treasure, are you?” She sounded aghast. 


He cleared his throat. “Well…”


She started cursing in Indonesian. “People have gotten
killed looking for that stupid thing!”


He blinked, surprised. “Well, yeah. But they were going
alone, and they weren’t careful…”


“And you’re going with a group and being careful?”


He grimaced. “I have gone out with groups,” he said slowly,
edging around the truth. Of course, going out with the few groups he had joined
had been a fiasco. He’d tried teaming up with a few people from the Curton Call
threads who were in the area, but the few times he’d gone out, they’d either
squabbled about where exactly they should look, or the “group” of Wastelanders
was just a few tourist-types who wanted to go have an adventure but who quickly
tired of searching. 


He’d gone out a few times on his own, carefully letting other
people from work know where he’d be going. Still, it’d be better, safer, if
he’d gone out with a partner.


He’d love to go with Cressida, but that was proving to be
problematic. 


“You’re not telling me everything,” his mother said, cutting
through his bullshit like a laser. He didn’t know whether it was because she
was a Mom or because she was an Indonesian Mom, but she seemed to have his
number no matter what he tried to tell her. He took a deep breath.


“I am interested in someone,” he said, surprising even
himself. “I know her from the treasure hunting thing.”


“Really?” Now his Mom perked up, sounding thrilled. “What is
she like? Is she pretty? Is she nice? Does she like children?”


“What?” He laughed at his mother’s barrage of questions. “Yes,
she’s nice, and I don’t know if she likes children or not. As to whether she’s
pretty…” He coughed. “I, um, actually haven’t seen her.”


There was a long pause. Then a sigh. “I saw something like
this on Unsolved Murders: Catfishing.”


He barked out a laugh. “No, no, it’s not like that. She
lives two states away, so it’s not like she’s going to kill me.”


“So she’s not a real girl,” his mother said dismissively. “Not
dating material, much less wife material.”


“Sorry to disappoint you, but she’s one of my favorite people,”
he said. “She makes me happy. I’d like to see her, sure, but she’s got some
issues…”


“Here it comes,” his mother muttered. 


“She’s agoraphobic. That means…”


“I know what it means,” she interrupted. “So she doesn’t
leave her house, and she lives two states away? And she’s interested in this
crazy treasure hunt, too?”


“Mama,” he said, his voice a touch sterner, “she’s a good
person. And like I said, I don’t have time or the interest to date right now.”


She made a huff, but thankfully backed off. “Well, you still
work too hard,” she muttered.


“I gotta go,” he said. “I’m going to text that girl,
actually. We were supposed to hang out, but I haven’t heard from her and I’m a
little worried.”


“Why don’t you call her?” his mother asked. 


He chuckled. “I don’t know. Who calls anymore?”


“Besides your mother?” his mother said, but there was a
smile in her voice. “Girls like phone calls. You want to check on her, give her
a call. Not the Google hanging out thing.”


“Love you, mama,” he said, and then clicked off. Then he
stared at the phone.


He could call Cressida. Just
because they’d only texted and messengered didn’t mean that he couldn’t. He
just had a bad feeling, in his gut, when she hadn’t responded. She hadn’t
missed a weekly chat in nearly a year.


Oh, what the hell, he thought. And
dialed her number, taking a deep breath. 


 


 


It took nearly two hours for Cressida to get her bearings
back, and she counted herself lucky that it was that quick. The panic was still
there, low grade, hovering like a brewing headache. And yeah, she was in the
closet with her laptop, watching her favorite River Song clips on YouTube. 


What would River Song do? She
asked herself. Well, River probably wouldn’t be hiding in a closet, eating
cookies and watching YouTube, but Cressida was doing the best she could.


“Don’t worry,” Hailey had told her through the closet door. “We’ll
take care of it. Jake might be able to help us.” 


Cressida knew how much it cost Hailey to say that. Hailey
loved Jake for who he was, not for the money he made in his successful acting
career, and she hated asking him for anything. And Cressida hated that she
couldn’t muster up the fortitude to say, “No, it’s fine, if we have to move, we
have to move.” The idea of moving sent her into a complete tailspin. She
couldn’t seem to think about anything else. She was supposed to be messaging
Noah and the gang on the Dreamer boards, for example, and she never missed
that. 


It might make you feel better, she
told herself gently. She did that way too often – pulled away from stuff that
was even vaguely social, interactions of any kind, because she thought it would
make the situation worse. But when she eventually did venture back out of her
self-imposed cave, she tended to find things were a little better. Not a ton of
interaction, not for hours on end… she was still an introvert, after all. But
she didn’t need to sequester herself away.


She was an hour late, but Noah would probably wait for her. She
could feel her cheeks heating with a blush. Even though she’d never met him,
she considered Noah one of her best friends. He was certainly her best friend
outside of her sisters. They texted all the time, messaged back and forth, and
had messenger chat with a few fellow Wastelanders every week. 


She should’ve been checking in with him tonight, she
thought, with a pang of guilt. And honestly, he would help her feel…


Her phone started ringing, surprising her. Nobody who knew
her called her – or at least, they rarely did. Sometimes Kyla wanted her
opinion on something, or her friend Tessa would ask about something, but
generally her interactions were either face to face in the store, or via text
in one form or another. 


She glanced at the display.


Noah.


She felt her mouth go dry. Noah? They had a strictly
text-only relationship. She’d never even thought about calling him. So why was
he calling now?


It had been such a roller coaster day. Surely he’d
understand, maybe just leave a message…


What would River Song do?


She grimaced. Then, as if to make up for her closet-hiding,
cookie-bingeing behavior, she hit “Answer.” 


“H-hello?”


There was a pause, then a deep masculine voice responded:
“Cressida?”


“Yes. Is this Noah?”


He chuckled. He had a great voice, she realized, just a
little rough and deep and sexy-sounding. “Yeah, it’s me.”


She laughed lightly in response, even as her heart thumped a
little faster in her chest. 


“When you didn’t show up for the weekly chat, I thought
maybe something was wrong,” he said. “And I know I probably should’ve just
texted, but… I don’t know. My gut said it was different than usual, and I’ve
got pretty good instincts. I hope that’s okay…?”


He had amazing instincts. She blinked. “I… yeah. I was
having a panic attack.” She bit her lip. She rarely said anything to anybody
about them. But this is Noah, she thought. She’d told
a few people on the boards about her agoraphobia, including Noah. Maybe she
thought it would scare him away. So far, it hadn’t. If anything, he was more
understanding than she had expected. 


“What happened?” he said, his voice low and sympathetic sounding.


She let out a low breath, feeling like a shaken soda can.
“Our landlord wants to sell the house we live in,” she said, all in a rush. “The
market’s, um, really good or something, so he wants to take the money and run.”


“Ah, shit,” Noah said. “That completely sucks. I’m sorry.”


She felt some of the pressure inside her release, just a
fraction. He got it. He didn’t need it explained to him, how this was
catastrophic for her. “If we had the money, we could buy it, but it’s going to
be really expensive and we don’t exactly have cash for a down payment, or great
credit. At least, I doubt we have enough to get a big enough loan to buy this
place.”


“It’s a really big house, huh?”


“It’s a three-story Victorian,” she said, and from there
words just sort of tumbled out of her mouth. “We run a store – sort of a
bookstore/collectibles store – on the bottom level, and then we live in the top
two floors.”


“Who’s ‘we’?”


“My sisters and me. We run the store. Well, my oldest sister
has a job and goes to business school besides, but she keeps the books and does
the marketing and that kind of thing. I do displays and keep track of inventory
and bake cookies.”


“Bake cookies?” He sounded gently amused, not in a
laughing-at-you kind of way, more like a that’s-awesome manner. At least, it
sounded that way to her.


“You’d be amazed at how many more sales we make with baked
goods greasing the wheels,” she said, leaning against the fat pillow she’d
placed at her low back and putting her feet up on the opposite closet wall. “Some
of the collectibles aren’t cheap. We’ve got great stuff – signed Mystics gear, Supernatural set
stuff and scripts, and some truly outstanding costumes.”


“You ever cosplayed?”


She grinned. “Well, not outside the shop,” she admitted,
“for pretty obvious reasons. But I do cosplay for some of our promotions.”


“Who’d you dress up as? No, wait, don’t tell me,” Noah said.
“You were River Song, right?”


She laughed. “I was last year. But I’ve also dressed up as
the tenth Doctor, and I dressed up as Ariel one year.”


“Like the mermaid?” he asked. “Did not see that coming.”


“I have red hair that I don’t really cut,” she said. “So it
fit with the outfit. I’m going to be Merida from Brave
for our Scottish Faire celebration.” She grimaced. “Depending on what happens
with the store.”


“I really am sorry,” he said. “Is there anything I can do?”


She felt warmth in her chest. “No,” she admitted, although I’d wish you could. “It’s scary, not knowing
what’s going to happen.” She felt her eyes water, and she brushed at the tears
welling with the back of her hands. “Hell. Maybe I’ll find the treasure, huh? Then
I could buy the house, and everything would be fantastic.”


“It’s the dream,” he said, and it wasn’t patronizing, or
wistful. He had his own reasons for wanting the treasure, and for them, yeah,
it was an escape, it was an adventure…. But it was also a wish. A dream.


The dream.


He cleared his throat. “So… we were talking Mojave Desert.” 


“I’ve been going through the book again,” she said. “I
re-read it for like the five hundredth time, and I think I picked up on
something.”


“Yeah?”


“Remember how Athena had a temple in the Wastelands where
Myron found himself refreshed? And that’s how he’s able to later defeat the
Terror?”


“Because Athena’s temple restored him and healed his wounds
and stuff?” Noah said immediately. She loved that he knew the book as well as
she did. “It’s a turning point, but it’s not as major as, say, the Wasteland
Wares trading or when Myron finds the laser blade at Arcenium.”


“I think it’s more major than people give it credit for,”
Cressida said, feeling herself getting sucked into the treasure hunt and slowly
letting the anxiety go. “Athena is the goddess of wisdom in Greek mythology,
right? And she was a mighty warrior who backed a lot of major players. The Wasteland
Athena is where he heals, but it’s also where he gets the wisdom that he needs
to figure out the…”


“…the puzzle of the Wastelands,” Noah said, and she heard
him groan. “Holy shit, how did I miss that?”


“So I think that, to solve the puzzle of the Wastelands
treasure, it’s not about the major battles or the end of the book,” she said,
feeling excitement bubble up inside. It was rewarding to share the clue with
someone who “got” it, like Noah. “It’s finding out the location of Athena’s
temple.”


“I’ll start looking up Athena locations in the Mojave,” he
said quickly, then paused. “If that’s okay? I mean, if you don’t mind?”


“Of course I don’t mind. I told you, didn’t I?” She smiled,
even though she knew he wouldn’t see it. “I totally trust you, Noah. Besides,
it’s not like I’m going to be going to find the treasure myself, right?”


Another pause. “Maybe you could,” he said slowly. “You said
you’d made some progress with the RV, right?”


She’d told him about her experiments with Kyla’s RV. She
sighed. “Maybe,” she said, and heard the doubt in her own voice. “I mean, I say
that I’d love to find the treasure, and I can’t thank you enough for hanging
with me and bouncing ideas with me and stuff. But honestly, the idea of me
traipsing off through the desert looking for this?”


He was quiet for a second. “I’ll help however I can,” he
said, his voice low.


She felt a little zing of attraction. Damn, the guy had a
sexy voice. She’d been crushing on him pretty hard for the past year or so, at
least, but she knew it was an internet crush – it wasn’t real. You had to be
really careful, and her anxiety issues made her more careful than most. The
chances of her seeing him were somewhere around the same odds as her finding
the damned treasure.


“Anyway, you don’t have to look up Athena stuff. I mean, you
still can, but I think I’ve narrowed down where it is.”


“Really? Where?”


“Owl Canyon,” she said. “The owl was sacred to Athena, and
the temple was in a canyon, remember?”


“Hell yeah,” Noah crowed. “And Owl Canyon’s famous in the
Mojave.”


“It narrows down the field considerably,” she said, feeling
proud of herself.


“Are you going to put the clue up on Curton Call?”


She bit her lip. “I don’t want to share it with the boards,”
she said. “I feel like this one’s got some real juice…” And even though she
didn’t think she’d be traveling, she hated the idea of someone else finding it.
At least, someone who wasn’t Noah.


“How about Curton himself? If you email him, he might
confirm it.”


It was true. Lots of Wastelanders emailed Curton directly –
it was how California had gotten confirmed as the location of the treasure. If
you were close, he’d post on the boards that someone had gotten closer – it was
up to the individual to share what, exactly, the clue was. The person who had
guessed California had posted it because he wanted to “share information”. Noah
and she figured that the person had simply gotten stuck and couldn’t figure out
where in California. 


So far, she and Noah had narrowed it to the Mojave,
something they’d gotten confirmed and hadn’t shared, and now she had this. With everything else going on, it would crush her to
find out she was wrong. “I don’t know,” she hedged. “I mean, it’s probably
wrong. I’ll keep looking.”


“You’re nervous, and that’s normal and perfectly okay,” Noah
said. “But if we run it past Curton, and he answers – won’t you want to know
that you’re on the right track?”


Noah had a point. “Okay,” she finally conceded. 


“Hey,” he said, apparently realizing she was feeling low
again, “wanna watch a movie together? I don’t have to work tomorrow.”


She smiled. “I do, but I figured I’d be up late anyway,” she
said. “So… watch a movie while on the phone together?”


“Sure. Why not? It’ll be like Mystery
Science Theater 3000. You pick something cheesy that we won’t mind talking
over, and we’ll just poke fun and hang out.”


“That sounds great,” she said, wishing for the millionth
time that she could meet Noah… and simultaneously glad that she couldn’t,
because right now, as someone she could just hear in her safety zone, he was
absolutely perfect.


They hung out and watched the original Transporter,
which was nice and mindless. At two a.m., she finally called it. “I’ve got to
get some sleep,” she said, around a yawn.


There was a pause, then she could hear the sound of typing.
“Holy shit, Cress. Holy shit.”


“What? What’s wrong?” Adrenaline spiked through her system,
dispelling the drowsiness.


“Look on the board. The verified section.” His voice sounded
almost reverent. “It’s a post from Henry Curton himself!”


She quickly pulled up the board he was talking about and saw
the “verified” post. 


Noah24610 and CressidaWho have submitted
a guess that is closer than anybody’s posted in the past two years. In fact, if
they get on it, they could have the treasure in a day, maybe two, depending on
where they live.


“What did you send him?” she almost shriek-whispered, trying
not to wake her sisters.


“I told him about your Athena temple theory and Owl Canyon!”
he shot back. “Holy shit! We’re close! We’re really close!”


No way was she sleeping now. One day away! Her guess was
right, or close to it! Henry Curton himself said so! She’d felt so much despair
after Mr. Williams’ visit. Now, she wanted to dance on the bed.


Then, reality crashed down with a vengeance.


I found the treasure, or I’m really,
really close. 


Of course…. What the hell can I do about
it?


 










 


Chapter 2


 


 


Noah woke up the next morning to the sound of pounding on
his door.  “Hold on,” he croaked, trying to get his bearings. After getting
confirmation about Cressida’s clue, he’d spent the rest of the night searching
for places that might fit Athena’s temple somewhere in Owl Canyon. He’d fallen
asleep around six a.m., finally dropping out of exhaustion. He glanced at his
clock. 10 o’clock in the morning. 


He pulled on pants, then rubbed a hand over his face
blearily as he headed for the door and opened it. Who the hell was bothering
him on his day off?


The man at the door looked… well, it was judgmental, but the
guy looked like a douche. Total L.A., expensive slacks and a button-up shirt
that looked tailored. Dark blond hair, artfully styled, trying too hard to look
like it wasn’t. Loafers – who wore those? A Rolex that was probably real, and
sunglasses that probably cost more than most of his furniture.  


“Think you’ve got the wrong apartment, pal,” Noah said, and
started to close the door. But the man put his hand up.


“Noah Sukarno?”


Noah paused. “Yeah?”


“I’m Killian.” He put out his hand, and Noah reflexively
shook it. “Killian Curton. Henry Curton’s son.”


Noah felt a buzz of surprise. This had to be about the
treasure. He hadn’t heard much about Curton’s son, but why else would he be
here?


“Can I come in?”


“Sure, yeah, of course.” He ushered the guy in, glad that
his Mom had drilled in the habit of keeping the place clean. It was still
probably tiny compared to what this rich guy was used to, but at least it was
neat. “How can I help you?”


“Funny you should ask that.” Killian sat in Noah’s computer
seat, the only real chair in the place. Noah sat on the edge of the bed across
from him. “I saw – just like everyone else did – that you’re closer than anyone
has ever gotten in the contest.”


Noah felt a mix of pride and guilt. “It wasn’t me,” he said.
“It was all Cressida. I just submitted the clue for review.”


“Ah yes. Cressida Frost,” Killian said, and Noah felt a
prickle of unease at the way Killian said her name. Then again, he hadn’t known
Cressida’s last name before, either, and that gave him a zing. Idiot, he chastised himself.  “The agoraphobe. She’s not
going to be able to help me. But I think you are.”


“Help you what?”


“Get the treasure,” Killian said, as if that should be
obvious. “You’re going to find it, and you’re going to give it to me.”


Noah blinked. Then he laughed. “Sure. Right, buddy. And I’d
do that why?”


“Because if you don’t, I’m going to have your mother
deported.”


Now Noah froze, every muscle tightening in fight mode. “You’re
what?”


“Now I have your full attention. Good.” Killian seemed to be
oblivious to the brutal beat-down he was about to receive. “I’m sure you revere
my father as a god, like the rest of the… what do you call yourselves?
Wastelanders?” He sniffed. “Wastrels might be more fitting. Or Wasteds.”


Noah grimaced. 


Killian continued. “But in actuality, the man is a total
asshole. He put this treasure hunt together to feed his own ego, and it’s gone
bigger than even he could’ve imagined. I want to show that it’s a hoax.”


“But it’s not a hoax if you need me to find it for you,
dickhead,” Noah growled, his hands forming fists. “Now what was that about my
mother?”


“It’ll seem like a hoax when I tell the world that I’ve been
holding it for the past few years, but can’t live with the guilt anymore,” he
said. “And I’ll get the treasure besides.”


“My Mom has a green card,” Noah interrupted. “There’s no
reason for her to be deported!”


“A reason? That’s adorable.” Killian looked at him
condescendingly. “Do you really think that I need a reason? I’m rich, and I’ve
got influence. She’s not even a citizen.” He sneered. “I make a call to my
contact at ICE, and she’s out of here. We both know it.”


Noah felt fear, cold and sharp, pierce through his stomach. He
stood up. “You even try…”


“I know that you feel like you could kick my ass, and I
don’t doubt that you could,” Killian said, sounding bored. “But all that will
do is get you in jail, and then I’ll simply put pressure on Cressida… after I
send your mother packing. You’d still be awaiting trial, unable to get bail I
imagine, while your mother gets on the next plane to Indonesia. Sound about
right?”


Noah flexed, but the icy ball in his stomach grew. The
asshole was probably right there.


“What if I don’t find the treasure?” he said. “I mean, we
got a clue right, but it’s still a big area. We haven’t zeroed in on it
completely.”


“The old man said you’re close – a day away. He wouldn’t
have if you weren’t really, really close to it,” Killian replied. “So you’re
going to go track it down. I’m feeling generous, so I’ll give you a week.”


“I still have to work and stuff!”


“I don’t give a shit,” Killian spat out. “You’ve got a week,
or Mom goes bye-bye, do you understand?”


Just one hit might be worth it, Noah thought, taking a step
closer. Killian got to his feet, finally showing some nervousness. He was
arrogant, but even he had a little sense of self preservation. He pulled out
his wallet, then handed Noah a card. “Call me when it’s done.”


With that, Killian opened the door and strode out.


Noah slammed the door behind him, then started pacing the
small confines of his studio apartment. This was insane. How the hell was he
supposed to find Curton’s treasure in a month? He had bills to pay. And
besides, they had the area, but the clue was still vague. Even if Curton said
that they were a day away from the treasure, that didn’t mean anything. 


This Killian guy is crazy. There
was nothing that proved that this guy was Henry Curton’s son, anyway. Maybe it
was a prank, by someone else on the boards. There were a lot of crazy treasure
hunters out there, unscrupulous and just insane Wastelanders that wanted the
treasure more than anything. Maybe that’s all it was, he told himself. 


But what if he wasn’t crazy? What if he
was the real deal – and Mom really is in danger of being deported?


When he was a kid, he’d gone to a public school where rich
kids and not-so-rich (okay, poor) kids like himself had shared classes. He
remembered Scott Travers, son of the owner of the local Lexus dealership,
demanding that Noah let him copy the answers from his pre-calc test. He was an
asshole, and Noah had said no. So when Scott got caught stealing the answers
from the teacher, Scott still managed to blame Noah.


Because of Scott’s family reputation, the teacher had
actually believed him. And Noah had gotten suspended
and flunked the class.


He’d complained to his mother about the unfairness of it
all. But she’d quickly shut him up.


“There are people with power in this world, people with
money,” she said. “Don’t cross them, try not to get their attention.”


“But why?” he’d asked, shocked.


Her eyes were sad and much older than their years. “Because
you won’t ever win.”


He closed his eyes. This was a hell of a lot more important
than high school pre-calc. He had some vacation time saved up. But he still
needed to figure out the last aspect of the clue – where the treasure was. If
only Cressida could go with him. She knew the book inside and out. She puzzled
out clues like it was her life’s work. She’d gotten them that far – he could
only imagine that she’d be able to see things that he overlooked.


So go ask Cressida for help. Invite her
along. See if there’s some way to make this work.


He nodded, feeling resolve settle in his chest. Then he
picked up his phone and called work to arrange for his leave of absence.


 


 


It was three days from Clue Confirmation Day, as Cressida
was calling it in her head. Three days of stress and research and trying not to
think about things as the landlord had a realtor look through everything,
telling them what they needed to clean and clear out, and saying (without even pretending to be quiet about it) that maybe it would sell
better “if it were staged… and there weren’t tenants here.” 


Cressida reserved violence for extreme situations, but she’d
very vividly envisioned throat punching the woman then and there. 


At least the research had been going well, although
strangely, Noah had gone radio silent after sending her a bunch of possible
sites. She’d narrowed it down to three and had a really good feeling about
Minerva’s Spa and Hot Spring. It seemed tailor made, and there were rock
outcroppings nearby, similar to the descriptions in Wastelands.
She’d know better once she actually got a look at it. 


She took a deep breath as her stomach clenched and anxiety
started to nibble at her. Because she was serious. She wanted
to look at it.


The treasure was reported to be four million, in gold, jewels,
and paper money. Four million would more than buy the house – it would take
care of Rachel’s school debts and keep the store running in the black. While
the treasure hunt had been a fun pipe dream to keep her occupied the past few
years, she was too close to actually solving the damned thing now. 


The only trick was: how to get there?


It was a Saturday, and Rachel and Hailey were both working
at the store. Some customers had breezed in and out. 


“We can try to get a home loan,” Rachel was saying gamely. 


“Mr. Williams won’t take Jake’s money. He made that really
clear,” Hailey said, her voice glum. “He thinks it’s just encouraging the show,
and he hates Mystics.”


“He probably would’ve tried to gouge him anyway,” Rachel
said.


Cressida cleared her throat, walking up to the counter. “I
have an idea. But it’s a little… unusual.”


Or crazy.


Both sisters looked at her, their blue eyes mirroring each
other. “What’s your idea?” Hailey asked.


“Um… remember the treasure hunt?”


Just like that, she saw the disbelief and, well, amusement
cross their faces. “Not the hunt you’ve been obsessed with,” Hailey said,
shaking her head. “I mean, sure, that’d be great. But haven’t thousands of
people been looking for that thing all over the country?”


“Yes, but I’ve gotten closer,” Cressida said. “In fact, the
guy who actually hid the treasure says that my guess is the closest anyone’s
ever gotten.”


Rachel homed in on that stage. “Did you find it, then? Do
you know exactly where it is?”


“Not precisely exactly,” Cressida
hedged. “But I’ve got it narrowed down, and I feel really confident.”


“Where, almost exactly, is it?”
Hailey asked.


And here would be stumbling block number two. Cressida took
a deep breath, then blurted out, “The Mojave Desert.”


“Oh, come on,” Hailey scoffed, rolling her eyes. 


“I’ve got final papers and research projects to work on, as
well as the casino job,” Rachel said, a bit more gently. “I can’t go to the
Mojave Desert.”


“And we’ve got the store to run.” Hailey’s voice was a
little crisper. “I don’t want to go down and wander in the desert because
you’ve got a hunch.”


“It’s more than a hunch,” Cressida shot back. “I’ve got
verified…”


“Verified by who?” Hailey said. “For all you know, this old
guy’s running a hoax, and he ‘verifies’ clues every now and then to keep people
interested!”


Cressida bit the inside of her cheek and crossed her arms in
front of her chest. Unfortunately, Hailey wasn’t the only person to have
thought that – there had been plenty of speculation that this was all an
elaborate scam to keep Curton’s books selling. “I believe in it,” she said
quietly, with as much dignity as she could muster.


Hailey’s expression softened. “Sweetie, I know. And it
sounds great. But even if I got down there, I wouldn’t know what I was looking
for, you know?”


“I would go with you.”


Now both sisters stared at her like she’d grown another
head. “You’d go? How?” Hailey finally said, sounding shocked.


“Kyla’s RV. I made it to the Puyallup fair, remember?”


“But you didn’t make it out of the RV,” Rachel pointed out. “The
crowds were too much for you.”


“I did get to hear some of the music, and I got as far as
the entrance,” Cressida said. It might not seem like much, but for someone who
had been housebound for ten years, it had been a big achievement. “And I did go
camping with you guys, by Lake Washington.”


“This is a hell of a lot more intense than just driving an
hour or so away. This would be days.”


“But it wouldn’t be crowds,” Cressida said. “And I’d be with
you, people I’ve always felt safe around. Besides, I’ve worked hard on getting
used to the RV. If it gets too much, I’ll just hang out there, regroup.”


She could tell from the expressions on their faces that they
weren’t convinced. Rachel’s look of concern was answered by Hailey’s quick head
shake. 


“It’s just not practical,” Rachel said. “RV hookups, places
to stay, food… that all costs money. And you can’t drive, so one of us would
have to go with you.”


Cressida felt her mouth draw into a tight line. “It’d just
take a few days to get down there, another few to look around. Then hopefully
we’d have the treasure… and it’d be just under a week. Two at the most.”


“Two weeks of the store, a major part of our income, shut
down because Rachel is either working or at school,” Hailey said. “Or Rachel
missing work and income because she takes time off to mind the shop. We can’t
afford it, Cress.”


Cressida heard the bell from the front door open, but she didn’t
turn to see who it was. “If I could… maybe Kyla could come with me,” she said. “I
mean it. I think this could work.”


“Kyla’s got a big convention coming up, and two costume
orders,” Hailey said, with at least a note of regret in her voice. “And Mallory’s
got work, too. The guys are filming…”


Rachel reached out and patted her on the shoulder. “I know
how much this means to you, but I just don’t see how we can make this work.”


Cressida felt tears of frustration well up, and she quickly
blinked them away. 


Hailey hugged her. Rachel turned to the customer. “Can I
help you find anything?”


“Yes, actually,” Cressida heard a deep voice say. “I’m
looking for Cressida?”


She released Hailey and spun, her heart starting to pound.


I know that voice!


“Noah?” she asked, staring at the stranger in front of her. 


He was maybe five feet ten inches, with broad shoulders.
Even under his fleece jacket and jeans, she could tell he was muscular. Dark
brown wavy hair over equally dark brown eyes. Tanned skin. And a slow, sexy smile.



“You’re… Noah?” she repeated.


He nodded. “And you must be Cressida.” He smiled. “You
probably get this a lot, but you look a lot more like Amy Pond than River
Song.”


She could feel the shock emanating from Rachel and Hailey. “Um,
want to introduce us?” Hailey said, nudging her. 


“This is Noah. He’s…” She frowned. How to say this. “He’s a
friend.”


His smile broadened, showing beautiful white teeth. She’d
had no idea he looked like this. 


Get a grip, you idiot. You’re about to
swoon, and there isn’t a fainting couch nearby.


“And how did you two meet?” This from Rachel. Both sisters
were torn between curiosity and protectiveness, Cressida could tell.


“We know each other from the Curton treasure hunt,” Noah
said. “We’ve known each other for a few years. Online, and um, texting mostly.”


“So you’ve never met in person?” Hailey’s sculpted eyebrows
leaped up towards her hairline. 


“No. I live in Long Beach. California,” he clarified.


“And why are you here?” Hailey had dropped any pretense of
friendliness at this new revelation. 


“I’m here to talk to Cressida,” he said. “Because I want to
help her find the treasure.”


 


 


Noah wasn’t sure what he was expecting, but whatever it was,
it certainly wasn’t this gorgeous, red-haired, almost elven looking woman
standing by the counter of the collectibles store. He swallowed as best he
could in a mouth that had suddenly gone dry. She was waif-like, swamped in an
oversized emerald green sweater and a pair of jeans with a hole in the knee,
her long hair tumbling down almost to her waist. She was a knockout.


And you’re here to convince her to help
you find the treasure.


He took a deep breath. He was positioning it as helping her
find the treasure, but really, it was all the same. He’d taken Killian’s threat
to heart, but figured if he got the treasure, he’d probably be able to protect
his Mom with the money… hire an immigration lawyer, something. But Killian
sounded unhinged. He wanted his Mom safe, and let’s face it: he was excited about
being so close to the treasure, thanks to Cressida’s help.


He still needed her help. Hopefully, she’d see that he
brought something to the table, as well.


“You’re one of those crazy treasure hunters?” one of the
other women asked.


He frowned. “You must be one of Cressida’s sisters?” he
asked, looking at Cressida for confirmation.


Cressida smiled weakly. “This is Hailey,” she said, nodding
at the woman whose dark brown hair was up in Victory rolls, and who was wearing
a tight cherry-red sweater and a pair of black jeans with lace-up Doc Martins. She
looked like someone who would look sexy kicking your ass – and who seemed very
tempted to do just that, given the glare she was sending his way. “And this,”
she said, gesturing to the other woman, “is my older sister Rachel.” 


Rachel was, in a word, a knockout. She had dark walnut hair,
so dark it was almost black, and the same violet-blue eyes as Hailey. Neither
of them looked like Cressida, he noticed, and wondered what the story was
there. Then he remembered Cressida mentioning she’d been a foster kid, so there
was probably no blood relation there. 


He nodded at both sisters, who continued to stare at him
warily. Then he turned to Cressida. “I thought maybe we could talk,” he said,
wondering if they could get some privacy. It’s not like he could take her out
to dinner, although he found himself really, really tempted to ask if that were
somehow possible.


Easy, buddy. Keep your eye on the prize.
Don’t let your crush derail you just because you’ve finally met her in person.


“What do you want to talk to her about?” Hailey butted in. 


“Like I said, I want to help her find the treasure,” he
said. “Although I have to say, after all this time texting and even talking,
it’s great to finally put a face to the name.”


Cressida’s pale skin turned rosy. She had a great blush, he
thought inanely, then shook his head. 


“What do you mean by ‘help’, exactly?” Hailey pressed.


He glanced at the three of them. They were all in their
twenties, he’d guess. Cressida looked a little young, but still easily an
adult. 


“I mean just that,” he said, looking at Cressida. “Help you
find the treasure. Because the agoraphobia probably makes it too difficult for
you to go find it yourself, but you’re one of the smartest women I know, we’ve
got a verified clue and Henry Curton himself saying you’re close. I wanted to
talk about how we could work together and get it.”


Cressida’s eyes lit up. “I’ve been thinking about it,” she
said. “I think I’ve narrowed down the location…”


“He knows about your agoraphobia?” This from Rachel, who
sounded surprised. “How long have you known each other?”


“About, what, two years?” Noah said, looking at Cressida. Cressida
nodded, her cheeks still tinted pink. “We text just about every day, and just
started talking recently.”


“You started talking when she got closer to the treasure,
huh?” Hailey said, her full lips curled in a sneer. He was starting not to like
this girl, sister or not. 


Cressida’s gray-green eyes widened. “No, that’s not when he
started talking to me,” she protested. “He called me because I missed our
regularly scheduled chat, and he was worried about me. We didn’t come up with
the location until after we’d been on the phone for a few hours!”


That shut Hailey up, at least. Noah smothered a grin. 


“I understand that you’ve got online friends,” Rachel said,
much more gently. She seemed like a gentler version of Hailey, although her expression
was still protective. “But I’m surprised that you told him where you live.”


Noah winced. He should’ve seen this coming.


Cressida’s expression fell, and she turned to him, her gaze
cautious. “I didn’t tell you where I lived,” she said slowly. “How did you find
out?”


He sighed. “You told me your family ran a collectible shop,”
he said. “You said you sold Mystics memorabilia especially. Mystics
is based nearby in North Bend. I did some research and found the shop.”


Of course, getting her last name from Killian had been the
lynchpin, making that a lot easier. But he wasn’t ready to tell her about
Killian – not yet. It sounded too crazy, and he needed to sound sane if he was
going to get her help.


“You went through a lot of trouble to find her,” Hailey
said, her voice still sour.


“Yeah, I did,” Noah said, letting some crispness creep into
his own voice. “She’s worth finding.”


“Because of this treasure you suppose she knows the location
of.”


“Because she’s awesome,” Noah said. “But yeah, like I said,
I want to help her find the treasure.”


“What’s in it for you?”


“Hailey!” Cressida snapped.


“What?” Hailey said, putting her hands up. “It’s a fair
question. This guy just crossed two states to meet a woman he’s never laid eyes
on. And I know you’re obsessed with this treasure hunt, and I’ve heard about
how crazy these treasure hunters can be.”


“What are you accusing me of?” Noah said, his voice low and
simmering with anger. “Because it’s not like I’ve come here under false
pretenses. I don’t want to hurt Cressida, I want to help her.”


“Out of the goodness of your heart?” Hailey said.


“Hailey, that is enough,” Cressida
said. “I know you guys are trying to protect me, but I’m not a child!”


Rachel’s beautiful face was… well, pitying. “Cress, you don’t
have a lot of experience with men,” she said softly. 


“And I won’t get any if you two keep cockblocking me!”


Hailey’s mouth dropped open, and Rachel’s eyes went wide. Noah
barked out a laugh before he could stop himself.


Cressida went rosy red now. “That’s not exactly… well.” She
cleared her throat. “I would love to discuss this with you further, Noah, but
now’s not a great time. Is it okay if I call you tonight?” She glared at her
sisters. “When I get a little more privacy?”


He nodded, feeling a clench of tension. He didn’t have a lot
of time, but he agreed – he wasn’t going to get anywhere in his discussion with
Cressida while her sisters were acting as watchdogs. “I’ll talk to you tonight,”
he said, then felt himself smile. “It really is great meeting you. Maybe we can
have a face to face talk again, before I go.” Without your
sisters in tow, he thought, glancing at the two of them.


“Definitely,” Cressida said, her voice firm. Then she shot
him a shy smile that hit him right in the gut.


He turned and left the store, heading back to his car. He’d
call her tonight, and hopefully be back on the road in the morning, with either
the precise location or at least a deal with her to work with him, maybe over
the phone, to track down the treasure once and for all. And even though he felt
a twinge of guilt at pressuring her, there wasn’t any way she could find it
herself. This would help both of them.


But especially you, he thought,
and cursed himself.


 










 


Chapter 3


 


 


Cressida was still burning with humiliation that evening,
long after Noah had left. She’d worked the store, and aggressively dusted all
the window displays. 


“I know you’re pissed,” Hailey had said, “but you’ve got to
understand. This guy came up from California, or so he claims. How does that
not make you nervous?”


“Because I know him,” Cressida retorted angrily. “But beyond
that, you didn’t give me the chance to feel him out myself. You just jumped in
like some kind of militant parent.”


“I’m just looking out for you,” Hailey protested.


And that was always the way of it. Rachel and Hailey,
protectors of poor, frail Cressida, who couldn’t be trusted to take care of herself.


She felt like she was locked in a tower, kept cut off from
the “real world.” That’s why she loved being online so much. It was freeing. But
right now, just being online was stifling.


I have a chance at finding a real
treasure. 


I have a chance at going on a real
adventure.


The thought had her heart beating a mile a minute, but at
the same time, after this afternoon’s episode, she also felt a cold resolve
cover her.


What would River Song do?


She’d break out of her own prison and go on a damned adventure,
that’s what River Song would do. So she’d come up with a plan to do just that.


It would involve Noah. She felt her cheeks heat a little
just thinking of him. Him showing up now was the perfect opportunity, but it
didn’t hurt that the guy was hawt. 


If Hailey hadn’t been so bulldoggish and protective, she
probably would’ve said the same, maybe even nudged Cressida towards him. It
wasn’t that Hailey and Rachel didn’t want Cressida to have a boyfriend or a
life outside the store. Every now and then, they’d nudge her at a male
customer, and Rachel had even tried setting her up with one of her study
partners – which was a disaster, since it was obvious the guy was just
interested in Rachel and was using the opportunity to find out more about her. Hailey
had even considered getting her a “male escort” to give her “experience.” (Cressida
had turned it down and instead simply ordered a vibrator from an online store.)



Not that Cressida was looking to sleep with Noah,
necessarily, she thought as she felt the blush intensify. This was strictly
business. He said he was here to help her find the treasure. And he might just
be the perfect person to do that. 


All she needed, she thought, was Kyla’s help.


She called Kyla, asking her to come over. Hailey had gone
over to Jake’s house for the night, and Rachel had gone to work at some event over
at the Casino, which wouldn’t be over until well after midnight. Which gave
Cressida just enough time to set things in motion, if she worked quickly.


Kyla showed up, shivering. “What’s the hubbub, bub?” she
said with a smile and a warm hug as she took off her coat.


Cressida had a hot chocolate ready and waiting. “It’s kind
of a weird story,” Cressida said, gesturing to one of the overstuffed chairs
and turning the “closed” sign in the store window. “You know that treasure hunt
I follow?”


“Sort of,” Kyla said. “Some author said he buried like a
million-dollar treasure or something, right?”


“Yeah. Four million,” Cressida corrected. “Anyway, it’s
been, well, a hobby of mine. I have a lot of online friends who are also
looking for it, and we exchange information sometimes. And you can email the
author with your guess, and he’ll tell you if you’re close… or ignore you if
you’re not.”


Kyla looked at her over the rim of her mug, green eyes
expectant. “Mmm?” she hummed questioningly.


“So, well…” Cressida took a deep breath. “I submitted a
clue. Or rather, I told a friend, and he submitted the clue. For both of us.” She
paused for dramatic effect. “And the author said publicly that nobody else had
gotten closer to the location than the two of us. That our clue meant we could
get to the treasure in less than a day.”


“That’s fantastic!” Kyla said, with a bright smile. “Now
what? What does that mean?”


“That means actually going and checking out the location,”
Cressida said. “I didn’t pinpoint it exactly, but I’m close – really, really
close.”


“Where is it?”


“The Mojave Desert.”


Kyla let out a low whistle. “That’s a long way away, Cress.”


Cressida felt nerves skitter up and down her spine. “I know.
That’s where you come in, I hope.”


Kyla’s smile weakened. “I wish I could help,” she said, “but
I’ve got WonderCon coming up, and I’m just a little bit behind on the costumes
I need to make. Otherwise I’d drive you down in a heartbeat.” She paused. “But
there isn’t a time limit, right? I mean, it’ll still be there. Or do other people
know about your clue?”


“Just Noah. A friend of mine,” she said, and damned if her
cheeks didn’t heat again. Which of course, Kyla
noticed.


“Noah, huh?” Kyla repeated with a sly smile. “This the guy
who submitted the clue?”


“Yeah. We’ve been talking to each other for about two years
now. We text almost every day. He’s a good friend,” she emphasized. “The thing
is, Mr. Williams wants to sell the house.”


Kyla gasped, putting the cocoa mug down on a nearby end
table. “You’re kidding!”


“No. And it’s got me… well, you can imagine,” Cressida said,
a note of pleading entering her voice. “I’ve lived here for almost half my
life, and it’s been the place I’ve felt the safest. He won’t let Jake buy the
house, and he’s going to want more than Rachel, Hailey and I can qualify for. We
need cash in a hurry.”


Kyla’s expression was sympathetic. “How can I help?”


They were lucky that Kyla was such a good friend, Cressida
thought. She was totally selfless, and willing to offer anything to help out. Cressida
didn’t want to take advantage of that, but right now, she couldn’t think of
what else to do.


“I need to borrow your RV.”


“Done,” Kyla said.


“But,” Cressida said, “I need Noah to drive it.”


Kyla looked shocked. “You want me to loan your RV to your
friend?”


“I’d have you loan it to me,” Cressida said, “but I don’t know
how to drive, and I don’t know that I’d feel comfortable going down to
California alone anyway.”


“Wait a minute,” Kyla said, if possible looking even more shocked. “You’re telling me you’re driving
down to the Mojave Desert with this guy?”


“Yes,” she said resolutely. If I can get
him to agree to it. “I am. Rachel is too busy with school work, and
Hailey has to mind the store. They can’t afford to go. But I can, and I want
to.”


Kyla bit the corner of her lip, her expression clouded. “And
you want to go with this guy,” she said hesitantly.


Cressida sighed. “I know it seems crazy. But I’ve known this
guy – online, granted – for a few years. I trust him,” she said, then shrugged.
“As much as I trust anybody but family, anyway. He wants to help me find the
treasure.”


“There’s that,” Kyla said. “People get crazy when big sums
of money are involved.”


“That’s why I want to go with,” Cressida countered. “I could
just tell him where I think it is, but what’s to stop him from taking the whole
treasure?”


“What’s to stop him from taking the whole treasure and
abandoning you?” Kyla said. “Or – and I hate to put it this way – what’s to
stop him from taking it and leaving you in a shallow ditch somewhere, you know
what I mean?”


Cressida shivered as her anxiety started to paint that
picture. “I’ll bring my bear spray,” she said. “I’ll be sure to let you guys
know where I am. I’ll get a photocopy of his driver’s license. And I’ll have
him sign a contract saying that he has to split the treasure with me. I’ll get
it notarized.”


“You’ve thought this through, huh?”


Cressida nodded.


Kyla sighed. “I hate to bring this up, but – what about the
agoraphobia? You do well in the RV, I have to admit, but you haven’t really
gone on long trips. You’ve only spent the night in the RV a handful of times. Aren’t
you afraid you’re going to have a panic attack?”


“If I do, I’ll deal with it.” Of course it was something
Cressida was worried about. But the thought of losing the house was pushing her
to desperate measures.


Kyla sighed. “Are your sisters on board with this?”


“I don’t need their permission!” Cressida snapped, then
pulled back. “Sorry. Noah came up here today, to see me, to talk to me. You
should’ve seen Hailey.”


“I can imagine,” Kyla said wryly. “Went in full battle mode,
huh?”


“Like I was a six-year-old getting bullied,” Cressida said,
her voice bitter. “I hate it when she treats me like a child. So no, they’re
not going to be on board with this.”


Kyla sighed again, then sat pensive and silent for a long
moment. Cressida held her breath.


“I believe you’re old enough to make your own decisions,”
Kyla said slowly, and Cressida felt a bubble of triumph. “But there are some
conditions.”


“Anything,” Cressida agreed quickly.


“You need to call your sisters every night, to ensure that
you’re okay. You do need to make a copy of Noah’s driver’s license before I’ll
let him leave with the RV.”


“Done.”


“And if things get hairy, you need to turn around and come
right home,” Kyla said. “Seriously. I know how much this house means to you,
and I’m glad that you feel confident that this treasure thing is serious. But
you have to know it’s a long shot.”


“I know,” Cressida said, even though she felt so confident…
surer than she had in a long time, about anything. “But it’s my risk, and it’s
worth taking, I think.”


Kyla nodded somberly. “Okay,” she said. “I know you feel you
know this guy, and want to trust him, but… bring pepper spray or something,
okay? Just in case.”


Cressida bounced over, hugging her and almost knocking the
cocoa over. “I’ve got bear spray from our camping trip. I’ll make sure to bring
it. Thanks, Kyla!”


“Oh, one other condition.” Kyla smiled. “Bring condoms.”


Cressida blinked. “Sorry?”


“The way you said Noah makes me
think that maybe he’s more than just a friend,” Kyla said. “Maybe he’ll make a
move that you’re actually open to. You two are going to be stuck in a small
place for at least a few days. You might consider what close proximity does to
people.”


Now Cressida’s cheeks felt like they were on fire. “We’re
just friends.”


“So were Jericho and I, until we had to share my apartment,”
Kyla said, with a small, dreamy smile. Now, she and Jericho lived together and
were ridiculously happy. “I’m just saying.”


Cressida nodded. She hadn’t thought about that. Granted, she
had a small – okay, burgeoning – crush on Noah. 


That’s not the point of this jaunt,
she thought, as she dialed Noah up. Still, she knew where Hailey kept extra
condoms. Even if she wouldn’t use them – and of course she wouldn’t – it was a
simple enough condition to fulfil.


“Fine,” Cressida agreed. “Condoms and bear spray. I will be
prepared for anything.”


Now, she just had to get Noah to agree to taking her. On the trip, she quickly filled in. He wasn’t “taking” her
in anyway other than that, even if she was bringing condoms.


 


 


When Noah returned to the store that night, it already had
the closed sign out – not surprising, since it was nine o’clock. He knew from
previous conversations that the store closed at eight most nights, unless they
had a special event. 


This afternoon’s excursion had gone poorly. Cressida had
assured him that her sisters weren’t going to be there, and that she wanted to
talk with him face to face. He felt nervous, which was kind of stupid. If
anybody, he’d think she would be nervous – she was
the one who had an anxiety disorder, after all. But here she was, inviting him
to her store and home. Trusting him.


He wasn’t trying to betray her, he assured himself. He
wasn’t coming here empty handed, either. She couldn’t leave the house. He
could. He would be her man on the ground – she’d be his control tower, his
leadership and guidance. Between the two of them, he felt deep in his bones
that they could find that treasure, especially with Curton assuring them that
they were closer than ever.


So why do you feel so unnerved?


Maybe it was because of Cressida herself. He’d found himself
mooning over her delicate features all day. The dreamy cast to those gray-green
eyes of hers. The rosy blush high on her cream-pale cheeks, gently dusted with
freckles. That gently curving smile. The miles of rust-red waves tumbling down
her back…


You’re gonna start reciting Shakespeare
if you keep this up.


He gritted his teeth as he walked up to the door and
knocked. He had to keep focused if this was going to work. He had to convince
Cressida to trust him, to work with him… and to split the treasure with him,
fifty-fifty.


How hard can this be?


She opened the door, and he stepped in quickly, closing it
behind him before too much of the cold air could come in. “Thanks,” he said
quickly, unbuttoning his coat. “It’s a hell of a lot colder up here than it is
in Long Beach.”


She smiled. “Can I make you some cocoa?” she asked, then looked
at him from under long, auburn lashes. “I mean, I just made some for my friend
Kyla a little while ago, and I’ve still got plenty on the stove.”


“Sure, I’d love some.” 


He followed her to the back of the store, into a kitchen
that was painted a pale apple green. It had old fashioned looking appliances
and a big, sturdy oak table. He sat down at one of the chairs as she got out
two mugs and then used a wooden spoon to guide the cocoa from the pot to each
vessel. 


He thanked her, and then watched as she took the seat next
to him. She looked nervous, as well. 


“You okay? With me being here, I mean?” he asked, taking a
sip of cocoa. “This is great, by the way.”


“I’m fine with you being here. Really,” she said, and he
wasn’t sure if she was trying to convince him, or herself. Guilt stabbed at him
again. “Like you said earlier, it’s nice to put a face to the name. I mean,
we’ve known each other for years.”


“But it’s never quite the same until you meet someone in
person,” he admitted. You’re trying to reassure her,
jackass. So be reassuring! “I’ve wanted to meet you for a long time,
actually. I’m glad that we finally get the chance.”


“What made you drive all the way up here, anyway?” 


He took another swallow of cocoa, thinking over his answer. How
to not sound like a psycho stalker or someone who was trying to take the
treasure from her? “Curton confirming the clue,” he finally admitted. “We’re
close. Or more to the point, you were close. I’m just
along for the ride.”


“Hey, talking it through with you helped me get there,” she
demurred.


“No, you’ve just got a really good head for this,” he said. “If
you could’ve been out there in the field, I bet you would’ve found it by now,
or you’d be really damned close.”


That blush again. That damned blush. He didn’t think he’d
ever even noticed women blushing previous to her. He refused to let himself get
distracted by it, but it was hard.


“You said you wanted to help me find it,” she said, warming
her hands around her mug rather than drinking from it. “Did you mean it? Or,
well, what did you mean by that?”


So they were just getting down to brass tacks. He put the
mug down on the table, mirroring her. “I’ve done some searches in the past. And
I’ve taken some time off of work. He said maybe we’re a day away, and right now
I can go out and look for it. But you’re the one who can interpret the clues,
who knows the book inside and out, and who can help me stay on track.”


“Let me make sure I’m getting this,” Cressida said. “You’re
saying I’d tell you where to go, and you’d go fetch it for me?”


This is where it got sticky. “Well… I mean, I thought we could…
um, split it.” 


He saw her eyebrow go up, and he quickly plowed forward.


“I know, you’re the brains of the organization. But I’d be
the one out in the field, actually running the clues to ground and digging up
the treasure.”


“I don’t think he actually physically buried it,” she
interjected. “But I see where you’re going with this.” She shot him a funny
look, like she was weighing his words. 


“I’ll be honest, it’s not all altruistic. There’s stuff I
need, and the treasure would help with that.” For example, keeping his mother
in the United States, if Killian was serious about his threat. That would be
priority number one. 


“I know. You said if you got the treasure, you’d like to go
to med school,” Cressida said, surprising him.


He was startled. He’d mentioned that in passing last year
sometime, when they were talking about what they might do with the treasure.
“You remembered that?”


“Of course.” She sent him a gentle smile. “I admire that
about you.”


He felt warmth pulse through his chest, even as another stab
of guilt hit his stomach. “I do want to help you,” he said. “It would be an
even split. Or, um, maybe I could take lower…” He paused. Why was he talking
about a split? Why was he acting like he’d give up the treasure if his mother
needed it?


Guilt pecked at him. He ignored it.


“No, I think fifty-fifty is fine,” she said, and he felt
relief hit him like a tidal wave. She was going to go for it!


Until her next words. “But I don’t want you to be my guy in
the field.”


“You don’t?” He tilted his head, studying her. She looked
like she was gearing up for something, frowning slightly and biting her lip. “Then…
wait. I don’t understand. What do you want me to do?”


“I want you to work with me to find the treasure.” She took
a deep breath, then crossed her arms. “I want to go out there. With you.”


He stared at her. “No offense,” he finally said, his brain
still mulling it over, “but how? I thought you
couldn’t, or don’t, leave the house…?”


She let out the breath she’d inhaled. “Did you see the RV
parked outside?”


He nodded, vaguely remembering a camper parked next to the
house. 


“It belongs to my friend Kyla, the one I made cocoa for,”
Cressida said. “Anyway, a few years ago, I read about some agoraphobic people
having luck with RVs. As long as they could consider them safe spaces, it
helped. For me, it also helps that they’re small and self-contained. It took me
months to get out to the RV, and a full year to be comfortable enough in it to
go on trips, but it was very freeing.”


He looked at her in awe. “That’s fantastic!”


She looked down at her mug, smiling. “Thanks. It was hard,
but it was worth it.”


He felt like hugging her. He’d known how hard she had it –
or at least, he knew from what she’d told him when she felt low. He admired the
hell out of her.


“Anyway, I asked Kyla if we could borrow the RV,” she said,
her eyes meeting his. There was a set to her jaw that showed she meant
business. “I can’t drive – I’d need your help with that. Honestly, I’ll just
need your help getting to where we want to go. But I can get a better idea when
we get closer to the spot. I’ll be able to see landmarks, and…” She worried at
her lip with her teeth. “I can do this. I want to do this.”


Admiration warred with concern. “You don’t even really know
me,” he couldn’t help but point out. “And this would mean traveling with a
strange man, over a thousand miles, in a small RV.”


“I know.” She took a nervous sip of cocoa. 


“Your sisters probably shit kittens when you told them about
your plan, am I right?”


She snickered. “No,” she said, then looked down at the table.
“Probably because I haven’t told them.”


“You haven’t told them?” He thought of the fiercely
protective women he’d encountered earlier that day. “This is a bad idea. I
don’t want to get arrested for kidnapping you, and I get the feeling that’s the
route they’d go.”


“I am an adult,” she said, her
tone brooking no argument. “I know I have… well, a mental condition. I have
pursued treatment for it, and yeah, it’s a pain in the ass. But it doesn’t mean
I’m incompetent. And it doesn’t mean that someone else has to make my frickin’
decisions for me.” She sounded fierce, and he got the feeling this was
something she’d run into a lot in the past. “If they have a problem with it,
I’m sorry. But I’m doing this to help my family. And
they can respect that, and me, or they can just…just… well, they aren’t going
to stop me!”


“I can tell you mean that,” he said quietly. But guilt and
worry bubbled up inside him. “So, how far have you gone in the RV?”


She swallowed visibly. “Um, Puyallup. That’s an hour, hour
and a half away.”


“That’s not far.” He grimaced. “And how long were you out?”


“To be fair, not longer than a night or two when we were out
on the road,” she said. “But I’ve spent a week there over the summer. Parked,
um, here.”


He closed his eyes. Now guilt was a tangible thing, choking
him. How the hell was he supposed to find the treasure, and then take it from her?


“This can work. I promise,” she said quickly, leaning
forward and taking his hand, surprising him. “I’ve worked hard to prep for
this, and I’ll take care of myself. I won’t let you down.”


He squeezed her hand, hard.


“I’m sorry,” he heard himself say. “But I think the answer’s
gotta be no.”


 


 


Noah’s rejection hit her like a brick.


“Why not?” she asked, crossing her arms.


He looked like he was struggling with his words. “We’ve
known each other for a while now. But in a lot of other ways, we don’t know
each other at all. Do you really think the first time we meet each other face
to face is when we take a road trip together down the West Coast?”


She shrugged. “Lots of other people do crazier things. And this
is for a good cause. We both want the treasure. I don’t know about you, but I
need it sooner rather than later.” She thought about telling him why – the
house, the whole nine yards – but she didn’t want to play into his sympathies
just yet. “This is about me, isn’t it? The agoraphobia, the anxiety?”


“I’d be lying if I didn’t say it had me worried,” he
replied. “I know how hard you’ve been working to manage it, and I think you
should be able to make your own choices. But… I don’t know. This seems like a
really big leap for you, and considering how badly you want the treasure, I
don’t know if you’re making the decision with the right rationale behind it. I
don’t know if you’re rushing into this.”


“I am rushing into it,” she said. “But I’ve got good reasons.”


He leaned forward, looking into her eyes. His eyes were
deep, velvety brown, and his gaze covered her like a caress. “I want to help,”
he said. “I’m just not sure this is the way.”


She felt frustration welling up inside her like a geyser. She
tried to think of a different tack to take. “Remember how I told you I’m a huge
Doctor Who fan?”


His expression lightened, even though he looked a little
puzzled. “How could I forget? You made me watch all those Christmas specials,
and quizzed me on them,” he said. “I’m not as big a fan, but at least I made it
halfway through the eleventh doctor. But what does that have to do with this?”


“I started watching Doctor Who when
I was around twelve years old,” she said. “For someone whose whole life
revolved around fear, The Doctor was someone I wanted to be. He traveled where
he wanted, to whatever time period or planet or whatever he wanted, and he
always had his home with him… the TARDIS. ‘Bigger on the inside,’ as he says. He
brought his safe zone with him.” She smiled. “Kyla had me in mind when they
repainted the RV to look like the TARDIS. It’s my safe zone. And it’s what’s
going to let me go on adventures and travel where I want.”


His smile was slow and warm. “And that is awesome,” he said.
“But…”


“But you think I’m going to implode before we leave the
state line,” she interjected. “And I can’t say that I won’t. I can’t promise
you that I’m not going to have… an episode, or something. But I can say that
I’ll handle it on my own, you won’t have to worry about it. It’s not like I
haven’t dealt with it before.”


“That doesn’t make me feel better,” he muttered. 


She frowned. “All right. I didn’t want to put it this way,
but – our landlord is putting our house up for sale. I need the treasure to buy
this place, so I don’t have to move.”


He looked immediately sympathetic. “Jesus. That sucks.” He
paused, then his expression grew dogged. “But that doesn’t mean that you
couldn’t work with me remotely.”


“What if you get crappy cell reception in the desert?” she
countered. “You won’t be able to send me video, and without seeing
the places, I won’t be able to put together the clues!”


“Do you really believe that,” he said, his voice a little
suspicious, “or is it because you don’t trust me to take the treasure and leave
you high and dry?”


She bit her lip. “Maybe a little of both,” she said, her
chin tilting up. “You’re the one that keeps pointing out we barely know each
other.”


“If you can’t trust me now,” he said, sounding exasperated,
“then you definitely shouldn’t trust me to be in an
enclosed space with you for, what, a week, at least!”


The thing was, she did trust him. She
didn’t think he’d hurt her – and that was saying something, since given her
background, she was on high alert for just about anything
hurting her. But they had gotten to know each other. It might be her internet
crush talking, but her inner voice said that she would be safe with him no
matter where they went. And in her heart, she doubted he’d cheat her.


But I want to go. 


“Maybe it’s to prove something to my sister,” she admitted
slowly. “Maybe it’s just so I can go and have my own adventure – be like The
Doctor, or better yet, River Song. The Doctor’s wife,” she clarified. “The
eleventh Doctor’s wife, anyway.”


“I remember,” he said. “I’m just not sure that I’m the one
you can do all this with.”


And there it was: her opportunity.


“The boards saw that confirmation by Henry Curton,” she
said, pulling out her trump card. “If you don’t want to take me, I’m pretty
sure I can find any number of other people who would love to split the treasure
with me.”


His eyes widened a fraction. “You’re saying you’d go off
with some stranger?”


“I don’t want to,” she countered. “But I’m out of options. I’d
rather go with you, someone I know and trust, than with a rando from the
boards.”


He stared at her, weighing her words, checking to see if she
really meant it. The thing was, she did. She wasn’t
bluffing. And there were dozens of people she could think of from the Curton
boards that would leap at the opportunity. They’d be less trustworthy, and
she’d have to be even more careful, but she was running out of options.


He grimaced. “Fine,” he said. “I’ll go with you.”


She leaped up and hugged him, surprising both of them. She
quickly turned him loose, feeling a blush heat her cheeks. “Thank you,” she
said, the words edged in tears. “You have no idea how much this means to me. I’ve
packed. Let me grab my stuff, and we’ll get going.”


“Tonight?”


“The sooner we can head down there, the better,” she said. “If
that’s okay with you?”


He pursed his lips, his expression thoughtful. “I could
probably get us down to Vancouver,” he said. “We’d need to find an RV camping
spot or something to spend the night, but it’d get us that much closer to
California.”


She felt joy, fierce and sharp, shoot through her, and she
had to stop herself from hugging him again. “You can leave your car here,” she
said. “The keys are in the RV.”


“You’re leaving a note for your sisters, right?”


She nodded. Not leaving a note seemed like a dick move, and
they were going to be upset about her decision anyway. She needed to tell them,
but calling would simply create drama and take time. She’d save that for later.


“All right. Let me get my stuff out of my car, and we’ll get
going.”


She ran upstairs to her bedroom, getting the bag she’d
packed and the extra bedding. As she juggled, she thought about Kyla’s
requirements. 


You don’t really know this guy. Not “in
real life” knowing.


Still, he seemed just like she’d perceived: kind, caring.
He’d been worried about how well she’d fare on the trip. He seemed reluctant to
split the treasure with her, even though he was right – she couldn’t do it
without him, and she needed his help. Compensation for that made total sense.


She doubted she needed it, but she squirreled through the
camping gear and pulled out the bear spray. She knew that, if Noah somehow
turned out to be untrustworthy or some kind of rapey asshole, she’d be able to
protect herself.


As if that were going to be necessary, Cressida thought. He
was already treating her like she was some kind of fragile sugar-glass. She
doubted he’d make a move on her. 


What if you made a move on him?


The thought made her snicker. What were the odds?


Still, she stopped in the hallway, just for a second. He was
ridiculously good looking, with his dark hair and those dimples and his broad
shoulders. She felt her mouth go dry, and she reflexively licked her lips.


Then she put her stuff down, ran to the bathroom, and
grabbed condoms from Hailey’s stash. She stuffed them in the side pocket of her
duffel bag.


Not that I’ll need them, she told
herself. But after all, she had made a promise to Kyla.


 










 


Chapter 4


 


 


“I think the campgrounds are really close,” Cressida said,
her voice hopeful.


Noah gritted his teeth. It was almost two o’clock in the
morning, and he was exhausted. They’d run into some night highway construction
that had closed four lanes down to one, making the drive take even longer, and
the last two campgrounds they’d tried to stop at had been closed for various
reasons. He’d already driven hours that morning, getting to Snoqualmie… now,
he’d just put in another five hours on the road, getting used to the relatively
large size of the TARDIS RV, and he just felt bone tired and irritated. 


She wants an adventure. She’s desperate
for the treasure.


She would’ve gone without me.


Of all the things that were rankling him, that last bit
probably topped the list. He wasn’t sure how serious she was, but the idea of
Cressida approaching someone else on the Wastelander boards caused a knot of
ice to form in his stomach. Surely, she had to know how dangerous that was. He
was friends with other Wastelanders, sure, but he also knew that for a lot of
them, the hobby bordered more on an unhealthy obsession, especially for those
who were desperate for money. God knows what they’d do with Cressida. 


But do you really want to take that risk?


Especially when he wasn’t exactly blameless. He wanted the
treasure, too. He might not be that desperate, but he was definitely concerned. And if the Killian thing turned out to be true,
then his need would go up exponentially. 


He’d considered talking with Cressida about it, but he
didn’t know how Killian would react – it was supposed to be a secret. And now
that he knew Cressida’s driving need for the money, the last thing he wanted
her to do was distrust him and go on the defensive. He wouldn’t bring up
Killian unless he absolutely had to. 


Right now, he didn’t want to think about Killian, or the
treasure, or anything but parking and getting a good night’s sleep – or at
least, as good a night’s sleep as he could in a strange RV. 


The RV was actually nice, he realized. It was clean,
well-organized, and had a lot of amenities – shower, toilet, even a cookstove
and little kitchen area. They’d already agreed that Cressida would take the
“bedroom” in the back, and he’d sleep on the “dining room” table that converted
into a bed. She had to be as tired as he was, but he could tell she was running
on adrenaline and pure willpower. 


He wondered how she’d be feeling the next morning. 


He finally saw a sign: Evergreen Campgrounds. “This is the
place we called, right?”


She nodded. “They should have our spot waiting for us –
number 14.”


He turned in, careful not to hit anything with the wide
turning radius, and then maneuvered their way to the camp spot. By the time
they got there, he felt exhaustion belting him like repeated punches from a
heavyweight. 


“I’ll go make sure we’re hooked up,” he said, “then I’m
gonna turn in.”


“Okay,” she said. 


He went outside, struggling with the hookups. Then he
glanced at his phone out of habit. His mother hadn’t called, and he hadn’t told
her that he was taking a jaunt up to the Pacific Northwest. She already hated
the treasure hunt. He wondered absently how she’d feel about the fact that he
was now taking someone else’s RV, and a girl, to go search for Curton’s
treasure.


Hell, he still wasn’t sure how he felt about it himself.


He did see that someone had left him a text message. He
opened it up, not recognizing the number. 


I see you convinced the girl to go with
you. Good job. Now get me that treasure. You know the price if you don’t.


Noah stared at it, first in disbelief and confusion that
slowly dissolved into a feeling of dread. It had to be Killian. 


How the hell did Killian get his phone number? And how did
he know that he was travelling with Cressida? Was he being followed? 


What the hell kind of man was Killian,
anyway? If he had the money for a private investigator, what did he need the
treasure for? Was the guy insane?


Probably. Which made him dangerous
– and not somebody to blow off.


Noah shuddered slightly. This changed things. What if
Killian decided he wasn’t content with just deporting Noah’s Mom? What if he
decided to up the ante?


Don’t start thinking that way. He
had to tell Cressida about this, he thought, then frowned. But Cressida had her
own reasons for wanting to get the treasure – namely, keeping her family home,
keeping her safe space. If he told her that he might have to give the treasure
up completely, how would she react? She might contact another one of the
Wastelanders and get their help instead, and frankly, Cressida was the one most
likely to find the damned thing. 


He felt like shit, but he’d have to go along for the ride.


He headed back to the RV, going in, feeling guilt weighing
him down like a lead blanket. He saw that she was on the phone.


“Rachel, it’s okay,” she was saying, looking pained. She
sent him an apologetic look, then retreated to the sleeping compartment and
shut the door.


Apparently, the shit was hitting the fan on that front, as
well. He blew out a breath, then got his bed ready, ignoring the pleading and
angry conversation that was happening on the other side of the door. This
wasn’t going to be easy, but it was going to be worth it, he told himself.


It had to be.


 


 


Cressida slept like shit.


She had already been exhausted and ready to collapse the
night before, when they’d finally rolled into the campground. She was looking
forward to just crawling under the blankets in the RV’s small sleeping
compartment. But when she saw Rachel’s name on her phone display, she knew that
avoiding it or turning her phone off would only make matters worse. So she’d
answered it.


“Hi, Rach…”


“What the hell are you doing?”


Cressida blinked. Rachel rarely raised her voice, and she
was yelling like a champ. “I told you in my note. I’m going to look for the
treasure.” She paused a beat. “With Noah.”


“Are you trying to get killed?”


Cressida felt like she’d been thrown in a vat of ice water. Considering
her past, nothing could be more of a blow. “I am trying to save our house,” she
said, but the response sounded weak to her own ears. Her heart started
pounding.


“You don’t even know this man! And you’ve taken Kyla’s RV
and run off with him? Are you crazy?”


“I am not crazy,” Cressida
growled, anger warring with her rising anxiety. “I told you, I’ve known Noah
for years.”


“Online!” Rachel shouted. “That’s not real!” She paused, and
it sounded like she was trying to get a grip on herself. “Tell me where you
are, and I’ll come get you.”


“No, Rachel,” Cressida responded firmly. “I’m doing this. I
knew you and Hailey wouldn’t approve, which is why I snuck out the way I did.
I’m not proud, but damn it, this is my choice, and my life. I want to do this. And I need you to respect my decision.”


That at least stopped Rachel for a second. “I’m not happy
about this,” Rachel finally said slowly. Understatement of
the year. “I want you to be safe. Did you bring your meds?”


Cressida gritted her teeth. “Yes. I’m not stupid.”


Another pause made it seem like Rachel doubted that statement.
“And you’ve got your phone,” she said. “Where are you headed? The Mojave
Desert, right?”


“Yes. A place called Owl Canyon.”


Rachel sighed heavily. “Hailey is going to freak out and
probably want to follow you.”


“I’ll give Hailey a call tomorrow and try to calm her down.”


“Call us both, every day,” Rachel ordered. “I want to make
sure you’re safe.”


“I left a copy of Noah’s driver’s license with the note,”
she said. “And you know the RV description. But if you guys report me missing
or kidnapped, I’m going to be super pissed.”


“If you don’t check in every day, I’m not going to care,”
Rachel shot back. “What if you have a panic attack, Cress? A bad one?”


“Then I’ll get through it,” Cressida said. “I’ve got this. Don’t
worry about me.”


“You’re my sister, and I love you,” Rachel said, and
Cressida felt both warmth and guilt in her chest. “How can you ask me not to
worry about you?”


“This will all be worth it. I promise,” she said, even as
she wondered – what happens if you don’t find the treasure?
She shoved the thought away, tamped it down like an overfilled trash can. “I’ll
call you tomorrow.”


It had been hours before she’d gotten to sleep. She finally
nodded off sometime around three o’clock in the morning.


Now, she woke up disoriented, in the dark. Her heart pounded
like a jackhammer.  


What the hell am I doing?


All the bravado she’d felt yesterday, the adrenaline rush,
all of it had evaporated in her restless, shitty sleep. Now, all she felt was
fear… and the slow, curling tendrils of anxiety.


This is crazy. You don’t know this guy. You
don’t know where you’re heading. You’re hours away from home, your room. Your closet.


She gripped the blanket, gritting her teeth. Her breathing started
to speed up, and she forced herself to slow down. 


“Get up,” she muttered to herself. “Get moving. Get out of
your head.”


She opened the door to the compartment.


Noah was standing there, cleaning up his own bedding and
restoring the dining room table. He looked good. Rumpled, sure, but it was a
sexy look on him. He sent her a sleepy smile.


“Sorry. I overslept a little,” he said. “It’s nine-thirty. I
want to get on the road as soon as possible, but we need to get gas, and we
should probably grab some groceries.”


She nodded. Because they were going to be on the road for
hours. Driving further and further away from home.


Hours with a relative stranger. Maybe
he’s just trying to get you across state lines. What if he decided to go
somewhere else entirely? What if he is kidnapping you? What if he has a
collection of girls in cages or something?


She bit the inside of her cheek. Knock it off, she scolded
herself. He left his car behind at the store. Rachel had a copy of his driver’s
license. Noah wouldn’t do that if he was a serial killer, unless he was a
really stupid one.


Or if it was a fake license to begin
with.


She glanced out the window, and immediately regretted it. She
didn’t recognize anything. The trees were lovely, and she was still safe, still
enclosed the in the RV. But the unfamiliarity was a blow.


“I, um, have to go to the bathroom,” she announced
unnecessarily, and shut herself in. 


Get a grip on yourself, damn it!


Her palms were sweating, and she could feel it… the
shallowness of her breath, the inability to get a good, deep lungful of air. It
was an illusion. She went about her business, even brushing her teeth. It was
going to get out of hand if she couldn’t get control of her emotions, and soon.


She went back out. Noah was studying her cautiously. “Everything
okay?” he asked.


He could see it, she thought. And they were only about four
or five hours away from Snoqualmie. He could still decide to turn around and
take her back, call the whole thing off. 


Even while the panic-soaked part of her brain rejoiced at
the thought, the rest of her howled in protest. No! I’ve
come too far. And we need this money. The house, she reminded herself. The
family store. Her main source of comfort and security. 


If it meant finding a damned treasure, then she was going to
tough it out.


“I’m fine,” she finally answered, when she realized Noah was
staring at her with increasing alarm. “Not great in the morning, though. I’ve
got money for groceries and gas.”


“Don’t worry about it,” he said, with a dismissive gesture. “You’re
helping me, remember?”


She nodded. 


That’s another thing. What’s to stop him
from taking all the treasure and claiming it as his own? What if he leaves you
to die out in the desert?


She closed her eyes for a long second. At times like these,
her brain was her enemy. She gripped her fists, then forced herself to open her
eyes and smile at Noah.


“How’d you sleep?” Her voice sounded a little weak, but
otherwise normal. She was proud of herself for managing it.


“Not too bad. This is a comfortable RV,” he said, seeming to
relax a bit. “I’d like to make it as far as California today… maybe Redding. It’s
been a while since I’ve driven anything this big, though, so I may not be able
to rush it.”


“No problem.” Which was true. Obviously, she couldn’t drive,
so she wasn’t going to complain about how well he did. 


“Well, erm, I’m going to get changed,” he said. “It’s kinda
cramped in the bathroom. If you don’t mind…?” He gestured to the back bedroom.


“Huh? Oh. Oh!” Cressida felt herself blush. She then imagined
Noah, getting changed. The thin t-shirt he was wearing showcased a well-defined
chest, tapering down into his sweatpants which clung to muscular thighs. The
guy worked out. “Sorry! I’ll, um, hide out in the bedroom. Just let me know
when you’re done.”


She retreated, closing the door behind her. Grabbing her own
bag, she dug out clothes to change into herself. At least
that distracted you from your anxiety for a moment, she thought wryly. 


But it brought up other questions. Would he be interested in
her? They were in close proximity. She’d had a crush on him – his personality,
anyway – for a while now. But they were on a mission of sorts. This wasn’t the
time to start anything. Especially not when there were large sums of money
involved.


Her chest squeezed, and her breathing started to accelerate
again. It’s too important. You’ve got to do this.


She bit her lip, hard. Not enough to bleed, but close. 


What if you don’t find the treasure? What
if you get lost out there in the desert? What if…


“Shut up,” she whispered to herself, then curled up on the
bed. 


“Okay, I’m changed,” Noah called out. “You can come out
now.”


She didn’t want to come out. She could feel the panic looming.
She forced herself to go to the main compartment. “So… where to?”


“There should be a gas station up the road,” he said. “And
the campground guy said that there was a grocery store about twenty minutes
from here. We can stop there.”


“All right,” she said, forcing herself to take even breaths.
Four count in, hold for four counts. Four count out. Repeat. Repeat. Repeat.


If Noah noticed, he didn’t say anything. She’d just have to
hold on as long as she could.


 


 


Something was wrong. Noah could feel it.


After he’d gotten gas and loaded them up with food for the
trip, they’d hit the highway. He knew the way down to California easily enough,
and they wouldn’t really need to chart out their trip until they crossed the
state line and got closer to the Tehachapi mountains, where he could cut across
and get to the Mojave. Still, he’d hoped to talk to Cressida, maybe get her
ideas on where she thought the treasure was. He got the feeling she’d done
research and had a better idea of where, specifically, Curton may have hidden
the treasure. He didn’t blame her for playing it close to the vest. He wouldn’t
be that quick to trust if he were her, especially when she wanted to make sure
he didn’t turn around and leave her at home.


Instead, after an hour, she’d claimed she was exhausted
because she hadn’t slept well – something he believed, based on the shadowy smudges
under her eyes and the paleness of her already pale skin. He told her to crawl
in the back and try to get a little more rest.


That was about six hours ago.


It was five o’clock, and they were almost to the border of
Oregon… the RV went slower than his Subaru, and he was driving slowly anyway
because he was still getting used to the behemoth. That said, he hadn’t heard a
peep from her.


Has she really been sleeping all this
time?


He gritted his teeth. He had a bad feeling about this.


Going with his instincts, he pulled off, parking the RV in
the parking lot of a Walmart. Then he headed back, gently knocking on the door.


“Cressida?”


No answer. It had been six hours. She probably was hungry at
least, or had to go to the bathroom. Determined, he knocked louder.


“Cressida? Can you hear me? Cressida!”


Still nothing.


Dread poured into his veins. He opened the door.


Cressida was curled up in a ball on the bed, looking white
as a sheet of paper, which made her gray-blue eyes stand out in sharp contrast.
She was clutching a pillow like it was a lifeline, and she was crammed into the
corner. She was breathing funny.


“Aw, shit,” he said, clambering onto the bed and rushing to
her side. “Cress, c’mon. Talk to me. Are you okay?” He shook his head. “No. Of
course you’re not okay, that’s a stupid question. Are you hurt? Are you having
a panic attack?”


She nodded, swallowing hard. “Just… give me a little… I’ll
be…”


He took a deep breath, slipping into EMT mode. “You got any
chest pains, sweetie? Feel like you’re short of breath?”


“I’ve been… doing… box breathing…” she stammered. “Four
count.”


“That’s good, that’s really good,” he reassured her, rubbing
her shoulders. “Have you been like this the whole time? It’s been six hours.”


“It comes… and goes.” She looked embarrassed, and tears
welled up in her eyes.


Jesus. She looked like a ghost. “Baby, I know we’ve been
driving six hours, but I can turn right around. If we push it, I can have you
home in eight or nine hours, tops. You just have to hang on for me, okay?”


“No!” She grabbed his arm, her eyes going wide and wild.
“No! I don’t… you can’t take me back. I made it too damned far!” She bared her
teeth a little, and a tear squeezed out of the corner of her eye. “I can’t turn
back now. I’ll be better. Do better. I just need some time to adjust.”


He grimaced. “Did you take anything?”


“Trazadone. It helped knock me out for a few hours, and took
the edge off.”


He nodded. “All right. You want to take anything else?”


She shook her head. “I don’t want to be all goofy, especially….
Well, you know.”


Her cheeks had flooded pink, and she looked apologetic.


“You mean, you don’t want to be all drugged up when you’re
in an RV with a guy you barely know, right?” he said. “Don’t be sorry about
that. It’s a normal, safe reaction for you to have. I’m just sorry you’re
having to go through all of this.”


She shrugged. He noticed she was leaning on him, just a
little bit. She fit well against him, he thought.


Not the time, Romeo.


“Okay. When you have panic attacks at home – when you had
that panic attack at the house, the night I called – what did you do to get out
of it?”


“I hid in my closet.” She rubbed her hands over her face,
letting out a weak laugh. “I know, that’s probably the most stupid, childish
thing you’ve ever heard of…”


“You have panic attacks,” he said quickly. “I’m not going to
judge you or anything you feel you have to do to get yourself healthy.”


She looked surprised – and grateful. “Well, I usually go
into my closet and, um, watch Doctor Who clips on
YouTube.”


He smirked. “That sounds fun.”


She shrugged. “It helps.”


“Tell you what,” he said. “You stay right here. I’m going to
find a rest stop for the night…”


“Already?” She bit the corner of her lip, worrying at it
with even, white teeth. “I don’t mean to make us stop earlier. I’m already
feeling kind of better…”


But she was still pale, and he could feel a tremor go
through her. If he wasn’t resolved before, he was damned well determined now.


“Hush,” he said. “We’ll stop. I’ll make us something easy to
eat, and then we’ll get you set up, okay?”


She blinked. “Did you just tell me to hush?”


He grinned at the irritated surprise in her voice. “Yes, I
told you to hush, woman,” he teased. “Just hang in there and let Sugar Daddy
take care of everything.”


She let out a snort of laughter, then her eyes widened as if
the sound itself startled her. He chuckled in response. 


“Just hang in there, okay?” He climbed out, closing the
door. He felt the grin slide off of his face and he moved back to the driver’s
seat.


She’s having a mother of an anxiety attack.


It was all well and good to treat someone when you knew you
were headed to a hospital. She’d taken freakin’ Trazadone, and it had just
taken the edge off. He was seriously worried about her health and safety.


Am I doing the right thing here? He
didn’t know if he could take care of her. He didn’t even know if he was doing
this to help her, or if he was doing this because he wanted the treasure for
himself.


Just keep driving, he told
himself. He’d worry about the morality later, when they were closer. She was a
grown woman, and she’d made a choice. He was going to help her as best he
could. And when they got to the treasure… well, he’d see what happened then. 


Whatever you’ve got to tell yourself,
his conscience pricked. He ignored it.


 










 


Chapter 5


 


 


Cressida felt guilty that they were stopping so soon. She
felt like she was getting a grip on the anxiety – the worst seemed to be
passing, even though her mind was still going a mile a minute. Still, she felt
the RV pull over, heard him talking to a camp master as he settled the bill and
then maneuvered them to their spot. 


At least he hadn’t turned around. She couldn’t afford that. She
really felt like, if she got close enough to the location, she’d be able to
find the treasure. It’d be hard, but she was managing this far.


Are you, though? Are you really?


She grimaced at her self-defeating thoughts. She’d known
this was going to be hard. She just hoped that Noah was patient with her, and
didn’t get too pissed about stopping.


He knocked on the door. “Ready for something to eat? You
missed lunch.”


She cleared her throat. “Um, yes,” she said, even as her
stomach started to growl. 


He opened the door. “Did you want to eat at the dining room
table, or in here?” 


She thought about it. It probably wasn’t smart to eat where
she slept, but the enclosed, darkened space was definitely more comforting, and
while she was feeling better, she didn’t want to risk looking out the windows. Maybe
if the blinds were shut?


“Don’t worry, I’ll bring it in here,” he said, before she could
answer. Then he grabbed a paper bag. “I got you a turkey sandwich with the
works – hope that’s okay.”


“That’s fine,” she said, feeling grateful, reaching for the
wrapped sub. “I really appreciate it.”


“Oh! And hold on a second.” He put the other sandwich down
near her, and then went back to the main cabin. In minutes, he’d brought out a
laptop. He opened it and fired it up. “I’ve got my mobile hotspot going, so…
voila. YouTube!”


She blinked. “You didn’t have to go through all this trouble!”


“Will it help you feel better?” he asked.


She nodded.


“Then it’s no trouble.” He paused. “Okay if I climb in there
next to you?”


She bit her lip, then nodded. He stretched out next to her,
and the space seemed even smaller – which, for her, was actually a good thing. She
was very aware of him, his clean, masculine scent, the way his muscles moved. Her
mouth went dry for a minute, and she swallowed hard.


He didn’t seem to notice her moment of sheer, unadulterated
thirst, thank God. Instead, he was unwrapping his sandwich – ham, she saw – and
took a bite. “So, what Doctor Who clips do you
usually watch?”


“Best River Song moments compendium,” she answered quickly,
unwrapping her own sandwich and taking a bite. She should’ve eaten something
before, she realized, but it was hard to enforce self-care like eating and
drinking when she dipped too low in a panic attack. Now, she realized she was
voracious. She took big bites, chewing gratefully.


He reached into the bag, pulling out two cans of soda. She
took a lemon-lime, and he took the cola. Then he called up the video. 


“Thank you,” she breathed, as she felt her blood sugar
levels even out and the anxiety truly backed off. “You’ve done so much for me.”


“We’re a team,” he said, and the matter-of-fact tone of his
was just as comforting as the food and the videos – maybe even a little more. 


They spent the next hour or so in companionable silence,
watching videos and finishing up dinner. She felt cozy and sleepy. “I’m sorry
you had to stop so soon to take care of me,” she said.


He turned to her, his dark brown eyes serious. “You don’t
have to thank me,” he said. “First of all, it’s the decent thing to do. Second,
I won’t be able to find the treasure without you.”


She started to protest, but he held up a hand.


“It’s the truth,” he said bluntly. “You’ve been the one that
has hunted down the clues, that got the confirmation.”


“I wouldn’t have if you hadn’t pushed to turn it in,” she
said.


“That’s my job. Getting you to where you need to go,” he
said, and there was a look of determination on his face that she hadn’t seen
before, a glint of resolve in his gaze. “And you’re agreeing to split the
treasure with me. So you don’t need to thank me.”


Her stomach twisted a little. “Because this is
transactional?”


He huffed, looking a little hurt. “No, because we’re friends
and we’re partners. I can’t do this without you, you can’t do this without me. We
need each other. So we help each other.”


She mulled over his words as he cleaned up the food wrappers
and soda cans. He popped back. “Do you want to be alone for a while?”


Ordinarily she would’ve said yes, but she was still feeling
shaky. “I wouldn’t mind company,” she heard herself say. “That is, if you don’t
mind?”


His smile was slow and warmed her all the way down to her
toes. “I don’t mind,” he said. And he climbed back next to her.


She was pressed up against his side, watching the video. She
kind of wanted to lean against him more, maybe rest her head against his
shoulder. She’d never done that with anyone before. Hell, she was twenty-five
years old, and she hadn’t so much as been kissed. It was an embarrassing state
of affairs.


Want to help me out with that?


She was attracted to him, wildly so. But he was already
being so generous with his time. He was her partner – but that didn’t mean she
could take advantage of him.


She shifted uncomfortably. He chuckled at something River
said. Then he stretched out, propping his head up on his bent elbow. It put his
head close to her lap.


“Got enough room?” she asked.


“Sure. You okay with this?”


She nodded, not trusting her voice to stay steady. She
watched the laptop blindly. Fortunately, she’d seen these clips a million
times.


When it turned dark, around ten o’clock, he yawned. “I’m
going to grab a shower and then hit the sack. Hopefully we’ll get started early
tomorrow,” he said.


She nodded, feeling frustrated and wound up and wrung out
from her earlier anxious episode. “Okay.”


He looked at her for a second, studying her, then he leaned
over and kissed her on the cheek. “If you need anything, or you’re freaking out
or anything, wake me up, okay? Really. Anything.”


She thought her cheek would spontaneously catch fire. She
resisted the impulse to rub her fingertips over the skin where his lips had
made contact. “Okay,” she repeated, her voice sounding breathless to her own
ears.


He winked at her, then closed the compartment. She rolled
over, burying her head in her pillow.


She’d met guys in the store before, and Hailey had attempted
a few hook-ups and set ups. But she’d never wanted anyone,
not like she currently wanted Noah.


There was too much going on. They were going to be stuck in
this RV for over a week – what if she misinterpreted something? What if she
made a move – if she even knew how to make a move – and he rejected her?


No. She needed to lock this down. She was feeling gratitude
because he’d taken care of her, she scolded herself. And yeah, she was
attracted – she’d have to be blind and crazy not to want somebody that frickin’
hot. But she wasn’t going to do anything about it, and that was that.


 


 


Okay, you’re going to need to knock this
shit off right now.


In the tiny shower, Noah rubbed his hand over his face. He
was glad that Cressida seemed to be getting over the panic attack. He honestly
wasn’t sure what he would’ve done if she’d gotten worse. He’d seen panic attack
victims struggling, taking these huge gulping breaths, their hands curled in on
themselves, their eyes wild and whirling. He’d probably have to take her to an
E.R. or something if that was the case. But she’d known to take her meds, and
she’d tried her damnedest to keep the attack from him. He was just happy that
he could make it easier on her.


But then he’d stretched out next to her, breathing her
honeysuckle scent (yeah, he’d asked) and sneaking glimpses of her as she sat
against the back wall of the RV, watching the video with an absent expression. And
his stupid little crush, the one he’d been tending online, was blowing up into
a full-blown infatuation. Which, being honest, was the last thing either of
them needed right now.


She’s got her own issues, and you’re both
trying to get four million dollars. Good fences make good neighbors, idiot.
Don’t mess this up.


He stroked his hand down his own body where his dick was
currently at half-mast. He thought briefly about rubbing a quick one out, just
to take the edge off, but this wasn’t his RV, and he felt weird about jacking
off with Cressida right on the other side of the thin wall. Especially when he
knew he’d be thinking of her. That seemed wrong. So he shifted the water to as
cold as he could stand it, quickly killing his ardor.


He was shivering when he dried off. Then he headed out,
towel wrapped around him, to change into his sleep gear of sweats and a
t-shirt.


“Oh!”


He paused, holding the towel that had just about fallen off
him. “Sorry. Sorry!” He said in rapid succession.


Cressida was standing in the main compartment, her eyes
round as dinner plates. She’d gotten a good eyeful of his towel-clad body –
good thing he’d taken the icy shower, or it’d be more than an eyeful – and now
she was studiously trying to look everywhere but his
towel.


“I, um, was just waiting for you to finish in the bathroom,”
she said, her face flaming.


He would have laughed at the way she avoided looking at him
– his bare chest, the towel, even his face – if his body hadn’t perked up again
at her attention. He shifted. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to take that long.”


“No! No, it’s fine.”


He took that moment to look her over. She’d obviously
changed into her own sleepwear – a short, sage-green nightshirt that hugged her
curves while leaving her long legs bare. Her hair was pulled back in a
ponytail, and her face was naked of makeup. He could see the dark auburn of her
long lashes beneath the gentle arch of her eyebrows. 


He gestured. “Be my guest. I’ll just be out here changing.”


Her gaze darted to the towel again, and his cock nudged the
terrycloth in response before he could stop it. He turned away like he’d been
burned.


“I’ll be quick,” he said, with forced cheerfulness.


“Okay.” 


She had to edge around him, brushing against him slightly as
she opened the door to the bathroom then closed it behind her. His body was on
high alert. He could still smell the faint whiff of her perfume in the small
room.


He peeled off the towel and quickly threw on the T-shirt and
the sweatpants without boxers. It had been six months or so since he’d slept
with anyone – okay, maybe closer to a year, he thought. He hadn’t had a
girlfriend in a while before that. His life had been work, his mom, and the
treasure hunt – which meant Cressida. He was now getting dangerously wound up
in her.


After a few minutes, she stepped out, her eyes bright, her
face dewy fresh from a quick washing. “Well,” she said, shifting her weight
from one foot to another. “Goodnight.”


“Goodnight,” he replied. He shouldn’t have kissed her on the
cheek. She’d just looked so damned cute, and it had been an impulse. One he now
both regretted and wished he could repeat – maybe moving a little further this
time.


He watched as she retreated to the sleeping cabin, shutting
the door. Then he sighed, lowering the dining table and making up the bed. He
shut off the lights, then climbed in, tossing and turning, trying not to make
too much noise.


Should’ve jacked off in the shower,
he thought ruefully. Because he was going to have a hell of a time trying to
sleep tonight.


 


 


Cressida spent at least an hour tossing and turning, even
though she felt exhaustion in every muscle in her body. Her brain was quieting,
finally, but she still couldn’t quite get to sleep. She blamed Noah. Specifically,
she blamed Noah in that towel. She should’ve packed bigger bath sheets, because
seeing him in just that towel left very little to the imagination – and what it
did leave to the imagination, she imagined. She was
getting overheated just thinking about it. 


She rolled over, groaning softly and putting the pillow over
her head. She’d never been in this position before. She knew getting involved
with him would be a bad idea, because of their close quarters and because of
the treasure. But at the same time, she’d been crushing on him for well over a
year. He was a good friend – probably yet another reason why she shouldn’t be
thinking of him in such blatantly sexual terms. And to top it all off, she was
a virgin. Sure, she’d had fun times with the vibrator she’d purchased off the
internet, but when it came to men, she had zero experience. The kiss on the
cheek she’d gotten from Noah earlier was probably the most action she’d gotten
ever.


Imagine what a real kiss would feel like!


She frowned at herself. No, don’t imagine. Ixnay on the
imagining. The last thing she needed was to continue fixating on Noah.


Although she had to admit, her little obsession with Noah
was serving as a great distraction from the bigger fears in her life – namely,
that she was further away from the house than she’d been since she moved from
L.A. to Snoqualmie, back when Hailey’s grandmother had adopted her after she’d
found Cressida and Hailey living in a dangerous foster home. Grandma Frost had
been a thoughtful, caring, wonderful person, and she’d understood Cressida like
nobody ever had before. Instead of trying to force Cressida to leave the house
or thinking of her as mentally deficient, she’d homeschooled her, helped her
get to doctors when she could, and never judged her. Grandma Frost, Hailey, and
Rachel were her family, even if not by blood. She loved them.


Grandma Frost had never been able to afford to live in the
house that they’d shared, although she’d wistfully dreamed of doing just that. Now,
Cressida could purchase the house if she just didn’t blow it by doing something
stupid like getting sidetracked by her crush on Noah.


At around three o’clock she finally drifted off. She dreamed
of the first time she’d seen the house – when Grandma Frost had brought her there,
showing her the room she still lived in to this day. At the time, she’d gone
directly to the closet, trying not to dive into it, although she’d desperately
wanted to. She was still pretty drugged from the flight up from Los Angeles to
Seattle, which was the only way they could get her to travel. Still, she’d
found the room cozy and comforting. Once Grandma Frost had given her some
privacy, she’d taken a pillow and the thick comforter from the twin bed, and
she’d curled up in the closet.


The dream morphed on her. Suddenly, she wasn’t in the closet
at Grandma Frost’s house. She was in the closet in her childhood home – the one
before the parade of foster homes, the one before she’d ever even met Hailey
Frost. 


There was noise. She remembered that. Her parents had had a big
fight that night. Her mother had threatened, as she had in the past, to kill
Cressida and then kill herself, just to make her father sorry. Her father had
yelled back that her mother was selfish, that she was bluffing. But Cressida
didn’t think her mother was bluffing. She might be only eight years old, but
she’d seen just how serious her mother could be. The first time her father had
left, going off to live with some girlfriend, her mother had taken a hammer and
systematically broken every picture in the house with it, cutting up the back
of her hands with the shards of glass that had flown off. Cressida had tried
her best to clean up without getting cut herself. She’d also sleepwalked. Cressida
had woken up to her mother sobbing over her, next to the bed.


Now, over a year later, Cressida had her own security
system. She’d taken yarn from one of the long balls in her mother’s craft room,
tied one end to the door knob of her bedroom, and then run it around various
items – her desk chair, the legs of her nightstand, the poster of her bed –
until it reached under the closet door. She tied the other end to her wrist. She
now slept in the closet, but if her mother ever came in, for whatever reason,
she’d know.


She didn’t know what she’d be able to do if her mother
decided to hurt her. She didn’t think she could hurt her mother – she didn’t
want to think about that possibility. Still, she’d grabbed her father’s old
baseball bat from the garage. He didn’t notice it was missing. She thought
maybe she could at least stop her mother or distract her, maybe have a chance
to run away…


The string tugged.


Cressida held her breath. She could feel her palms sweating,
and she reached out, gripping the bat tightly. 


She could hear noise, someone tripping through the room. Cressida
started hyperventilating. 


“Cressida?” Her mother’s voice, sounding angry. “Where the
hell are you?”


Cressida suppressed a whimper. Don’t find
me… don’t find me…


“What… is this yarn?” Her mother’s voice raised. 


Suddenly, the closet door opened.


Cressida slammed her eyes shut. She was breathing in
bellows, puffing like a steam engine. She felt tears squeezing out of the edges
of her eyes. She wanted to scream – tried to scream – but it got choked in her
throat.


“Cressida? Cressida!”


She felt a shaking, someone taking her shoulder. 


“Baby, it’s okay. It’s okay. It’s Noah.”


She opened her eyes, disoriented. “Noah?” she whispered.


In the dim light, she could barely make out his form. He was
stroking her back.


“You were having a nightmare,” he said. “A bad one. I
thought I’d wake you up.”


She took a big gulp of breath. Then she leaned forward and
curled into him, nuzzling against his chest, and shuddered. 


 










 


Chapter 6


 


 


Noah cradled Cressida against his chest, rocking her gently.
“Is it another panic attack?” he asked, his voice low.


“No,” she said. “It was just a nightmare. I’m so sorry. Did
I wake you?”


“I was having trouble sleeping anyway,” he said, and it was
the truth… although, in a roundabout way, she was responsible for keeping him
awake. “I heard you thrashing around, then I heard you start to cry out, so I
figured I’d come in here and make sure you were okay.”


She rubbed her cheek against his shoulder. “You are amazing,
you know that?”


He stroked her shoulder with his thumb. Man, she had some
super soft skin. He rested his chin against her head, breathing in the clean
scent of her hair. “I didn’t do anything particularly amazing.”


“You’ve done all the driving, you got groceries, you nursed
me through a particularly brutal panic attack, and now you’re calming me down
after a nightmare.”


“What was the nightmare about?” He felt her tense against
him, and quickly changed gears. “You don’t have to tell me. I mean, sometimes
it helps to let it out, but if you’d rather not, no worries.”


“It’s… sort of a recurring nightmare,” Cressida finally said
slowly. “I don’t get it as much as I used to, but I still get it more than I
like. It happens most often after periods of high stress and anxiety, and let’s
face it, today counted as that.”


He felt his heart wrench a little for her. “That sucks,” he
said, feeling helpless. That sucks? That’s probably the
lamest thing you could say to her!


But she didn’t seem offended. “It does.” She paused. “Thanks
for not judging.”


“What kind of an asshole would I be if I judged?”


“You’d be amazed at how many people offer suggestions on how
to ‘fix’ my ‘problem’,” she said, and there was an uncharacteristic bitterness
in her words. She was generally one of the gentlest and kindest people he’d
ever met, online or IRL. “I’ve had people tell me I just need to get over my
past, just ‘let it go’.”


“I don’t know your past,” he said, “but that has to be the
most ridiculous advice I’ve ever heard.”


“I know, right?” She chuckled against him and he felt her
shake. He gave her a little squeeze. “Some other people have suggested
hypnosis, or meditation, or even changing my diet. I don’t see how going
low-carb would stop me from having anxiety attacks, but these people swear by
it.”


“I’m not a doctor, I just play one on TV,” he quipped,
causing her to laugh even more. “Well, I’m not a doctor…”


“Yet,” she said, and he felt a bubble of happiness.


“Yes,” he amended. “So I don’t know what you need, and I’m
not going to be some blowhard and tell you what you should or shouldn’t do. You’ve
been living with this sickness for a long time, and you’ve got to make the best
decisions for yourself. I’m just glad I could help a little.”


“You helped a lot,” she said.
“You’re helping me on this, well, adventure of mine. And we’re going to find
this treasure, I can just feel it.”


His chest warmed, and he nuzzled the top of her head,
wrapping his arms around her. “I can feel it, too.”


Unfortunately, that wasn’t all his body was feeling. It was
dark, like three o’clock in the morning. In the close confinement of the RV’s
bedroom, on Cressida’s bed, surrounded by her honeysuckle scent, his body
tightened painfully.


He wondered if she felt it, too. He abruptly realized they
were embracing – what had started as a comfort hug had turned into, well,
something else. Something a bit more intimate.


He ought to pull back, he thought. This isn’t what she
signed on for. He was about to do just that when he heard her sigh. “Did I
mention I’ve never been kissed?”


He chuckled. “Hello, non sequitur.”


She laughed too, a little nervously. “Sorry. It’s just –
well. It’s funny to be with a guy in the middle of the night, when I’ve rarely
been around guys privately in the middle of the day.”


He hadn’t really thought about that. “You’ve never dated,
then?”


“I tried, but it’s kind of hard when you’re agoraphobic.” She
sighed again. She was a little more tense against him, he noticed, but she
still pressed against him. “Hailey tried setting me up, in high school, but it
was just too weird a situation, and I didn’t connect with anyone. By the time
Rachel started going to college and Hailey started dealing at the casino, I was
just a homebody. I did online dating, and I connected with some guys online,
but they just wanted someone to bang, and I wasn’t ready for that kind of
leap.”


He felt incensed on her behalf. “Of course you weren’t.”


“That said, Hailey has offered to pay for an escort if I
ever want to, erm, lose it.”


He gaped, pulling back a little. “You mean she’d pay for you
to lose your virginity?”


“She’s a problem solver,” Cressida said, tongue-in-cheek. “Anyway,
I didn’t feel comfortable giving out our address. I’ve flirted with a few
customers, but nobody ever connected with me enough for me to want to kiss
them.”


“Huh.” I volunteer as tribute! 


She let out a low breath. He could still smell the mint of
her toothpaste. “I bet you’re wondering why I’m bringing this up.”


“I’m a little curious.”


“I feel super comfortable with you,” she said. 


“Comfortable.” Well. That was the near occasion of “nice.”


“More than comfortable,” she admitted, squirming a little. “Attracted.
And I was wondering…”


“Yes?”


He could make out the features of her face, barely, by the
light coming in from the main compartment’s windows. “Would you kiss me?” she
asked.


His blood roared. 


“I don’t mean to impose,” she added quickly. “If I’m
overstepping my boundaries here… I mean, I guess it’s kind of stupid to ask,
since we’re doing this quest together and everything, and we’re going to be
splitting money. Actually, it’s probably really not a great idea. It’s a bad
idea. Forget I said anything.”


Immediately his body protested, and he tensed. Everything
she’d said was valid: they were on a road trip, they were going to be splitting
four million dollars if everything went as planned. Adding romance to the mix
was probably a stupid idea, all in all.


But it didn’t have to be romance.


“You’ve just told me you’ve never been kissed, and you’re
comfortable with me,” he said, forcing his tone to remain reasonable. “I’d say
we could just chalk it up to experimentation. Doesn’t have to mean anything. We’ll
keep it to one kiss, and then I’ll go back to bed and you’ll go back to sleep. Deal?”


He could make out her smile. “Okay. One kiss. That would be
awesome.”


He’d never been someone’s first kiss before, that he could
remember. He realized that there was a lot of responsibility here. He wanted it
to be memorable – wanted her to feel good. 


He tilted his head towards hers, cradling the side of her
face with his hand, then pressed his lips against hers.


Oh hot damn.


Her lips were satin-soft and tentative. He wanted to devour
her in big bites, but he knew that was the last thing she needed. Instead, he
brushed his mouth over hers, stroking slowly, gradually increasing pressure.


She made a low sound in her throat, somewhere between a purr
and a sigh. Her hands went to his shoulders, pulling him closer to her.


The leash on his control slipped a little. He couldn’t help
himself. He nipped at her lower lip until her lips parted, then he brushed his
tongue against the tender skin of her inner lip. He waited until her tongue
tentatively moved out, tickling his. 


That’s it.


He wanted to lose his mind, and lose himself in her, as the
kiss turned hotter. She was a quick study, clutching him. He moved his hands to
her waist, pulling her flush against him as his head angled to get the best
access to that delicious mouth of hers. She was kissing back, her hands
clutching at his shoulders, then scooting up to tangle in his hair. 


After a long moment, his body was ready to explode. He
wanted to stretch her out on the bed and move from kissing to something else. He
wanted to peel the nightgown off her body and feast on the creamy-smooth skin
of hers. He wanted to cover her, enter her, pleasure the hell out of her.


And that’s exactly what she said she
wasn’t ready for.


It was like a slap from his conscience. She was vulnerable. She’d
had a hell of a day. She was attracted to him, yes – but the bottom line was,
she was comfortable with him. She trusted
him.


He needed her to keep trusting him. And he needed to be a good
guy.


With Herculean effort, he pulled himself away. He could see
her eyes were dazed, and she made a sharp sound of protest. “Noah?” she asked,
with obvious disappointment.


“One kiss, remember?” he said, out of breath. 


“Oh.” She was panting a little, too. “I’m sorry. That was
probably more than…”


“Don’t be sorry. Don’t ever be sorry,” he said. “I just…
we’re better off not rushing anything, right?”


“Right.” But she didn’t sound convinced. 


He wondered if he’d screwed up. “Cressida…”


“No, you’re right. Well, I’m going to get back to sleep.” He
could hear the undercurrents of sleep, the way she shut herself off.


“It’s not like that,” he said. “If I stay in here, I’m going
to want to do a hell of a lot more than kiss you!”


With that bomb dropped, the air between them was suddenly
electrified.


“I’m assuming you’re not ready for that,” he continued.


“N-no,” Cressida stammered.


“No. So we’re not going to push our luck, not with
everything else going on.” He got up, clambering for the door, then turned. “But
once everything else is out of the way – lady, you and I are going to have a
talk, and then some.”


He thought he saw her smile again. She snuggled under her
blanket. “Goodnight, Noah.”


“Goodnight,” he said, then closed the door to the sleeping
compartment. He marched back to his own sleeping area and climbed onto the bed.


Damn it. Good luck getting to
sleep, he thought, and grumbled his way under the covers.


 


 


The next morning, most of the anxiety that Cressida had been
feeling was burned away by the wash of emotions she was still experiencing from
her encounter with Noah. 


Did I really tell him I’d never been
kissed before?


On the one hand, she was gripped by sheer mortification.
What the heck had she been thinking? In the most passive way possible, she’d
thrown herself at the guy. It wasn’t even a daring, femme fatale sort of come
on. It was playing the V-card – I’ve never been kissed, I’ve
never done anything, help a girl out, would ya?


On the other hand, once she got past the humiliation of
asking a cute guy to kiss her, there was the whole experience
of the kiss to think about – something that had kept her up for hours after,
and pleasantly pervaded her dreams. 


Dear Lord, that man can kiss!


Not that she had any basis for comparison, obviously. But if
you just went by sheer results, the guy was a frickin’ kissing savant. One kiss
– one long, hot, amazing kiss – and she’d been ready to jump him. Had started
to jump him, honestly. Thankfully, or perhaps regrettably, cooler heads prevailed.


Namely, his head.


And we’re back to humiliation.


She put her head in her pillow and moaned. It was time to
get up and start the day. As embarrassing as it was, he was right: they had to
stay on track. There was four million dollars at stake here. She was doing this
to keep her family’s home, the only safe place she’d ever known. Sure, he might
be handsome, and kind, and funny, and…


Focus. Remember?


She shook herself. Then she got dressed and opened the
compartment door.


He had already put away the bed and cleaned up the main area.
“Good morning,” he said, with a drowsy sort of drawl that she felt all the way
in her stomach.


Stop being so sexy, damn it. I am
focusing here!


“When you’re ready, I figured we’d eat a little breakfast
and then hit the road.”


“Absolutely. The sooner the better,” she said, trying to
keep her voice brisk and business-like. She went to the bathroom, got cleaned
up. When she got out, he’d pulled out cereals that he’d bought, and the milk. 


“I’ve already got a route mapped out that’ll get us to
California,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind.”


“That’s fine. You’re the one that’s driving, after all,” she
said. 


They ate in silence for a while, and he finally said, “How
are you feeling?”


At first, she thought he was talking about last night, and
she felt her cheeks heat. “I’m… uh…”


“Still feeling anxious?” he clarified.


The heat of her blush intensified. “No,” she said. “No, I
think the worst of that’s behind me. We’ll see how it goes, but I’m feeling
pretty confident.”


“So am I,” he said. “It’s only a day or two – we don’t have
to push it. And we’ll just, you know, keep an eye out.”


They cleaned up, then headed out on the road. She sat
gingerly in the passenger seat next to him. It was weird, looking out the
window rather than sequestering herself in the sleeping compartment. It felt
good, she thought. The RV felt safe, but she could still see the outside world.



She giggled. 


“What’s funny?” he asked, with a smile.


“I feel like Bilbo Baggins, in The Hobbit,”
she said, then broke out her best British accent. “I’m going on an adventure!”


He laughed. “Of course you’re a Tolkien fan. I remember you
telling me that.”


“Aren’t you?”


“Sure I am,” he said. “Although I liked the first trilogy
better.”


“Me too,” she agreed. “My favorite part was Rivendell – and
Lothlorien. All those trees!”


“I remember when we first started talking to each other,
over the boards,” he said, grinning. “You swore that the treasure had to be in
a National Forest somewhere in the Pacific Northwest.”


“And you made fun of me and said that it might as well be on
the forest moon of Endor,” she teased back. “Meanwhile, you were convinced it
was either in the Rockies or somewhere in Utah.”


“I was right about the desert, it turned out,” he said. “You
helped me narrow it down, shifted the focus to the Mojave.”


She hugged her knees to her chest. “We’re close. We’re so
close.”


“Yeah, but we’re not in that much of a rush, are we?”


She turned her head to stare at him in surprise. “Well… I
mean, I am,” she said. “The sooner we get the treasure, the sooner I can buy
the house. I imagine it’s going to take some time to get that gold sold, and
the jewels and stuff.”


“But a few hours off schedule isn’t going to kill us,” he
said. “We’ve got a few days. Breathing room.”


She bit her lip. “You don’t mean – are you talking about our
delay yesterday? Because I am so sorry about that. I didn’t mean for you to
pull over to take care of me with my panic attack.”


“No. But I do think that not pushing ourselves too hard is
going to be the key to doing this right,” he said seriously. “Self-care. Let’s
look at it as an adventure. If we give in to desperation, we’re going to be in
a world of hurt. Stress creates mistakes.”


“Okay,” she agreed. “You’ve got a good attitude about all of
this.”


He turned to her for a second and winked. “I had a lot of
time to think about it last night.”


She held her breath for a second. Did that mean – did he
have trouble sleeping last night, as well? After their kiss? The thought had
her tingling.


Focus!


She swallowed. “So – want to play the alphabet game?” she
asked. “I normally don’t play road trip games, because I’m usually drugged if
we go long distances.” Then she wanted to face palm. Way to
bring up your illness. Are you trying to get him to pity you?


But thankfully, he didn’t. He played the Alphabet game, and
then had some riddle games of his own that kept them occupied. The next two
hours flew by. She noticed that they had pulled off of the 5 freeway, onto the
199. She wondered why – it should’ve been a straight shot down to California. Maybe
he wanted to see the coast, she thought. That’s what he was talking about,
plotting the alternate route. Maybe it was less stressful for him, even if it
was going to add hours to their journey.


Think of it as an adventure.


“We’re here,” he said, surprising her.


She hadn’t been paying too close attention, trying to figure
out his riddle with only yes or no questions: a man who had eaten a bowl of
albatross soup then went out and shot himself, and she had to figure out why.
“We’re where?” she asked, distracted.


He nudged her. “Look out the windows, Cress.”


She glanced. Trees. There were trees all around them. And a
large, ornate sign:


Welcome to the Trees of Mystery.


She gasped. “The redwoods?” she asked. Squealed, actually. “I
have always wanted to see these!”


“It’s not Lothlorien, but I remembered you saying you’ve
always wanted to go to Klamath and see the redwoods,” he said, looking a little
sheepish. “I don’t know if you’ll be able to go outside, or if you want to risk
it, but there should be plenty to see just from inside the RV.”


“Thank you,” she said, feeling choked up. He’d driven hours
out of the way, not for himself, but for her. “It’s probably the sweetest thing
anybody’s ever done for me. I can’t believe you remembered that!”


“Yeah, well,” he sent her a lopsided grin, “I remember a lot
about our conversations. They’re the highlight of my day, usually.”


“Me, too,” she said, feeling shy. 


He pulled into the parking lot. “What do you say? Want to
risk it?”


She ought to have kept her focus. This was hours out of the
way… and, it seemed, she was falling headlong into the powerful crush. The fact
that he was saying all the right things, and doing the most thoughtful acts she
could imagine, only made it worse.


Focus!


“Tell you what,” he said. “I’ll hold you, keep an arm around
you. And the second you feel uncomfortable, we’ll go back to the RV, okay? Just
a test run.”


She closed her eyes. See the trees she’d always dreamed of
seeing – with Noah’s arm around her?


“Sure,” she said instead. “Let’s do this.”


 


 


“Are you sure you’re okay?” Noah kept repeating. He looked
down at Cressida’s face, looking for any sign of strain. “Because just say the
word, and I’ll pop you right back in the RV. You’ll be snuggled up in blankets
in the sleeping cabin, watching Doctor Who clips
before you know it.”


She smiled at him absently but didn’t look at him. Instead,
she was absolutely absorbed with the huge towering trees all around them. They’d
looked at the kitschy sculptures of Paul Bunyon (at least, he thought it was
Paul Bunyon – some kind of logging guy), and other wooden sculptures of large
figures, but then they’d taken a trail and now they were surrounded by the real
deal. 


She was entranced.


“I’ve read about them, seen pictures online and in books and
stuff,” she breathed. “But there’s really no way to get across how immense they are. It’s magical.”


He was staring at her. She looked like a woodland elf
herself, with her long ruby hair and creamy pale skin, and dream-filled,
mysterious gray-green eyes. She looked gorgeous. 


As he’d predicted, he hadn’t gotten much sleep the night
before – and what sleep he had gotten was drenched in visions of her, and of
their kiss. And, if he was being honest, it went a lot further than they’d
actually gone.


He came up with the brainstorm of taking her to Klamath
because he’d been thinking of her. She’d mentioned wanting to see the redwood
trees, and he’d remembered it. He thought taking some of the pressure off would
make her feel better, and so far, it had. The fact that he got to put his arm around
her shoulders and hold her tight to his side was just a bonus. She fit against
him nicely, her head at just about shoulder level. 


Kissing level.


He shook his head. If he was really
being honest with himself, he’d also admit that the reason he took this
however-many-hour detour off the beaten path to the Mojave was because he still
wasn’t sure what to do. He needed her help in finding the treasure – and then
he’d somehow need to take it from her and give it to Killian. It was going to
crush her.


But what choice do I have?


“Do you smell that?” she said, her expression still dreamy. “That’s
petrichor.”


“What’s petrichor?” he asked.


She took a deep breath. “It’s the smell after rain,” she
said. “It must’ve rained last night. Doesn’t that smell glorious?”


He grinned. “It does smell pretty nice.”


“If they bottled that smell, I’d totally buy it,” she said,
then smirked at herself. “There’s an episode of Doctor Who
where Amy Pond is the model for a perfume called Petrichor. I remember thinking
the same thing then – I would buy that perfume.”


“I’d forgotten about that,” he admitted. Then he nudged her
with his hip. “What is it with you and that show, anyway?”


“What? There are lots of diehard Doctor
Who fans out there.”


“Yeah, but you have references to it in your signature, you
quote it all the time – hell, you strong armed me into watching it,” he asked. “I’m
not saying it’s bad, I’m just curious. What do you love about that show?”


She was quiet a moment, biting on the corner of her lip. Which
reminded him of biting that lower lip himself. He squelched the feeling, since
his body was starting to react to it, and instead looked at her eyes. 


“I think it’s because The Doctor is, at heart, a good man.”


“Aren’t all heroes?”


“No,” she said. “There are a ton of anti-heroes out there,
and there are these good super-humans, like Superman or
Captain America. With The Doctor, here’s this
immortal guy, this Time Lord, who goes around in his goofy police box that’s
bigger on the inside. He’s running away from the death of his world and his
people, but he’s also going around rescuing people and trying to help out where
he can. He makes mistakes – he’s not human, but at the same time, he’s the
ultimate human, with all the vulnerabilities and emotions. And he fixes things,
with his sonic screwdriver rather than with a laser pistol, you know? He’s not
about violence.”


She shivered a little when she said that last bit. Instinctively,
he cuddled her closer.


“And he’s funny, and wicked smart,” she said. “And he goes
on adventures. When the world outside seems inherently unsafe, it’s nice to
live vicariously through someone else, you know?”


He nodded. “I get that.” Before he could follow up, his
phone chimed with a text. “Excuse me,” he said, then pulled out his phone. The
number was an L.A. one, so he opened it.


You’ve got a week. Don’t forget – this
isn’t a vacation.


He grimaced, feeling dread like a ball of ice in his
stomach. Killian. Did the guy know somehow that he’d taken this scenic route? Or
was he just being a dick?


Something must’ve shown on his face, because Cressida looked
at him with concern. “Everything okay?”


“Yeah.” He silenced the phone, then shoved it back in his
jeans pocket. “What else about the Doctor do you love? Which one’s your
favorite?”


She was frowning a little, her nose wrinkling in dismay. She
took another deep breath, this one a little forced. He wondered if anxiety was
finally kicking in. “This probably isn’t my business, but after last night… I
was… oh, bother.”


“Bother?” he repeated, chuckling.


“Do you have a girlfriend?”


He blinked. This was not where he expected this to go. 


“Or…. You know, a wife?” Her cheeks had flushed pink. “Because
I don’t go around kissing people in relationships.” She rolled her eyes. “Or
anyone else, for that matter, but I really don’t want
to kiss a guy who’s already committed!”


“No. No girlfriend, definitely no wife,” he said. “I haven’t
dated anybody in over a year or so.”


“Really?”


“I spend my time doing two things: working, and doing the
hunt,” he said, then smiled. “And talking to this cute Wastelander girl who is
wicked smart.”


She smiled slowly, and he hugged her. “So does that ease
your mind about kissing me?” 


She hid her face against his chest for a minute, and he
wanted to kiss her again that second. But she pulled away, her expression
resolute. 


“Then who was on the phone?” she asked. “I know, it’s not my
business, but…”


He grimaced. She didn’t trust him. The damned thing was, she
shouldn’t trust him. “That was a creditor. Someone I
owe,” he said, and at least he wasn’t lying there. Not exactly, anyway. 


She looked down. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pressed.”


“No, no, it’s fine.” Guilt lashed at him. “Don’t ever apologize
for trying to protect yourself, Cressida.”


“I just… well, Hailey would’ve warned me, and I don’t know
you that well,” Cressida mumbled. Then she brightened. “Well, at least when we
find the treasure, that problem will be dealt with, right?”


He hid his wince, keeping a bright smile on his face. “Yup.”


When I find the treasure, I’ll be able to
pay him back all right. But then I’m going to lose you.


And he was starting to see just how painful that was going
to be.


 










 


Chapter 7


 


 


Cressida was still riding the high of walking through the
redwood forest, circled by Noah’s strong arm. It had felt like heaven, once
she’d gotten over her initial nerves. Somehow, being with Noah helped her feel
safer, or at least distracted her from the anxieties and questions that would
otherwise crop up. It wasn’t a cure, not by any stretch, she acknowledged. But
it was a nice thing to find, and it had been a great morning.


They’d taken about an hour or so, had lunch, and now they
were back on the road, headed to the 5 freeway and back towards Los Angeles,
and from there the Mojave. That’s when she decided to share with him her research.



“I’m ninety-nine percent positive it’s the hot spring,” she
said to him from the passenger seat, as trees and lush green scenery moved past
the windows. “It’s called Minerva’s – that’s the Roman for Athena. It’s right
by the Rainbow Basin, which is like the Stones of Artifice in the Wastelands.”


“That’s fucking brilliant,” Noah
said, which made her practically glow with happiness. “So you think it’ll be on
the property?”


“I doubt it,” she said. “Unless he cut some sort of deal
with the property owners, I can’t imagine they’d be happy with people tramping
around and digging things up.”


“There will probably be people doing that anyway, if anybody
else figures out your clue,” Noah said, then grinned. “Of course, we’ll have
found it before anybody else has any idea. They’ll still be spelunking in
Colorado.”


“Or tromping around in the Badlands,” she said, shaking her
head. “I have had so many people from the boards email me this week, asking me
for ‘just a small hint.’ And some of the people know about my agoraphobia, and
had the gall to say it wasn’t like I was going to do anything with my clue, so
why not tell them?”


His jaw dropped open. “No shit. Someone really said that to
you?”


“Daryll357,” she said.


“Well, Daryll’s a dick.”


She snickered. “Yeah. He’s gotten two warnings from the
board moderators for some of his comments. I’m surprised he hasn’t been kicked
off yet.” She stretched out in the chair. “I can’t remember the last time I
felt this relaxed. Thanks for today, Noah.”


“It was my pleasure,” he said. “And it wasn’t that big a
deal.”


“For me it was,” she said. “I haven’t been outside like that
since I was, oh, ten years old, I’d say.”


“The phobia started at ten?”


“The anxiety started way before then,” she said, wanting him
to understand just how monumental their excursion was for her. “I was the kid
that was afraid of the dark, that always heard noises outside. I was scared of
everything, it seemed like. My Mom got so impatient with me about it.” She
sighed. 


“So what happened when you turned ten?” he asked.


She paused, startled. Then she swallowed. “Well, that’s when
I entered the foster care system,” she hedged, before calling herself out for
her cowardice. “Because my parents died.”


“Your parents died?” Noah sounded shocked. “Both of them? Jesus,
I’m sorry. What happened? Some kind of accident?”


“No, it was on purpose,” she murmured. She saw him shoot a
curious glance at her.


Just how much do I trust him? She
never talked about this, she realized. Hailey knew the full story, as did
Rachel, but she never discussed it with anyone else. Not even Kyla and Mallory
knew.


And how is he going to feel about me once
he knows?


She felt parched. She pulled a water bottle from the
cupholder, opening it and taking a sip. Then she closed her eyes. “My mother
killed my father, then herself.”


There was silence for a long moment following. She opened
her eyes. He was still driving, shaking his head.


“I… wow. I don’t know what to say to that, without sounding
like an asshole,” Noah said, and to her surprise it was the perfect way for him
to respond. “I’m sorry.”


Just like that, the words seemed to tumble out of her. “My
Mom had some mental health issues,” she explained. “More depression than
anxiety, although she’d get really manic sometimes. In retrospect, I wonder if
she was undiagnosed bipolar. Anyway, she and my Dad got married young… she was
in the foster system, too, and I think she was some kind of rebellion for my
Dad, to get even with his family. She was also very beautiful, and I think that
tipped the scales for him.”


“I believe that,” Noah interjected. “Not about your Dad.
About your Mom being beautiful, I mean.”


Cressida felt a tickle of heat at the compliment, but it was
doused by what she knew was coming. “My Dad was not the kind of guy who stayed
faithful, though. So he started cheating on my Mom. She’d find out, and she’d
threaten to hurt herself, or she’d hurt him, and they’d get into these raging
fights. I remember being a really little kid when the fights started happening.
He even left a couple of times, but he always came back.”


“He must’ve really loved your Mom on some level.”


“It turns out he came back when he ran out of money. He
liked spending money a lot, too,” she said. She sighed. “Honestly, my Dad was
kind of an asshole. Like when she threatened to kill me and then herself, to
make him pay… he’d still go and leave me there with her, disappear for weeks at
a time. Who does that?”


“A fucking asshole,” Noah said darkly, “and then some. She
threatened to kill you?”


“She didn’t hurt me,” Cressida quickly assured him. Although
she’d been terrified that her mother would at some point. “She just kept her anger
focused on my Dad. Then, one day, a woman called saying that she’d lost my Dad’s
baby, blaming my Mom for being a raging bitch and not letting him leave. My Mom
told me to stay put, then she jumped in the car and drove to my Dad’s work. She
was yelling at him in the parking garage. She crashed into his car a couple of
times, and he came out to see what was going on. He jumped in front of his car
– it was this red sports car he was leasing, one that he was really proud of –
and he thought she’d stop.”


She swallowed hard.


“She didn’t. She just rammed right into him and squished him
like a grape between her SUV and that stupid sports car. Then she backed up and
hit him a few more times. He didn’t survive his injuries.”


“Oh my God.”


Cressida didn’t know why she kept going. Maybe because Noah
was so easy to talk to. Maybe because she wanted him to know her, the real her,
not just her online persona. “She drove away from the scene and slit her
wrists. The police found her, then they came and got me. I was nine.”


“This doesn’t help anything,” Noah said, slowly, “but I am
so sorry. No wonder you’ve got phobias.”


She felt light-headed. “Honestly, I probably would’ve had
the phobias and the anxiety disorder. That’s just a genetic thing. But the
PTSD…” She nodded. “Yeah. That’s on them. And it definitely is a contributing
trigger. It’s never just one thing, it’s sort of a mish-mash of psychological
drama, you know?” 


There was quiet again, and she felt a little… exposed. She’d
made the choice, but the drawn-out silence seemed to emphasize her
vulnerability. “Anyway, by the time I turned ten, my anxieties had developed
into full blown phobias. I was getting a couple hours of sleep a night and I
couldn’t bear to go outside. I kept thinking something was going to get me. I
only felt safe in my room, or in my closet. Of course, it didn’t help that ‘my’
room was either shared with somebody else or wasn’t my room for long – foster
care roulette, or group home, that was the drill. My Dad’s family didn’t want
to deal with my shit, they thought I was ‘loony like my Mom’, so they gave me
up. And nobody wanted to foster or adopt a kid with my kind of problems.”


She bit her lip. She wondered if Noah was now regretting
taking on somebody with her wide array of psychological drama.  


“Bottom line – today was awesome, and it was because of you.
And I’ll bet you didn’t expect or even necessarily want to hear my story, but
I’m glad I told you, because I never tell anybody. I guess what I’m trying to
say is… I feel safe around you, Noah. I trust you.”


She looked out the window. They were making good progress,
back to the 5. He drove carefully but confidently. 


She heard him sigh.


“I care about you, Cressida,” he said. “And I’m glad that
you feel comfortable enough to share your story with me. I’m sorry you went
through all that shit in your life.”


“It’s why it’s so important for me to have my place. I’m
managing great, here in the RV, but I can’t imagine living here,” she said. “I
need a place to recharge. I need my space. And while I’m sure I’d move if I had
to, I hate to think about what it would take. What kind of setbacks I’d
experience. That treasure is going to change everything.”


He was quiet for a long moment. Then he said, “it’s going to
be pretty boring. Why don’t you go watch some YouTube for a while? I’ll let you
know if anything comes up.”


She blinked. It felt like a dismissal. 


She’d made him uncomfortable, she realized. She’d shared too
much, and now he was drawing back. First she’d kissed him, then she’d overshared.
What was she thinking?


You were thinking how much you liked this
guy, and you screwed up.


“Yeah that’s a good idea,” she said quickly, unbuckling her
seatbelt and heading for the back before he could see the tears stinging her
eyes. She quickly shut herself in the back with the laptop, knuckling the tears
away. 


Just back off, she told herself. They
had a mission here. She had a purpose. She was right: she didn’t want to think
about what it would mean if they didn’t get the treasure, and she wasn’t able
to get the house. The house was more important than her stupid little crush. She’d
survive being rejected by Noah. And while technically she’d survive losing the
house – God, it didn’t bear thinking about.


 


 


Man, you are a piece of work.


She was hurt. He knew it. She’d just told him all this stuff
about herself, and he’d told her to “go watch YouTube.” She had to feel like
that was shutting her down, shutting her out. Now, after four more hours at the
wheel, they were headed into Modesto, and he hadn’t seen her. He missed talking
with her, but the more she’d talked, the guiltier he had felt.


And whose fault is that?


There had to be another way. 


He pulled into the parking lot of a gas station. They needed
to fill up, anyway. Carefully, he pulled up to a pump, then he went back and
knocked on the cabin door. She opened it. To his surprise, she didn’t have his
laptop open.


“I didn’t want to use up all your hotspot data,” she said
thoughtfully. “So I just read on my phone.”


More guilt. She didn’t take stuff he offered for granted.
She was a sweet, caring, thoughtful girl.


And you’re going to rob her blind.


He cleared his throat. “We’re at Modesto. I think it’s
probably the best place for us to stop for the night,” he said. “I’m getting gas,
then I figured I’d grab us something for dinner, and we’d head to an RV park or
camp spot for the night.”


“Okay.”


She still seemed down. He blamed himself for that. 


“I’ll be right back, okay? Do you want anything from the
convenience store?”


She shook her head, her eyes already back on her phone. He
shut the door again, then headed out. He set the pump to start filling the RV,
then stepped away from it, glancing at the windows to make sure Cressida wasn’t
watching. He quickly dialed his Mom.


“Noah,” his Mom said enthusiastically. “I haven’t heard from
you in a few days. I thought you were dead! What’s going on?”


“I’m, um, on a road trip,” he said. “I borrowed a friend’s
RV, and we’re going to the desert for a while.”


Her sigh was gusty. “This is that treasure hunt business
again, is it? You’re never going to find a girl at this rate.”


“Actually,” he found himself saying, “I’m going with a girl.
One I like a lot.”


“Really?” Her voice was ripe with speculation. “Is it that
girl you were talking about?”


“One and the same,” he said. Then he braced himself. “Listen…
is your green card up to date?”


She paused. “Yes,” she said. “I’m careful. Why do you ask?”


How to bring this up? “I just wanted to double check,” he
said, trying to force his voice to remain casual. “They’re looking at everybody
these days. Especially if somebody, you know, reports them.”


“Do you think somebody’s going to report me? Because of the
food truck?”


“I just want you to be careful, that’s all.”


She paused again. “What aren’t you telling me, Noah?”


He should’ve known he couldn’t get anything past her. “There’s
a guy, a crazy guy. Rich guy,” he said. “He threatened me. Or rather, he threatened
you. He said that he’d get you deported if I didn’t
help him find the treasure.”


There was another pause, longer this time. “Noah?” 


His mother sounded scared. 


“I wasn’t going to tell you,” Noah said. “But I wanted to
give you a heads up. I’m doing what I can to figure out how to stop him, but…”


“How rich is he?” 


“He’s the son of a rich author, and the whole family’s
wealthy – the father’s family, I mean. Trust funds.”


“That’s not good,” his mother murmured, her voice quavering
slightly. “That’s not good at all.”


“It’s okay, Mom,” he said. “I’ll do whatever I can to keep
you safe, you know that.”


“I’ve worked too hard,” she said, and now her voice sounded
watery. Was she crying? “I’ll lose everything. The food truck. I won’t be able
to see you,” she wailed.


“Mom. Mom! It’s okay. I promise, I’ll make this right.”


After a few minutes, he finally calmed her down. He hung up,
feeling even more despondent. Then he finished gassing up the RV, and headed
back in.


Cressida was in the main compartment. “You okay? You were
gone a while.”


“I was on the phone. With my Mom,” he clarified.


“Is she all right?” Cressida sounded genuinely concerned. “You
look upset.”


“My Mom’s upset,” he said. “It’s a long story, though.”


“It’s a long drive,” she pointed out, then bit her lip. “But
I understand if you don’t want to talk about it.”


He thought about it. Then he sighed, leaning his hip against
the dining table. She stood close to him – in the main compartment, it was hard
not to be close to each other – and he breathed in her perfume. 


“My Mom raised me by herself,” he said. “She followed my Dad
here. He was a wealthy businessman who was visiting Indonesia, and he fell in
love – or at least in lust – with my Mom. He knocked her up. She snuck into the
country to look for him.”


“Wow,” Cressida said, eyes wide.


“He wound up acknowledging me, and I was born here. But it’s
not like we had a relationship. My Mom just got paid, and not much, to raise
me.” Noah felt the usual tinge of resentment and anger, like coals in his
chest.  “My Mom is the most important person in my life.”


Cressida smiled. “That’s nice.”


He couldn’t help himself. He reached out, stroked her cheek
with the back of his fingers. “You’re important to me, too.”


Her breath caught in her throat. “Noah,” she breathed.


“I’m glad you felt like you could share your story with me,”
he said. It just burned me with guilt, that’s all. “I
want you to keep feeling like you can tell me anything. I just… I don’t know
that I’m worth that trust.”


She blinked. Then she moved forward, wrapping her arms
around him, and kissed him. Hard.


He didn’t know what was happening until he was in the middle
of it. This wasn’t an experimental nibble in the middle of the night. This was
a full-blown kiss, and he could no more ignore it or push her away than he
could stop breathing.


He tilted his head, slanting his mouth over hers as she
pressed up on the balls of her feet to give herself better access. She moaned
softly, pulling his head tight against hers. His fingertips dug into her hips,
pulling her against him – and against the hardness that was quickly forming as
a result of her onslaught.


After a few too brief minutes, she pulled away. “I care
about you, too, Noah. You have to know that.”


He growled, reaching for her again, then forced himself to
stop. “You’re a virgin,” he pointed out.


She smiled, a surprised laugh tumbling from her lips. “What
does that have to do with anything?”


“It means I’m really, really attracted to you, but we’ve
only been physically together for two days… and I don’t think you want your
first time to be at a Gas-n-Sip in Modesto.”


Now her laughter burst forward, rich and full throated. “Um,
no. Probably not.”


He turned. “Then let’s go get you some food.”


He was walking towards the driver’s seat when he heard her
murmur, “Noah?”


“Yup?” He sat down, buckling his seat belt.


She cleared her throat again, a nervous habit he assumed. “I
wouldn’t mind it being somewhere else in Modesto,” she said. “Just saying.”


 


 


Noah was still thinking about Cressida’s words when he
hastily pulled into a fast food joint, some nondescript burger place, to pick
up dinner.  


So she wouldn’t mind somewhere else in
Modesto?


That meant tonight. She wouldn’t mind her first time being
tonight.


His body tightened painfully, and he squirmed, adjusting
himself as discreetly as he could before stepping into the restaurant. She had
to know how much he wanted her. He had to tell her he’d had a crush on her for
a while now, and seeing her in real life – wow. Just wow.
And those kisses?


Oh, yeah. 


Her virginity was a little bit daunting. The only virgin he
could remember sleeping with was Maryanne Petrov, and that’s when he was a
virgin himself, so the two of them sort of bumbled through it. As he recalled,
it wasn’t really good for either of them. He wanted to make sure that
Cressida’s first time was both memorable and as pleasurable as possible. His
body tingled. Damn, did he want that.


He ordered the food and stood, looking at the window,
thinking of the night to come. What would…


Wait a second.


His eyes narrowed. There, in the parking lot, was a dark
blue Mini Cooper. He liked that particular shade of midnight blue, so he tended
to notice it. And he’d noticed this particular car before, he remembered. At
the Trees of Mystery. And, now that he thought about it, hadn’t he seen a dark
blue Mini Cooper on the freeway when he’d headed up to Frost Fandoms to collect
Cressida? He just hadn’t thought anything about it at the time.


What the hell was going on here?


He grabbed the food and headed out. There was a man sitting
in the car, looking at his phone. He might simply be lost, Noah tried to
reason, but his gut clenched in denial. No, there was something off about this guy.


Acting on instinct, Noah went up to the guy’s window and
knocked on it. The guy had a buzz cut that, matched with his harsh lantern jaw,
made the guy’s head look squared off. The guy glared at him, rolling down his
window. 


“Can I help you?”


“Was just about to ask you the same thing, pal,” Noah said
genially. “Since you’ve been following us since at least Klamath.” 


He waited for the guy to deny it. Instead, the man’s eyes
narrowed slightly, and he opened the car door, getting out. 


It might be better to say he unfolded himself. It was like a
clown car – the guy emerging from the sedan was enormous. It was hard to
believe he fit in there. He stood a full six foot four if he was an inch.


“You going to give me trouble, little man?” the giant said. 


“Who are you?” Noah said, his voice cracking a little. “Are
you from the boards? You another treasure hunter?”


“What the hell are you talking about?” The giant scowled at
him. “Mr. Killian said to follow you, so I’m following you.”


Killian. God damn it. He should have known. This is how
Killian knew he was “taking an excursion” and how he’d known he’d picked up
Cressida. “Why is Killian having you follow us?”


“Because he thinks you’re going to do something stupid, like
try to take whatever it is he wants you to find,” the giant replied. “I’m here
to make sure he gets what he wants.”


“You’re not exactly subtle about it,” Noah said. “I mean,
you’re right there, not even trying to hide.”


“You’re in a giant blue RV,” the giant shot back. “And you
average about fifty-five miles per hour. How were you planning on losing me?”


Noah hated to admit it, but the guy had a point. “What’ll it
take to get you off our backs?” Not that he had money to buy the guy off, but
it was worth a try.


“Nothing. I got hired to do a job by Mr. Killian.” His eyes
glinted. “I do my job. That simple. Although…”


“What?” Noah latched onto the hesitation.


“You let me spend a little time with that hot redhead in the
RV, maybe I can give you a head start.”


Noah tensed. “Maybe I just call Killian, tell him that
you’re a shitty tail.”


“Maybe I just ride with you from now on,” the guy said,
stepping up on Noah. “And maybe I beat some goddamned obedience into you, how
about that?”


Noah didn’t back down. You back down to these guys, they
kill you. “You’re a thug and an idiot,” Noah said derisively.


“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” the guy said, and his right
fist came out of nowhere. “Mr. Killian told me not to touch you unless you were
doing something stupid – and I’m about to show you challenging me is probably
the stupidest thing you could do.”


 










 


Chapter 8


 


 


Cressida felt… fluttery, for lack of a better term. She
couldn’t believe that she’d had the guts to tell Noah that she was willing to
lose her virginity. Based on his kisses, she got the feeling he’d be willing to
help her. 


It wasn’t that she was desperate to lose her virginity. She
wasn’t. She’d gotten along on batteries up to this point, and while she
wondered what it’d be like with another person, it wasn’t something that kept
her up nights. She didn’t feel like a freak for still being a virgin at twenty-five,
although a lot of society might view her that way. Of course, the whole
agoraphobic thing probably slapped that label fairly firmly in place, and if
she cared what other people thought, her life would be an utter misery as a
result. 


No, she wanted Noah simply because she wanted him. They were
alone. They were attracted. Yes, there was the treasure, but they were
splitting that fifty-fifty… they were partners. She figured they could keep the
two things, sex and the treasure, completely separated.


And even if you couldn’t, so what?
Her body was in the driver’s seat, and any logical arguments fell by the
wayside in the face of sheer, hormonal lust.


And maybe a little more than that.


She frowned. “Stop that,” she muttered to herself. She hadn’t
even had sex with him yet. It was way too early to romanticize what she and
Noah had. Whatever it was that they had, anyway.


You’ve had a crush on him for over a
year.


“A little crush doesn’t mean anything.” Of course, she’d had
a crush on him before she knew that he kissed like a god – before she’d even
known what he looked like. She’d fallen for his personality. That did muddy the
waters a little bit.


“Just stop it,” she chastised herself. “You’re making too
big a deal out of this. You guys will eat some dinner, go to a rest stop, and
then, hopefully, have sex. No muss, no fuss.”


But she knew it was a big deal. And she couldn’t wait to get
started.


Impatient, she rolled up the curtains in the main cabin,
eager to get a glimpse of him. It seemed like forever since he’d gone in to get
burgers and fries for the two of them. 


At first, she didn’t make sense of what she was seeing. There
were people yelling, and a big man was beating up another man, who was lying on
the ground. The bigger man was saying something…


Noah!


Adrenaline and panic warred in her bloodstream. Without
thinking, she went to her bag, opening it in a rush. She pushed past the
condoms, to the bear spray she’d also packed. Then, taking a deep breath, she
sprinted out the door.


A moment of vertigo hit her. She shook it off, running to
where the prone Noah and the big bully were. 


“I’m callin’ the cops!” someone said.


“You do, and you’re next,” the big guy said, and the person
scurried off. “Come on, tough guy. You’re the one who thinks I’m stupid. Think
you can ditch me? Fucking try.”


“Stop it!” Cressida shouted.


The big guy was about to kick Noah again, and he turned to
her. “Well now,” he drawled, and the way he looked at her made her stomach give
a slow, nauseous swirl. “The redhead. Aren’t you cute? I’ll deal with you in a
second. In fact, I think you and I are going to become real good friends.”


She didn’t hesitate. She pulled out the bear spray and
nailed him right in the face with it.


The sound he made was inhuman. He fell to the ground,
narrowly missing falling on Noah like felled lumber. 


“Noah! Come on, come on!” She tugged at him. He groaned,
rolling over and rubbing his chest. Then he scrambled to his feet, and to her
surprise, went to the Mini Cooper nearby, the one with the open driver’s side
door. He reached in, then came out with a set of car keys that he neatly dumped
down the nearby storm drain. She heard it ricochet on the bottom with a small
clank-sploosh.


“Hurry,” Noah said, as the big guy started to bawl and yell,
clawing at his eyes. They both ran to the RV, bolting in and slamming the door.
Noah jumped in the driver’s seat and buckled up, then started the engine and
all but peeled out of the parking lot. 


 


 


Noah was all but shaking as he drove off from the burger
joint. “What the hell did you nail that guy with? Pepper spray?” he asked
Cressida, as he zoomed towards the highway. 


“Bear spray,” she said, her voice shaking a little. “I think
he’ll be down for the count for a while. Are we going to get in trouble with
the police?”


“He was the one who was beating me up, and he threatened
someone else. If anything, I think we could make the argument for self-defense,
but also, I don’t think he’ll be talking to the cops about us.” 


If anything, he thought, the biggest problem is that the guy finds us. The giant
hadn’t necessarily been acting on Killian’s orders when he’d started whaling on
Noah; he’d just been pissed that Noah was trying to boss him around. Killian
obviously hadn’t hired talent when he’d hired this guy to follow them. He was a
crappy tail. And the guy didn’t even know what he’d been hired to retrieve.
Once he found out it was money, he got the feeling that Killian would’ve been
screwed out of the treasure either way. 


“I hope you’re not starving, because our food got scattered
all over the place in the parking lot of Johnny’s burgers,” he said
apologetically. “And I think it’s best if we keep on driving. I don’t want this
guy to try following us. It’s going to take him a little while to get over the
effects of the bear spray, and he doesn’t have his keys, but this RV stands out
– it wouldn’t be hard for him to drive around Modesto and find us. Another two
hours will put us in Visalia. I don’t think he knows where we’re going, so we
should be safe from there.”


“Why would he know where we’re going?” Cressida asked,
sounding bewildered. “Why was he beating you up, anyway?”


He froze, gripping the steering wheel a little tighter. He
hadn’t meant for that to slip out. Adrenaline was still flooding his system,
and his thinking was still scattered. “Um…” What to tell her that wasn’t an
outright lie, but wasn’t about Killian? “Remember that creditor, the one that
called yesterday?”


“Yes…” she said slowly, drawing out the syllable with a hint
of suspicion.


“That was one of his guys.” 


She let out a low whistle. “So he really wants you to pay
off your debt, huh.”


“Something like that.”


He glanced over. She was staring at him. “I’m guessing that
we’re not talking credit cards or school loans,” she said.


He sighed. “No.”


“You sound like you’re in a lot of trouble,” she said
softly.


“You have no idea,” he muttered. Either I
screw over a girl I think I’m falling in love with, or I let my Mom get
deported and lose everything she’s ever worked for. So yeah, a lot of trouble.


“It’s your business, and I don’t want to press,” Cressida
continued, still in that gentle, soothing voice of hers. “But I hope you don’t
mind me asking… it’s not like drugs or gambling or anything, is it?”


That startled him. “No!” Then he stopped. “I’m sure that if
I were involved in either of those things, I’d probably deny it, as well. But I
swear to God, Cress, I’m not involved in anything like that.”


“Then what are you involved in?”


He sighed. “It’s complicated.”


Another glance at her showed she was worrying at her lower
lip with those even white teeth of hers… a sure sign of distress. “I want to
trust you, Noah.”


You shouldn’t, he thought
miserably. 


“We can always turn around,” he said, putting it in her
hands and feeling a little bit of relief. “You didn’t sign up for all this
shit. I know I’m helping you with the driving and all, but you’re helping me
more. I don’t know that I could find the treasure without your help, once we
get down there. Nobody knows the novel better than you, and nobody can puzzle
out the clues the way you can. I wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for you.”


“We’re not going to turn around,” she said sternly, closing
off that avenue. “You need the money, Noah, same as I do. At the risk of
sounding terribly cliché, we’ve come too far to turn back now.”


He grinned weakly. “Come on, you apes, do you want to live
forever?”


“Sorry, what?” 


“Quote. From Starship Troopers,
which is a gloriously terrible movie that I may make you watch sometime,” he
said. He still felt terrible, but he was glad that they weren’t turning around.
I just want to spend a little more time with her. Because I
am a selfish idiot.


There was a long moment of silence, before she broke it with
a small cough. “About tonight…”


“Tonight?” 


“Yeah. And what I, erm, said earlier,” she hedged. He could
hear embarrassment in her voice, like an audial blush. “If we’re going to be on
the road for another two hours, you’ll probably be tired.”


He blamed the fight and the waning adrenaline for his
confusion. “Yeah, maybe a little, but I’ll still be fine to drive,” he said. “And
we can stop earlier to grab food. Maybe in an hour?”


She made a cute little grumble sound. “About the sex, Noah.
I’m talking about the sex.”


His body tightened like a shot. “The sex?” he squeaked, then
cleared his throat. “Sorry?”


“I just – I don’t want you to feel like you have to,” she
said, and she sounded so damned earnest, so adorable, he just wanted to put her
in his pocket. Of course, then he thought about “the sex” with her, and he just
wanted to pull over, strip naked, and take her into the back compartment. 


“I’m not going to feel pressured,” he assured her quickly.
“I’m not going to do anything I don’t want to do, sweetie. More importantly,
I’m not going to have you do anything you don’t want to do, okay?”


Her chuckle was rueful. “I think that’s not going to be a
problem,” she muttered.


You shouldn’t touch her. His
conscience leaped to the fore. You still don’t know what
you’re doing with that treasure when you find it. You should tell her what’s
happening, but you aren’t – because you know there’s a good chance you’re going
to screw her over. If you have sex with her and take
the treasure, you’re only making it that much worse.


Noah sighed. His conscience, much as he hated it, was right.
“But I might feel tired,” he hedged. “So let’s play it by ear when we get to
Visalia, okay?”


A pause. “Okay,” Cressida said, in a little voice, making
him feel like shit. 


She wanted him. God knows he wanted her.


If only there was some other way…


Well, he had two hours to Visalia. Maybe, if he was lucky,
he’d come up with a solution to his problems between here and there.


 


 


It was around eleven o’clock at night when they reached
Visalia. Cressida couldn’t help but feel nerves. Tonight could be the night,
she thought. The night that she and Noah finally “did the deed,” as Hailey
would say.


Hailey…


“Oh, shit!” she suddenly said, scrambling to pull her phone
out of her pocket. 


“What is it?” Noah asked. 


“I forgot to call my sisters!” She quickly dialed Hailey’s
number and headed for the back compartment.


“I hope they don’t think I murdered you,” Noah said, with a
low half-laugh. She chuckled ruefully. Knowing Hailey and Rachel, that was actually
a real possibility. 


“Where the hell have you been?” Hailey said without greeting
or preamble.


“I knew you were going to say that,” Cressida grumbled,
climbing into the sleeping compartment and shutting the door. “We’re in
Visalia.”


“Huh. That’s in the middle of nowhere,” Hailey said. “Have
you found that treasure yet?”


“We’re not even to the Mojave yet, so no,” Cressida reminded
her. 


“So has it been totally boring? I remember driving on the 5…
it’s just one long stretch of nothing there for a while.”


“Actually, we took a detour,” Cressida said. “We changed
course a little this morning. Noah took me to Klamath to see the Trees of
Mystery. You know, the redwoods?”


“Right. You always did want to see those damned trees,”
Hailey said. “You ask him, or did he come up with that brainstorm on his own?”


“All on his own,” Cressida said, feeling her chest warm at
the thought. “He remembered me saying I’d always wanted to see it, and he
figured out how to get there along the way. We lost a few hours, but we figured
we could spend the time. We had lunch there and walked around the trees for
like an hour.”


“I guess I’m reluctantly impressed by this guy. Wait – you
left the RV? And walked around?” Hailey sounded shocked.


Cressida smiled. “Yup.”


“Hot damn,” Hailey said. “I am so proud of you! And no panic
attacks?”


“None worth mentioning,” Cressida said, crossing her
fingers. There was no sense in worrying her sisters with the details of
yesterday’s panic attack, after all. Noah had gotten her through it, and she
definitely seemed to be rebounding nicely from it. 


“Anything else worth mentioning, then?” 


Cressida cringed. It was like Hailey had a sixth sense for
trouble. Probably because she’d been around it – or gotten into it – so much
when they were younger. Cressida thought back to the attack in the parking lot
of Johnny’s burgers. “Not really,” she said.


Unfortunately, she was a terrible liar. 


“I know that tone. Something’s up,” Hailey said with
immediate suspicion. “Are you okay? Did this Noah guy do anything to you?”


“What? No.”


“Is he making you feel uncomfortable? Do you feel trapped?”


“No!”


“Did he make a move on you?”


“Unfortunately, no,” Cressida said
impatiently, then facepalmed.


There was a second’s pause on the line, and then Hailey let
out a peal of laughter. “So that’s what it is, huh?”
she said. “You want the guy to make a move?”


Glad that they were changing topic, Cressida leaped on
Hailey’s new train of thought. “Yes, I do,” she said, lowering her voice. She
didn’t know how much Noah could hear from the driver’s seat, but she didn’t
want to take any chances. “Got any tips for me? Because I don’t know what I’m
doing here.”


“Well, if I’d known you were going to go off with some hot
guy, and you told me instead of just leaving a damned note, I would’ve given
you pointers before you left,” Hailey said. “What are you trying to accomplish?
Just making out with the guy, or the whole enchilada? I don’t want you to
overshoot and give him the wrong idea.”


“Whole enchilada,” Cressida muttered, and Hailey laughed
again.


“Already? Look at you!” Hailey crowed. “You are my sister!”


“Listen, I’ve known this guy for well over a year…”


“Online,” Hailey pointed out.


“And I’m not going to have a chance like this again, so can
you help me figure out how to get him on the same page?”


“Well,” Hailey drawled, “Men are simple creatures. I find it
best to just say ‘hey, I like you, let’s have sex.’ It’s pretty failsafe.”


“I’ve tried that.”


“And he turned you down?” Hailey sounded shocked again. 


“Well, I didn’t say that,
specifically. But I think I made it clear what I wanted.” She peeked out the
door. He didn’t seem to be listening. Was he?


“I’m willing to bet you weren’t as clear as you think you
were,” Hailey countered. “You probably said something like ‘sex would be pretty
nice for someone like me’ or something equally passive.”


I said I wouldn’t mind having sex in
Modesto. Cressida felt her cheeks color. “Okay. Something like that.”


“You have to spell it out for them, bless their hearts,”
Hailey said. “And I actually admire that he’s not just trying to jump you.”


“He’s actually a great guy. I think you’d like him,”
Cressida said. “I know I do. Anything else I can do?”


“Hmmm,” Hailey said. “Men are visual. Show off the goods.”


Cressida thought of Hailey’s hourglass Amazon figure, and
then looked down at her own more modest curves. “I don’t have goods!”


“You’ve got plenty,” Hailey assured her. “Just wear
something that shows off skin. They like skin.”


“Okay. Got it.”


“You nervous? About finally doing it?” Hailey asked.


“A little.” 


“It’ll be fine. Just make sure he’s slow and pays attention.
And you know what you like, or you’ll figure it out. If you don’t like
something, pipe up.”


“I get the feeling I’ll like everything,” Cressida said, her
body tingling. 


“Okay, then get in there,” Hailey encouraged. “Then call me
tomorrow with all the details, okay?”


“I can’t here in the RV,” Cressida protested, then lowered
her voice. “When I get home, okay?”


Hailey hooted. “You better!”


Hailey was still laughing when Cressida hung up on her. 


“You ready for something to eat?” Noah said, tapping on the
door.


She startled. She didn’t realize that they’d pulled into a
camp ground. “Um… you know, we had that big lunch, and I’ve been snacking a lot,”
she said. “I think I’ll just, um get ready for bed.”


“Okay,” he said. “I’m going to heat up one of the
microwavable meals and eat that.”


“All right,” she said. She waited until she heard him
shuffling around in the kitchenette area of the main compartment, then tore
through her bag. She’d thought to bring condoms, thanks to Kyla. Why hadn’t she
thought to bring some kind of lingerie? 


Because you weren’t expecting to have
sex, that’s why!


She finally found something that might “show off the goods”,
but she’d have to be really, really confident. Like River Song confident –
someone who could take on the world. 


She swallowed hard, then nodded to herself. Let Operation
Seduction commence, she thought, and headed for the bathroom to get ready.


 










 


Chapter 9


 


 


Be strong. Nobody ever died from sexual
frustration… that you know of.


Noah frowned at himself. He mowed through a mac and cheese
microwave meal, then cleaned up as Cressida got ready for the night. He knew
she had expectations. But he also knew, and had known, that sex with Cressida
at this point was a bad idea. Yes, she was hot as all hell, and he loved how
smart she was, and how strong she was. She’d gone at that giant at Johnny’s
with fucking bear spray, for God’s sake. She’d overcome
her own phobia because he was in trouble, and quite frankly, she’d saved his
ass.


Was it any wonder he was falling in love with the girl?


He closed his eyes. Mom could lose
everything.


But then, so could Cressida. How the hell was he supposed to
choose?


He heard Cressida finishing up brushing her teeth, and he
hastily started to push down the dining room table, transforming it to his
sleeping quarters. He’d just have to explain, he told himself. He and Cressida
had spoken about this already. The situation hadn’t changed. They were still
going after the treasure. They were still – theoretically, he thought with a
pang of guilt – splitting four million dollars. Bringing sex into the mix would
be crazy.


And there’s a good chance you’re going to
screw her over. 


If he could figure out a way out of this mess, one that
didn’t involve him somehow taking the treasure away from her and giving it to
Killian, then he would have sex with her in a heartbeat. Hell, he’d be doing
more than just having sex with her. He’d be figuring out a way to be with her –
moving away from Los Angeles to her little town, if he needed to. 


Of course, she might not be interested in more than that, he
thought, frowning. Maybe she just wanted a quick hit-it-and-quit-it. She was a
virgin. He was the first guy she was in close proximity with, and she trusted
him. Another pang of guilt stabbed him. 


So maybe I’m just convenient. 


Well, that was a humbling thought. He grimaced.


But he doubted it. She was into him, and she didn’t strike
him as the sort that was just in it for the sex. She cared about him, she’d said
so. She wanted him, yes, but they were friends. And given the intensity of the
past two days, he felt like they were already well on their way to more than
that.


If you sleep with her, and then betray her…
then you, sir, are an asshole. There is no way around that.


He was just putting the comforter on the table and slamming
the pillow down when the bathroom door rattled. He braced himself. That floaty
little nightgown of hers had almost been his undoing before, but he was ready
for her this time. He’d tell her goodnight, he thought stoically. Then he’d
send her to the cabin, wait until the door was closed, and then jack off in the
shower. He wasn’t proud of this, but damn it, he wasn’t a saint.


The door opened, and he gaped.


She was wearing a jade green tank top with a scoop neck that
showed the swells of her breasts. She was also wearing black boy-short styled
briefs, ones that were “brief” enough to show the crescent shaped swells of what
looked like a truly spectacular ass – not bootylicious, but perfectly curved,
stretching into gorgeously long legs. She looked lithe, and delicate, and
waif-like. But her expression – now, there was nothing delicate about that.


She looked like she was starving, and he was on the menu.


Oh, Lord, am I in trouble here.


She took in the bed he’d been setting up, and for a second,
he saw her expression turn crestfallen. 


“I’m feeling kinda tired,” he lied. He knew immediately that
she saw it was bullshit, and he could read the hurt in her eyes. “We should
probably get up early tomorrow, too.”


She glared at him for a second. Then she took a deep breath
– which did wonderful things to her breasts, he couldn’t help but notice,
pressing them against the thin tank top fabric. She strode the few steps over
to where he was standing. 


“Thanks again for taking me to the redwoods,” she said, in a
breathy half-whisper that he felt all the way from his head to his goes. His
cock was already going half-mast. Be strong, he reminded
himself.


“Sure, it was no…” 


Before he could finish the sentence, she went up on her toes
and hugged him, pressing her nearly naked body against his clothed one.


“…problem,” he finished, closing his eyes. He didn’t mean to
take a deep breath, but there he was, surrounded by her floral scent and
feeling the soft skin pressed against him. He gently rested his hands on her
hips. 


He kept his arms loose, even though all he really wanted to
do was wrap his arms around her and bury his head against her neck – and then
carry her to the cabin. Or maybe just tip her back onto the dining room table. He
wanted to…


No! Don’t think about it!


He gritted his teeth and waited until she let him go. His
body felt as taut as piano wire, and he was sure she had to have felt his
erection, already straining against the fly of his jeans.


She took a deep breath, her expression determined again. “I
can’t believe I have to say it this clearly,” she said, “but… I want to have
sex. With you.”


He nodded. “Gotcha.”


“Right now,” she added, and he couldn’t help it. He laughed.


“I know, Cress,” he said, stroking a wayward tumbling lock
of red hair away from her eyes. “But we talked before about why it wasn’t a
good idea right now, before we find the treasure…”


“But I don’t think it’s that big a deal,” she said, crossing
her arms. Which only plumped her breasts up, he noticed. His mouth went dry. “I
don’t want to wait. I don’t know what life’s going to be like after we find the
treasure – which I’m sure we’re going to find. I’m not expecting you to make any
promises or to fall in love with me. But I do know that having my first time
with you is just what I want: sex with someone I care about, while I’m out on
an adventure that I never dreamed I’d be able to have.”


He swallowed as best he could around the Sahara that was his
throat. “Cressida…”


“I also know that I’m the one that’s been making all the
moves here,” she said quietly. “I asked you to kiss me. I told you I wanted to
have sex. A couple of times now,” she added. “I’m done making the moves. You
can think about it, and if you decide to stay out here, I already told you, I
don’t want to pressure you. But I wanted to be perfectly clear: I want you. I
want to have sex with you tonight. And I’ll be waiting if you want the same
thing.”


With that, she moved forward, pressing a gentle,
too-fleeting kiss against his lips. Then she turned and strutted that perfect
ass back to the sleeping cabin, shutting the door behind her.


It was like a match to kindling. His pulse pounded, and his
blood roared. It was like desire gave his logical brain a round-house kick. He
was done thinking, done hiding behind his conscience. She wanted him; he wanted
her. He would figure out how to make it work after that.


I am not a fucking saint, he
growled to himself.


Then he stripped out of his clothes, down to his boxers, and
opened the sleeping compartment door. 


She was in bed, already under the covers – it was cool,
being January. In the dim light, her eyes looked huge.


“Yes?” she said, her voice raspy with desire.


“Yes,” he said, and stretched out next to her. “Hell yes.”


 


 


As Noah entered the sleeping cabin, Cressida felt a burst of
excitement, and nerves. She wanted him, but she’d never been with anyone, and
that made her anxiety start prickling. What if she was terrible? What if he were terrible, and she didn’t know how to tell him? What
if it hurt? 


She was trembling, because of the combination of thrill and
anxiety, when he stretched out next to her, getting under the covers. She could
feel the heat coming off of his skin, breathed that utterly masculine scent
that was both clean and spicy/musky at the same time. Maybe it was his cologne,
she thought absently.


Then he pressed against her. “Hi,” he said, his voice
rumbly-low in the darkness, and she felt his hand stroke her shoulder, his
fingers trailing down her arm.


“Hi,” she replied, shivering. 


“You okay?”


“I will be,” she said, with more confidence than she felt.
“As soon as you kiss me again.”


He leaned forward, and she felt him press against her, his
bare chest against her tank-top. She reached up, framing his face with her
hands, feeling the bristle of stubble underneath her fingertips. His mouth was
firm, just this side of demanding as he pressed his lips against hers. With a
slow, delicious slide, he slanted his mouth over hers. 


She sighed, and all her anxieties and nerves melted in the
face of sheer, unadulterated desire. 


His tongue inched out, teasing her lips until she parted
them, then tickled at the sensitive flesh of her inner lips before finally twining
with her tongue itself. She gasped lightly and then, experimentally, tickled
back with her own tongue. She was gratified to hear his responding growl, felt
the tightening of his chest muscles as he tilted his body, his torso covering
hers. Her nipples went hard as diamonds, and she arched her back. The friction
of her nipples against the tank top material and his chest was enough to drive
her mad. She threaded her fingers in the hair at the nape of his neck, kissing
him fiercely, moaning low in her throat. Her hips squirmed as the junction of
her thighs seemed to swell and pulse, driving her crazy. She tore away,
breathing hard.


“Noah,” she panted. “Please…”


She wasn’t even quite sure what she was asking for, but her
hips nudged against him. When he held her hips still, she muttered in protest.


“Hold on a sec, baby, just hold on,” he said, then reached
down to her briefs. “You mind losing these?”


Did she mind? She had already started stripping them off
before he finished the question. She all but tore off the tank, as well, until
she was lying there naked. She started to reach for his boxers, and he let out
a ragged laugh, stopping her.


“Noah!” It was part plea, part chastisement.


“God, I want you,” he said. “But I’m not going to just… I
want to make sure you’re ready.”


“Believe me, I’m ready,” she swore. “I want you inside me.”


She felt him shudder. “Wait a minute,” he said, and then
reached down, his fingers parting the curls of pussy. 


She almost leapt off the bed, she was so sensitive. She was
shivering like she was in the Arctic. He stroked down her slit, then back up
until he found her clit. It was already tight and taut and more than ready for
the attention he was giving her. She moaned, her hips angling upward, her legs
parting, her body squirming.


He stroked, slow and firm, pressing against that nub until
she could feel her body go damp and slick with passion. “That’s it, that’s it
baby,” he urged her, spreading her wetness. Then she felt him move away from
her. She was about to protest when he positioned himself between her legs. 


“Oh!” She sat up, concerned. It just seemed so odd. She’d
read about oral, obviously, and Hailey said that a good man made it a priority.
But she felt self-conscious… down there.


She could just make out his smile in the dim light. “Don’t worry,”
he reassured her, and she felt his hot breath against her inner thighs, making
her tremble. With that, he leaned down, pressing his mouth against her core. She
felt his first lick and she let out a low shriek, her hips jolting. 


He held her still and tight against his mouth as his tongue
began to move, stroking her inner petals, sucking on the hard knot of her clit
until she was ready to scream. He moved his head, pressing hard, even using his
teeth a little. She clutched at the bedsheets, her hips moving up to meet him,
all thoughts of resistance disappearing.


Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God…


It was a litany that ran non-stop in her head as her body
started to tighten, as she felt the pressure build up. She was moving quickly
towards orgasm, and it was stronger than anything she’d ever felt with her
vibrator. She was gasping, doing everything she could not to grab his head and
just keep it there. She felt him shift a little, and then suddenly there was a
finger at her opening. He pressed in slowly, inexorably, and she felt herself
slowly filled, first with one finger, then two.


It was what she needed. With a sharp cry, she threw her head
back as the orgasm ripped through her.


She was still breathing hard when she heard him ask, “you
okay?” 


“Never better,” she managed to say, with a broad smile. 


“Now you’re ready,” he said, and she sighed in agreement. 


“But are you?” she asked playfully. She scooted towards him,
reaching for his boxers. Tugging them down, she carefully freed his cock. He
groaned, and his hips moved towards her of their own accord, it seemed. Like he
couldn’t help himself. She stroked him. They always wrote about penises in
romance novels as amazingly hard and yet soft and smooth, and honestly, it
hadn’t made that much sense. Or at least, it had made sense in theory. But oh,
man, it was so much better in practice. His skin
wasn’t as slippery as satin, wasn’t like velvet or silk. But the cock itself
was hard as bone, and the skin was soft as a cloud. She stroked the cap,
feeling the drop of pre-come at the tip. She stroked it over, imagining that
what was good for her would be just as good for him. She was gentle, almost
hesitant, until he covered her hand with his and squeezed harder. She moaned
softly, mimicking his actions.


“Cressida,” he breathed. “Oh Christ. Your hands… so soft.
You feel so damned good holding me.”


She kissed his chest, feeling the tickle of hair against her
nose. She pressed against him, her nipples dragging against his skin, and she
cuddled his cock with her stomach before shifting to position him between her
thighs.


He went a little crazy. He started kissing her like it was
keeping him alive, then moved his mouth lower, sucking in one breast, than
another. His cock rubbed against her thighs, every now and then brushing
against her pussy and causing her to lift her hips, inviting him in. She
wrapped her legs around his.


“Noah,” she cried, and she felt
the tip start to penetrate.


He backed out immediately. “Condom,” he said, his breathing
ragged. 


“Right.” She went to her bag, pulling them out. He laughed. 


“You knew this was going to happen?”


“It was like the bear spray,” she said. “I was just being
prepared.”


“Thank God for that,” he said. She heard the foil packet
rip, watched as he rolled it on his girth. She felt achy with need, her skin
almost crawling with it. When he covered her with his body, she reached for
him, her legs wrapping around his waist. “God, baby. I don’t want to hurt you.
I want this to be good for you.”


“It already is,” she assured him, and groaned with pleasure
as his cock pressed against her opening. He pushed in slowly, and she felt him
opening her, inch by delicious inch. When he was fully seated, she could feel
his pelvis pressing against her bottom. 


“Lower your legs,” he instructed her, his voice sounding
harsh. “Put them alongside mine… Yeah, that’s it.”


She did as he said, and she felt the base of his cock
rubbing with perfect friction against her clit. She felt the drag as he pulled
out, then pressed in again. A few repetitions of that had her swiveling her
hips, looking for more of that amazing feeling.


“Cressida,” he said, and she could
feel the thin sheen of sweat on his shoulders and arms as he methodically moved
in and out. 


She couldn’t help herself. Words bubbled up in her throat. “Oh,
God,” she said. “Oh, God… Noah… I think I’m… Oh, God, I’m gonna come…” 


Suddenly his tight control snapped, and he was moving
faster, moving harder, pounding into her, right against her spot. She clutched
at him, raising her hips, meeting every frantic thrust.


“Cressida,” he groaned. “Come on, baby. Come with me.”


It was like pulling a trigger. She came explosively, feeling
her body clutch around his hard cock. It seemed to set him off. She felt him
jerk inside her, stretching and shuddering. She clung to him, almost weeping
with emotional overwhelm.


In the aftermath, he stroked her, kissing her shoulder, her
neck, just behind her earlobe. “You are amazing,” he murmured. 


She felt amazing. And desired. And… well, okay, a tiny bit
sore. But mostly just blissful.


He withdrew from her, and she felt empty. He took care of
the condom, then came back, stretching out alongside her again. “I probably
shouldn’t have done that,” he said, and she frowned. “But… damn, woman. Are you
sure you’ve never had sex before? Because you just about burned me alive.”


She smiled, feeling very womanly. “Just think,” she said. “That
was my first time. How much better can I get with practice?”


He sighed. “You are dangerous, Cressida Frost.”


And you, she thought, are perfect. And you’re going to break my heart if I’m not
careful.


But it was too late to be careful, she realized. She was
already falling ass-over-elbow in love with the guy… and she had no idea what
to do about it.


 


 


It was afternoon the next day when Noah pulled into the Owl
Canyon campground. It wasn’t really close to the hot spring – that was deeper
in the desert – but it was close enough to where they were going to start their
hunt. He parked, paying the camp master and setting them up on a site.


They’d gotten off to a late start that morning because
they’d slept in. It was like floodgates had opened. He knew that if he had a
shred of decency, he’d leave her alone, for a variety of reasons. But it was
like decency and conscience had fled, leaving only desire and demand in its
wake. She couldn’t seem to stop touching him, or staring at him like he’d
invented ice cream. It was arousing, even if it was guilt inducing.


“I can’t believe we’re here,” Cressida said, looking around.
“It looks just the way I imagine Monochrome Wasteland
would look!”


He glanced around. For people who weren’t used to the
desert, it did seem like one big, drab expanse. He’d been hunting in the Mojave
before, though, and he knew that the longer you stayed, the more the subtle
colors came to life in cascading shades of rust, sienna and tan. “It’ll be
beautiful once we’re out there,” he assured her.


“I already think it’s beautiful,” she said, impressing him. Her
eyes were bright. “This is the best trip I’ve ever been on, hands down.”


He laughed roughly. “This is pretty much the only trip
you’ve ever been on, baby.” He rubbed at the kinks in his neck. It had been a
long few days of driving.


“Are you all right?”


“Just tense,” he said. 


“Are we going to dive right in?” she asked, sounding both
eager and yet hesitant. “You know – find the hot spring, and start exploring?”


His gut twisted. “We could,” he drawled, “but it’s winter,
and the days are short. We’ll start losing light in a few hours. I thought we
could take the afternoon and strategize our plan of attack. I’ve done some
hunts with people before that were totally unorganized, and they just turn into
clusterfucks.”


She nodded. “Okay. Strategy it is,” she said, but her eyes
twinkled. “But… um, before we do that…”


He smiled. “Yeah?”


“I just wondered if you wanted to work some of those stiff
muscles out?” She was blushing, but she trailed her hand over his chest. 


He tingled. “Right now?” he teased. “Why, Miss Frost, I do
believe I’ve created a monster.”


“Just with you,” she said, taking his hand and tugging him
towards the back. “Only with you.”


He knew he shouldn’t. Just like he knew this was the real
reason he was stopping and dragging his feet, wasting an afternoon on strategy
when they ought to be looking for the treasure. He didn’t want to lose time with
her – and he still hadn’t figured out a way to both protect his mother from
Killian and keep Cressida’s house. 


Maybe there isn’t a way to do both.


He crawled into the sleeping compartment with Cressida,
whose hands immediately went to her clothes. She peeled off her shirt and
jeans, getting down to underwear. Then she reached for him.


Blindly, he answered, removing his own clothes hastily and
pulling her to him. He leaned up against the inside wall. “Get me a condom,
baby,” he asked, his voice raspy and hoarse.


She grabbed one out of her bag, then took off her bra and
panties as he rolled one on. He tugged her over, spreading her legs so she
could straddle him. He kissed her, starting soft before growing more insistent.
His cock teased her quickly dampening entrance.


“God, Cressida,” he breathed, as she lowered herself onto
his hardness. “You feel so fucking good.”


She simply moaned, spreading her legs to better accommodate
him. Her breasts pressed against his chest as she sank lower, taking him in
fully. She gasped, and he groaned at the feel of her surrounding him. 


He lifted her slightly, his fingertips digging into her
hips, rubbing her against him. She was panting softly, a low, mewling sound
that somehow only made him harder. He reached up with one hand, smoothing it
over the planes of her stomach and sides, cupping her breast. He lifted it,
bending until he could take it into his mouth. She arched her back, providing
wonderful friction for the both of them. 


He clenched and stretched, impaling her on his cock as he
moved his hungry kisses up her chest, biting at her neck, sucking at the tender
spot behind her earlobe where her jawline ended. She was gasping and writhing
against him. She shoved him back against the wall, then maneuvered to get
enough space to wrap her legs around him fully, bringing them even closer
together, like a fusion. Her arms did the same, her fingers clawing at his
shoulders, her chest pressed so hard against his he could feel the pounding of
her heart.


“Noah,” she murmured, rolling her hips and causing a shudder
of pleasure in both of them. He fisted his hand in her hair, tugging gently as
his hips started to piston of their own accord.


“Never gonna get enough of you,” he muttered as their tempo
increased. 


“Fuck me harder,” she breathed, shocking him so much he
almost shot his load then and there. He started pumping, pulling her against
him, and her legs tightened their grip. They rubbed against each other, and he
felt the beginnings of her orgasm as she strained.


“Noah!” she cried out, and he felt
her body grab his cock like a fist, milking him with the power of her orgasm. With
a shout, his answering release shot through him, making him shudder like a
stalling engine. He held her tight against him, the two of them so close it was
like they were one person. 


He didn’t want to let her go. Ever. He knew they both had to
clean up, then they had practicalities to think of. His problems hadn’t gone
anywhere.


I think I’m falling in love with you.


He didn’t realize he was going to murmur the words until
they were already out of his mouth. He closed his eyes. Then he opened them,
because Cressida was cradling the side of his face with her whisper-soft palm.


“I’m falling in love with you, too.”


He blinked. He shouldn’t have said it. But he couldn’t bring
himself to regret them, either.


He kissed her, as gently and tenderly as he could, wishing
he could express everything he was feeling and everything that was going on. He
should trust her, he realized. 


He couldn’t betray her.


He’d figure out something, he thought. They’d figure out
something.


Just then, his phone started to ring, and he groaned. She
clambered off of him. “Go get that,” she said, with a giggle. 


He rushed out, grabbing his phone before it shifted over to
voicemail. “Hello?”


“Noah, it’s Ernesto,” his mom’s boyfriend said, sounding
agitated.


“Ernesto? What is it? Everything okay?” Noah asked, even as
dread hit him like a cannonball. He took off the condom, tossed it in the
trash.


“ICE. They’ve taken your mother,” Ernesto said, and the
panic in his voice was palpable. “She’s got a green card, but they said… I
don’t understand what they said. Something about she might have a fake. That’s
bullshit! She’s paid. They have records!”


“Where is she now?”


“Some holding center.” Ernesto’s voice cracked. “You’ve
gotta come back, kid. She needs your help.”


She needs me out here, he thought.
“I will be home as soon as I can.”


“This is no time to fuck around!”


“Trust me, I’m not fucking around,” he said. “I will call
later tonight. If you can see her, tell her I’m doing what I can to fix the
situation, okay?”


Ernesto hung up on him. He didn’t know how to explain to the
man that he really was doing all he could.


“Everything all right?” Cressida asked, leaving the cabin
naked. 


He pulled his mouth in a firm line. Cressida had made it
this far, he reasoned. She could survive without the house. She wouldn’t like
it, but she’d make it. Maybe she could even live with him. He’d help her get
over it.


That was the solution, he realized. She was falling in love
with him. He was falling in love with her. She didn’t need to buy her house.


He just needed to find the treasure, then he’d persuade her
to use it to save his mom.


He closed his eyes. “Come here.”


He held her, naked against him, their skin cooling. He
kissed the top of her head, fitting her against him.


“It’s going to be all right,” he reassured her. 


It’s got to be.


 










 


Chapter 10


 


 


Cressida knew something had happened, something had
escalated… and that it probably had to do with the call Noah had received
yesterday afternoon. He hadn’t wanted to talk about it, and she didn’t want to
press him. Even though an aspect of their relationship had changed, she didn’t
want to take advantage of that fact.


I think I’m falling in love with you.


She quietly hummed with pleasure to herself at the thought
as she sat in the RV, waiting for Noah to go through the closed remains of the
Minerva Hot Spring. It looked like a little, dumpy rest stop, in the middle of
nowhere. It had obviously been out of business for a while.


“Do you think he buried the treasure here? It’s not like
it’s anybody’s property,” Noah had asked, with a noticeable tension.


“I don’t know,” Cressida said. “I guess technically it’s
some bank’s property. Still, it can’t hurt to look.”


She’d stayed in the RV, not wanting to push her luck and
because Noah had seemed so intent. They’d made love most of the night, and she
was starting to get a little sore, but it was still amazing. So she’d figured
she’d stay behind, recharge. She felt… stretched, like she’d strained herself a
little. Not quite like she was going to have an anxiety attack, but she’d
definitely overdone it a bit, and she was going to need to take it easy for a
little while.


Noah came back, his face a little red and sweaty from
exertion. “Two hours,” he said. “And not a thing. I can’t see anyplace he might
have buried it. I even went in – it was unlocked,” he quickly assured her, “and
there wasn’t anything. So I don’t think it’s here.”


Her spirit fell, and she felt as discouraged as he looked. There
was a hint of desperation in his eyes. “He had to have buried it nearby,” she
quickly said. “He told us our clue was practically spot on. We’ve got to be
close.”


Noah seemed to take some comfort in that. “It’s just we’re running
low on time,” he said. “We probably shouldn’t have taken that break yesterday,
damn it.”


Now she felt stung. “I’m glad we did,” she said, in a quiet,
dignified voice.


He sighed, then stroked her face and kissed her. “I’m never
going to regret being with you,” he said. “No matter what happens, you are one
of the best things I’ve ever had happen to me.”


No matter what happens?


What the heck did that mean?


“We’ll find it. I promise.” Her mind raced. 


Where would Henry Curton have hidden the
damned thing? She’d wanted it for herself, and yeah, she was running out
of time on that. But this was an emergency, this was right
now. Noah must be in a tailspin, trying to figure out how to get money
to pay off the thug who had sent the man she’d bear sprayed in Modesto. And she
was desperate to save the house, her sanctum. 


“We just need to work the grid,” she said, pointing to the
map they were using. “And cover more ground.”


Noah kissed her forehead. “All right. I’m going to go out
there, get back to it. You may not see me for a few hours, and I don’t know
what cell reception is going to be like, although it seems pretty good right
here. Just – I’ve got a compass on me, okay? And I know how to get back to this
site.”


She braced herself. “It’ll go twice as fast if I search,
too.”


His eyes widened. “Are you sure you’re up to it?” 


No, I’m not. “I can handle it,”
she said, trying to reassure the both of them. “I won’t go too far. You’ve got
a few copies of the map. I’ll cross off –” and she gestured to a portion of the
map that they’d drawn lines on “— this portion of the grid. You have an extra
compass?”


“Yeah,” he said, rummaging in his bag. “I brought extras the
last time I went hunting. Seems like I was the only person in the group that
brought ‘em.”


“I’ll try to stay in sight of the RV, and I’ll, um, leave
markers,” she said, feeling anxiety start to well up inside her. “I know what
we’re looking for. Or at least, I think I’ll know it when I see it.”


“You aren’t bringing a shovel,” he said, rather than asked. “I
don’t want you overdoing it, and digging’s not easy.”


“If I find something, I’ll either call you, or I’ll come
back and find you so I can take you there, okay?” she said.


He grimaced. Then he pulled her in for another hug.


“You are too good for me,” he said. “I don’t deserve you.
But I’m going to do everything I can to make this up to you, okay?”


“Don’t be silly,” she admonished, even as she felt her heart
rate elevate slightly. “Now let’s get out there. Daylight’s burning.” She
pulled on a baseball cap over her pony tail and tied her fleece jacket around
her waist. 


The sun pelted her. She couldn’t believe how cold it had
gotten the night before, but now it almost felt like summer in the full
sunlight. She felt the wide-open space like it was a giant hand pressing down
on her. She swallowed hard.


Just focus on Noah, and the house. He
needs this. You need this. Get it done.


She felt a little shaky. She gripped the map and compass
tightly. Noah stroked her arm.


“If you feel like any of it is too much for you, just head
back here to the RV, okay?” he said quickly.


She nodded, unable to speak. Then, she forced herself to
take a step, then another. Soon, she was walking away from the RV and from
Noah. 


Just get it done, she repeated to
herself, and kept on walking.


 


 


It’s taking too damned long.


Noah tried to keep his mind focused as he worked the grid,
looking for anything that might be out of place, anything that might fit the
descriptions of Athena’s temple in Monochrome Wasteland.
He’d done hunts before, but they were always in the wrong place. And, quite
frankly, he didn’t have as much riding on finding the treasure as he did now. It
was hard to calm his racing thoughts enough to get into an observant place.


You’ve got to find this treasure.


He hated to think about what his Mom was going through,
scared, alone, probably being questioned about totally made up bullshit – and
the more that she protested, the more they probably grilled her. Because who
would believe a little immigrant lady, who was still here on a green card after
all these years and who was keeping her citizenship from Indonesia? 


He growled to himself. He had to stay focused. He couldn’t
afford to get angry and flip out – and even if he did both of those things, it
wouldn’t help what he had to do. He had to find this treasure.


I hope Cressida’s okay.


She had looked paler than usual when she’d stepped out of
the RV. He knew that going out on her own was a huge step, and he half wanted
to go out and find her and make sure she was okay. But she was right – if they
split up, they’d cover more ground.


He had to believe that Henry Curton’s verification of their
guess was close. She’d guessed Minerva’s Hot Spring, and he’d said that they
were the closest that anyone had come, and the hunt might be coming to a close
soon if they could get out there and track it down. 


But “close” could be a few yards, or a
few fucking miles, Noah thought despondently. Goddamned
Henry Curton!


He blamed the man for the situation. If he hadn’t set up
this stupid treasure hunt, then Killian wouldn’t be threatening Noah’s family
to get what he wanted. And if Henry hadn’t had Killian and done whatever he did
to screw the kid up, Noah wouldn’t be dealing with him now.


But if it weren’t for the treasure hunt,
you would never have met Cressida.


And, in a weird way, if it weren’t for Killian, he never
would have ventured to Washington state to find her and ask for her help. He
never would have traveled with her, and while he’d been falling for her
personality online, he never would have fallen so fast if they hadn’t been in
such an intense situation.


He wasn’t thanking Killian. But he felt calmer, more able to
focus. He put in another hour before his phone rang, surprising him.


It was Killian, which didn’t surprise him.


“Where’s my fucking treasure?” Killian said bluntly.


“How could you call ICE on my Mom?” Noah shot back. “We had
a deal!”


“Yes, and you still haven’t made good on it,” Killian said. “I
don’t have a treasure.”


“It’s just been a few days,” Noah said. “You didn’t give me
any warning.”


“You’ve had plenty of time for side trips,” Killian snarled.
“The man I had following you said that you could have taken a straight shot to
California down the five, but you decided to detour. Unless, tell me, was there
a clue somehow in the Trees of Mystery that I don’t know about?”


The reminder that Killian had had them followed burned like
acid in Noah’s chest. 


“Yeah, well, I’m looking for the treasure now,” Noah said
sharply. “But it’s not like your father put a neon sign on the goddamned thing.
I need more time.”


“I don’t have time,” Killian said, his words Arctic cold.
“And neither does your mother. My father said that your clue was the closest
anyone had ever gotten – that you could probably pick up the treasure in a day
out from Los Angeles, if you wanted to.”


“It hasn’t been that easy!”


A bunch of birds startled. He hadn’t been that close to
them, but he figured it might be a wild donkey or some other small predator,
out there in the canyons and the chaparral. He ignored it, focusing on Killian’s
conversation.


“Doesn’t the little agoraphobe have any ideas?” Killian
mocked. “She’s there for a reason, isn’t she? Your muse, your guide – your good
luck charm? Or should I say, your good fuck charm?”


“Are you still having us followed?” Noah shouted.


“So you are sleeping with her!”
Killian said, and he sounded derisive. “God, no wonder you haven’t accomplished
anything. The man I hired to follow you said that you two couldn’t keep your
hands off each other in the redwoods.”


“Did your man in Modesto also mention that he couldn’t keep
his hands off of me?” Noah said sharply. “He started
whaling on me because I called him on being a shitty tail. He was planning on
doing even worse to Cressida before she bear sprayed him.”


“Yes. He’s still quite put out about that.” Killian sniffed.
“Of course, he then lashed out at a bunch of locals, and is currently in jail
and not much use to me. Which is why I called ICE on your mother. I figured if
I have to work with you, I’m going to show you just how serious I am.”


“Listen, I promise: I will get you the treasure.”


“The entire treasure,” Killian warned. “I saw when he was
packing it. Don’t get cute and think you can take some of it. I’ll know, and
your mother will be sent off to Jakarta before you can fucking blink.”


“The entire treasure,” Noah said, between gritted teeth. “Every
last cent.”


“And how are you going to explain that to your little
partner?” Killian asked. “Because I’m not going to want to deal with her and
any sort of drama, any question of who found the treasure or who it belongs to.
It has to seem like I found it, that I own it.” He sighed. “Perhaps I should
have dealt with her directly. She does seem to be the brains and the brawn in
your partnership. And she seems quite loyal. Maybe I should have found a way to
deal with her instead.” He paused. “Maybe I still can.”


A cold fury filled Noah. No way was Killian getting anywhere
near Cressida. “Cressida couldn’t have gotten here alone, and you know it,” he
said coldly. “She needed me. I got her here. You deal with me. And don’t worry,
I will handle Cressida. She’s not a part of this do you understand?”


“You’ve got one day,” Killian said, each word clearly,
almost painfully, enunciated. “One. Day. Or not only will your mom go back to
Indonesia, I’ll make sure something unpleasant happens to your little
girlfriend as well.”


With that, Killian hung up. 


Noah let out a roar of anger and frustration, sending the
same birds wheeling through the sky with a noise. He had one day. How the hell
was he supposed to find this thing in one day?


By looking, damn it, he thought,
and started to work the grid again hoping like hell that Cressida was having
better luck than he was.


 


 


Cressida was struggling. The place just seemed so vast. At least there weren’t throngs of people, but even
so, the eeriness of the silence seemed overwhelming. 


Just work the grid, she scolded
herself. 


The thing was, she was used to a small area to simply live in, much less search. She was not sure how to search
for something in this vast place. What was she looking for, anyway? She’d been
so sure it would be clear once they found Minerva’s Hot Spring. Henry Curton
had said it was so obvious, they were only a day away. But now that she was
there, it could mean anything. One day’s travel? One day’s searching? Based on
what?


She was frustrated, and anxious. She knew how much this
meant to Noah, to the point that she’d almost forgotten her own need. But now
that she was out in the open, she thought that she was going to freak out.


I miss my house. I miss my room!


She frowned. No. Now was not the time. She had to keep it
together, as best she could, if she wanted to keep her
house and her room and her closet. Gritting her teeth, she kept scanning the
landscape. She saw the twisty forms of Joshua trees in the distance, the
scrubby dark green of the chaparral. 


If I were going to hide a million
dollars, where would I hide it?


She smirked at herself. The thing was, it wasn’t if she were going to hide it. It was if she
was Henry Curton… and if she was going off of Monochrome
Wasteland. He’d said that Owl Canyon was the right choice, because of
Athena. 


Without any other clues, she’d keep going off of the Athena
assumption, and think about what was happening in the book. They’d found
Minerva’s Hot Spring, but it hadn’t panned out. That didn’t mean it was wrong,
necessarily. When the hero, Theoclus, found the temple on Planet Twenty-Nine,
he’d just been jumped-and-dumped by bad guys. He was practically dead. The
priestesses of Athena had patched him up. He’d been ready to abandon the quest,
but the Temple had healed him. 


Then… what had happened? 


He’d wandered from the grounds, and noticed a flock of
birds, leading him from the temple. There was a place where animals gathered. It
was a spot of wisdom and rejuvenation. He’d gotten his epiphany there, seen
Athena, and moved forward to solidly kick the villain’s ass. 


Therefore… she was looking for somewhere that animals
gathered.


Feeling a little stupid, she started looking at the ground. Not
that she was any sort of survival expert who could track animals, but if they
gathered somewhere, wouldn’t she notice? 


After about half an hour of that, and working the grid, she
noticed she hadn’t gotten anywhere. At least it distracted her from her rising
anxiety. She took off her baseball hat and wiped at the sweat that beaded on
her forehead. She looked over – and saw birds, circling and settling. There was
more vegetation in that area than the rest of the area, she thought, which
surprised her. 


Shouldn’t you be working the grid?


She probably should. But she felt a little burst of
excitement in her stomach and glanced at her compass. There was something about
the grouping of brush and bushes, something that jogged her memory. She walked
a little faster, scaring a tarantula that scurried across her path. She tried
not to let that squick her out too badly as she rushed.


When she got to the bushes, the birds were making chirping
noises, obviously irritated at her intrusion, and they flew into the air and
resettled onto the nearby greenery. She saw immediately why there was more
brush.


“It’s a watering hole,” she murmured, feeling a growing
excitement. 


A gathering place for animals.


Slowly, carefully, she started moving around the edge. Where
would he have put it? He wouldn’t have dug – wouldn’t have needed to. She also
wondered if maybe there was quicksand. She’d have to be careful…


She stopped, holding her breath. 


Was that… a box?


She could barely make it out in the muddy water. She didn’t
dare step in – she didn’t want to get stuck, and she couldn’t do this by
herself.


I’ve got to get Noah! 


She thought about calling him, but she had no idea how to
describe where on the grid she was. She took a photo of it with her phone, then
went off at a jog, looking at the compass. She wasn’t sure she was headed exactly
for the RV, but she ought to be able to find it and then him. 


After twenty minutes, she figured she was getting close –
she thought she saw him in the distance. She decided to take a shortcut through
some brush, splitting the difference, getting to him sooner. He looked agitated
and was yelling on his cell phone.


She got closer when she heard his voice carry in the desert
silence.


“I will get you the treasure. The entire treasure. Every
last cent.”


She froze, hidden by the brush. What did
he just say?


She missed the next few words, the blood rushing in her ears
making it harder to hear. She tried to force herself to calm down. 


Then she heard his next cool, cruel words: “Cressida
couldn’t have gotten here alone, and you know it. She needed me. I got her here.
You deal with me. And don’t worry, I will handle Cressida.”


She froze. 


I will handle Cressida.


She tried to think of some way that wouldn’t be as bad as it
sounded. Her already charged system rejected any attempt to rationalize.


I will handle Cressida.


He was talking to somebody – the guy he “owed”, most likely.
He was talking about handing over the entire treasure, obviously not something
he’d told her.


He said he’d “handle” her.


What does that mean?


She felt stupid. But more importantly, she felt fear, pure
and strangling.


You can’t afford to freeze. Not now. You’re
not safe.


She fisted her hands. Then she turned and sneaked off,
hiding in the vegetation as best she could. Once she was out of eyesight, she
started to jog.


The only problem was: she didn’t know where she could go to be safe. 


 










 


Chapter 11


 


 


A stitch in her side stopped Cressida from running, but she
still felt breathless as she scurried across the desert. It took her a few
minutes to re-establish her bearings; she’d just run mindlessly after hearing
Noah’s callous words. Now, she was out of his line of vision, and she knew that
he wouldn’t start looking for her for a while yet, at least an hour by her
reckoning.


Got to get as much space between him and
me as possible. Got to get to safety.


But how?


She closed her eyes. Panic clawed at her like a fist around
her throat, and she felt waves of nausea. What did “I’ll handle Cressida” mean,
anyway? He’d leave her in the desert, her throat slit? Beat her, like bear
spray guy had beaten him? Or do something worse to her?


She shook her head. She doubted it. He’d had plenty of
opportunities to harm her, and he hadn’t. In fact, he’d acted the exact
opposite. The way he’d held her, the way he’d made love to her… 


Were those all lies?


Panic flooded her. She found herself hurrying again,
blindly, and forced herself yet again to stop. No – she needed to think, hard
as that was with the anxious thoughts flying through her head like a tornado.
She briefly thought about going back to the treasure. But that wasn’t that far
– and there was a good chance he’d intercept her, take it from her, and then do
whatever he intended to “handle” her. No, it was better for her to get as far
away from Noah as possible. She’d find someone else to help her get the
treasure. Maybe even one of her sisters, now that she knew where it was.


She had to find people, she realized. She glanced back down
at the copy of the map, hashed with pencil lines for the grid she’d been
working. There was a campground or something to the northwest. She grabbed the
compass. She could head that way. She thought briefly of calling 911 on her
phone, but she wondered what she’d say.


“Hello, this man I was treasure hunting
with is trying to steal my share of the profits and made some vaguely threatening
sounding comments on the phone!”


They wouldn’t listen to her. No one would listen to her when
she was a kid, when she tried to explain that her mother was too on edge. Why
would anyone listen to her now, when a man hadn’t technically done anything to
her… yet?


She knew the score. Get to somewhere safe. She cursed her
inability to drive, and the fact that she had to abandon the RV. She felt the
panic growing, slick and greasy in her throat. 


Get safe. 


She kept pressing forward for the next hour. The sun seemed
to grow exponentially hotter, and she couldn’t tell if it was the heat of the
sun, her exertion, her dehydration, or her burgeoning anxiety. It whipped her
forward, even as exhaustion slowed her down.


Keep moving!


She stopped for a second, resting her hands on her knees. She
could feel blisters forming on her feet – she’d never walked this far, over
this kind of terrain. She glanced around. There was nothing but desert for
miles, from the looks of it. She was utterly, profoundly alone. Out in the open.


Vulnerable.


It was the moment that tripped the switch. With a little
cry, she scrambled towards what looked like a trail. There was a large rock
next to it with an outcropping. She scrambled underneath it, hugging her legs
to her chest. She could feel her breathing growing fast, struggling for air
even though there was obviously an abundance of oxygen all around her. She
scrunched as far underneath the rocky overhang as possible, hiding. 


“Box… breathe…” she said, even as her body started to shake.
She couldn’t seem to get a grip, couldn’t seem to even grasp the edge of
getting a hold of herself. Too much had happened, and she was too far gone.


She felt something skitter over her leg, and reflexively,
she jerked. 


She saw a small black scorpion lift its tiny tail before rushing
away from her.


She let out a small scream, crawling out from the overhang
and rubbing her hands frantically over herself. Tears squeezed out of her eyes.


“Help me,” she said, even though she knew there was nobody
to hear. “Help me!”


Her phone rang. She looked at the display. Noah.


She shut the phone off. Then she curled up in a ball, right
there in the trail, and shuddered. Her breathing was out of control. 


Help me, she thought, and then
passed out.


“Miss? Miss? Are you all right?”


She opened first one eye, then the other. The sun had moved
significantly in the sky, she noticed – she must’ve been lying there out of it
for a while. She looked up at the man who was speaking. He had a broad brimmed
hat and a dark green uniform.


Park ranger, she thought. Maybe
Bureau of Land Management? She could never keep those straight.


“You’re lucky I didn’t run you over,” he said, a gentle
reprimand. “Why were you lying in the middle of the trail?”


She tried to talk but panic still had its icy claws in her. Which
made her notice: the sun was solidly in the west, making it late afternoon. It
was getting colder, and her fleece was still wrapped around her waist. God,
she’d been out of it.


“Miss?” the man said, with a stronger note of urgency.


She shook her head. No, she was most definitely not all
right.


“You might want to drink some water.” He offered her a
bottle. “Are you injured? Did you get hurt? How long have you been out here?”


She couldn’t quite bring herself to shake her head this
time. It wasn’t like she had a medical alert bracelet; she never left the
house, so what good would a Medic Alert saying “agoraphobe” do? She wasn’t
injured, but she was definitely hurting.


“Is there anyone else out here?”


She quickly shook her head. No! He couldn’t go looking for
Noah!


“All right, then,” the man said. “How did you get all the
way out here?”


She let out a whimper of alarm. She couldn’t answer his
questions. Couldn’t he see that?


“Okay. I’m going to take you with me, all right?”


She nodded. It was the best she could do. He lifted her
easily, putting her in the passenger seat of a small side-by-side Arctic Cat,
like a cross between a small truck and an ATV. She would’ve thought it was cool
if she wasn’t so exhausted. 


Get to safety, she told herself,
and held on as best she could as they rolled across the desert. She didn’t even
care where he was taking her, as long as she was as far away from Noah as she
could get.


What about the treasure?


Exhaustion flooded her. She’d think about the treasure
later. Right now was about survival, she thought, and hugged herself in the
seat.


 


 


Frustrated, sweaty, Noah glanced at his watch. An hour and a
half had passed since Noah had started the search… about an hour since he’d
talked to Killian. He was still furious at the man’s threats, and irritated
with himself that, after an hour, he still seemed no closer to the treasure and
the solution to his problems than he was when they’d parked the damned RV. 


You should go back, check on Cressida.
He had said they’d check in over an hour ago, but he figured if she’d found
something, she’d probably either call him or come looking for him. Their grids
were not that big – which made it all the more frustrating that he hadn’t found
anything, and that it had taken him so long.


I’ve only got one day!


He considered finishing up the grid, then going back to
Cressida, but she was helping him by splitting up. He was worried that this
search might be a little too much for her; she’d looked paler than usual, and
despite her determined smile, he knew that going out into the wide-open sky of
the desert was probably difficult for someone whose idea of comfort was the
close confines of a closet. 


“Cressida? You back?” he called, when he got back to where
the RV was parked, by Minerva’s Hot Spring. There was no answer. He stepped
inside the vehicle, in case she was recharging in the sleeping compartment, but
it was empty. She was nowhere to be seen.


He frowned, feeling unease churn in the pit of his stomach. Maybe
she’d lost track of time on the search, just like he had, he thought. He pulled
his phone out, dialing her number quickly. 


It went directly to voicemail.


Panic started to creep in. Stay calm. Maybe
she doesn’t have cell reception out where she is.


That wasn’t as comforting a thought as it could be,
considering she could be in trouble – and she’d have no way to call him, or
tell him where she was.


He had to find her. 


She had to be in the grid that he’d laid out. He pulled out
his copy of the map and started walking through it. “Cressida? Cressida!” 


After half an hour had passed with no Cressida, he was
beyond anxious and into afraid. She should’ve been there, within shouting distance.
He didn’t see any trace of her, but then, it wasn’t like he was an expert
tracker or anything. A lot of the desert seemed hard-packed, and if she’d been
going through the scrub or on the rocks, he wouldn’t see her footprints.


Maybe she got lost? Maybe she didn’t know
how to use the map, and headed straight out into the desert?


He blanched. She could be anywhere.


He couldn’t just wander around aimlessly. He needed help.


But if you don’t find the treasure, your
Mom…


“I can’t let Cressida fucking die,”
he yelled at himself, his chest squeezing. He wasn’t going to hunt for some box
of gold and jewels while Cressida was all alone in the desert!


He needed help. Real, reliable, authoritative help.


He moved around until he got clear cell reception, then
called the park ranger service. He didn’t know if there were any nearby, but he
knew that they were his best bet out here in the wilderness. 


“Park Ranger Service.”


“Hello, my name is Noah Sukarno,” he said, his words coming
out in a tumble, “and I have an emergency.”


There was a pause. “Okay, stay calm. What’s your emergency?”


“I was camping and, well, looking for something out in the
desert with my girlfriend, and we got split up. I can’t find her anywhere.”


“How long has she been missing?”


“A few hours,” Noah said. “Listen, I know that isn’t that
long a time, but she’s got a medical condition. Anxiety, panic attacks. I’m afraid
that she’s had one and she’s stuck somewhere, and I can’t
find her!”


“Please try to stay calm,” the woman on the phone counseled.
“Where are you?”


“Owl Canyon. Not far from Rainbow Basin,” he said, relaying
her his GPS coordinates. “I’m by this old shut down hot spring. Minerva’s.”


“Okay, I know where you are,” she said. “Let me see if
there’s a ranger nearby that I can send. Just hang tight, all right?”


Like I have any choice! His grip
on his phone tightened.


After a few minutes on hold, the woman came back on. “Could
you describe your girlfriend, please?”


“She’s about five foot six, thin, with long red hair and gray
green eyes,” Noah said quickly. 


“Hold on, please. We might have something.”


The wait felt like forever. She finally clicked back over.


“One of our rangers picked up a woman not too far from where
you are,” she said. “She was curled up on one of our ATV trails. Seemed to be
in some kind of shock.”


Oh my God. Noah felt a conflicting
rush of relief that she’d been found and horror that she was in that condition.
“What happened? Where is she?”


“They don’t know what happened, although if you say she’s
got a history of anxiety attacks, then that’s probably what happened,” the
woman said. “They’re taking her over to the hospital to get checked over now.”


“Which hospital? Can you tell me?”


“St. Catarina of the Sacred Blood,” she said, and gave
directions. He thanked her. Then he jumped into the RV.


You’ve only got one day. Your Mom is
going to get deported.


He closed his eyes. 


He’d have to figure out another way to save his Mom. Because
Cressida had sacrificed too much, trying to help him, and he wasn’t going to
screw her over or abandon her now, no matter what Killian threatened.


 


 


Cressida was curled up into herself, her hands at an awkward
angle, her breathing in great gasping gulps. 


“Don’t worry, we’re almost there,” the park ranger said. His
Cat was going really fast, and she seemed to feel every bump. Their speed only
intensified her anxiety. He was taking her to a hospital, she realized. She
recognized the sign, the cross. He helped her, practically carrying her to the
E.R. 


“What’ve we got here?” a nurse said, hurrying to her side
and helping him get her to a gurney.


“I don’t know,” the ranger replied. “Doesn’t seem like dehydration,
and I don’t think it’s a heart attack or anything like that. It seems like
she’s in shock, but she doesn’t have anything broken or sprained – and she’s
having trouble talking.”


“It’s okay, sweetie. It’s going to be okay,” the nurse
assured her. To Cressida, it sounded like the woman’s voice was coming from the
end of a long hallway. “Did anything happen to you? Did something hurt you? Did
you fall?”


Cressida made whimpering noises that embarrassed her. She
couldn’t seem to talk. She felt fat teardrops crawl down her dusty cheeks.


The nurse stripped her down, searching for signs of injury. Cressida
hoped like hell the ranger had already gone, because at this point she couldn’t
even protest.


I’ll handle Cressida.


She closed her eyes, sobbing lightly. How could she have
misjudged him so completely?


“You don’t look like you’ve been hurt. We’re going to run
some tests, see if you have internal injuries.”


Cressida recoiled. She was already at the E.R. God knew how
much this was going to cost, especially with the treasure still moldering in
the bottom of that pond. Besides, she hated hospitals and didn’t want them to
run a bunch of tests when she knew she was perfectly fine.


Push through, Cress. Get it together.


She forced herself to box breathe. “No… not hurt,” she
muttered. 


The nurse paused in her bustling. “What was that?”


“I’m… not… hurt.” Cressida gulped. She hated that feeling,
where no matter what she did, there wasn’t enough air in her system.
“Agoraphobic.”


“Agoraphobic?” The nurse looked at her in surprise. “What in
the world are you doing out in the Mojave?”


God, and isn’t that a long story? Cressida
shook her head. 


“I’m still going to have our doctor look you over,” the
nurse said. “Just to make sure you didn’t hurt anything out there. It’s easy to
get dehydrated, or heat stroke, even in January. Are you on meds?”


“Not regular,” Cressida panted. “Tra… Trazadone.
Emergencies.”


Cressida shuddered. She hated being in hospitals, but it was
marginally better than being in that huge, open expanse. Beautiful or not. 


Can he find me here?


She was relatively safe, even if he did find her there. If
Noah found her out in the open it would be worse.


She needed to get home, she thought suddenly. But the treasure…


“Is there anyone we can contact?” the nurse said,
interrupting her thoughts.


Cressida nodded. “Phone,” she said, hating that she was
reduced to short sentence fragments. She sounded and felt like an idiot. She
kept on box breathing – four count in, four count hold, four count out – and
her hands started to relax. “In my jeans pocket.”


The nurse nodded, then searched Cressida’s clothes. “Emergency
contact?”


Cressida nodded, glad that the woman had suggested it. “Pin
is… 5287.”


The nurse opened her screen, typing in the pin then looking
through the contacts. Cressida had Rachel down as her “in case of emergency”
contact. She hoped that Rachel wasn’t in the middle of something important,
like some meeting at work. Or a test. At least it wasn’t mid-terms or finals. God,
was it? 


She felt like such a burden. Such a fucking failure.


“Hello, who am I speaking with?” the nurse asked, and
Cressida could barely hear Rachel’s response. “I’m a nurse at St. Catarina’s,
in Barstow. You’re listed as the emergency contact for the owner of this phone.
I don’t have her name…”


The nurse paused, then looked over at her. “Is your name
Cressida?”


Cressida nodded.


“Well, Cressida was found out in the desert. We’re going to
have the doctor look her over, and we’ll see about settling her down. We might
need an evaluation…”


Cressida’s breathing sped up. Evaluation?
Why?


“We’ll have to see,” the nurse said. “I’ll have her call you
when the panic attack settles down… yes, all right. Thank you.”


She hung up, then put the phone down. “Rachel says that
they’ll get here as soon as possible.”


Cressida felt tears welling up. On the one hand, it was an
enormous comfort to know her sisters were on the way, that they’d take care of
her, take her home. On the other – God, she’d screwed this up so royally.


You found the treasure. Maybe she
could convince them to get it, she thought. Because she was far too close to
abandon it now.


 










 


Chapter 12


 


 


St. Catarina of the Sacred Blood was ominous sounding, Noah
thought as he rushed to the hospital. He wasn’t even Catholic, but he prayed as
best he could as he rushed there after speaking with the park ranger station. 


Please, please let her be all right. 


She must’ve wandered too far and had a panic attack, he
thought, blaming himself. He’d had to talk to Killian, to try to cut off the
deal. But Killian wasn’t going to be stopped. He was getting desperate. Why was
he getting desperate? Why had he resorted to roughing him up… and why was it so
important that he get the treasure now?


He needed answers. But first, and most importantly, he
needed to see for himself that Cressida was going to be okay. Then they could
go back out there.


And what? You’re going to find the
treasure, with her or without her… and then hand it off to that douchebag
Killian?


He gritted his teeth. If that’s what it took to keep his Mom
safe, then that’s what he’d do. But he’d make it up to Cressida. He might not be
able to afford her house, but he’d do whatever he could to create a home where
she felt comfortable, and he wouldn’t abandon her until she figured out a way
to get some semblance of peace back. 


It’d be a big endeavor, but he was willing to put in the time.
Because he loved her.


He found the hospital and pulled in. It looked like
something out of the fifties, a little dilapidated, some of the stucco
crumbling from the façade. There was a statue of what he had to assume was
Santa Catarina. He rushed to the front desk. 


“Can I help you?” A nurse in her early fifties asked, with a
smile.


“Yes. I was looking for Cressida Frost. She was lost in the
desert, I think she had a panic attack, and the park rangers brought her in?”


“Frost, Frost,” the nurse said. Then she looked at him a
little more sternly. “She’s in, yes, but she’s… not doing well.”


He felt his chest squeeze like it was caught in a vise. “Was
she hurt? Injured, I mean? I thought she had a panic attack!”


“May I ask how you’re related to the patient?” The bright
smile was gone, and now the nurse was all business. 


He thought briefly about saying he was her brother, just to
ensure that he’d get to see her, but he couldn’t quite stomach it. Still, “I’m
her fiancé,” he lied. If it would get him in to see her, it’d be worth it. 


He thought he saw her expression soften. “What was she doing
out in the desert? You have to know she has an anxiety disorder.”


“We were out treasure hunting. It’s been one of her dreams,”
he said, sticking as close to the truth as he could. “We got separated. I think
she went too far in the wrong direction, and then I couldn’t find her. It
wasn’t until I talked to the park rangers that I found out she was here.”


“She was in shock when they got to her,” the nurse said, and
his stomach roiled. “She’s heavily sedated.”


“Can I see her?” He wanted – no, needed
– to ensure that she was all right.


“Like I said, she’s heavily sedated,” the nurse said, then
sighed. “All right. A few minutes. But she’ll probably just sleep.”


He followed her down a long hallway, then to a curtained-off
room. Cressida was lying there with an IV, wrapped in one of those thin
hospital gowns, covered in a waffle-weave hospital blanket. She looked paler
than usual, her sprinkling of freckles standing out like cinnamon on cream. Her
hair was tangled against the pillow, and her hands formed light fists at her
sides.


“Just a few minutes,” the nurse reminded him, then left the
area.


He sat down on the small rolling chair next to her, taking the
hand that didn’t have the IV. “I’m so sorry,” he said quietly, stroking the
silk-soft skin on the back of her hand, then tracing her fingers. “This is my
fault. We never should’ve separated. What happened? Did you think you found
something, and then got lost? Did you start to run, trying to get back?” He
thought about how scared she must’ve been, how disoriented. “What the hell
happened?”


She opened her eyes, slowly, her eyelids fluttering and
revealing gray-blue eyes hazed with drugs. “Noah?”


He squeezed her hand lightly. “I’m here, babe. You’re okay.”


She blinked again, quickly. “Get away from me.”


He reeled as if she’d slapped him. “What?”


She tugged her hand away. The monitor next to her, the one
beeping in time with her pulse, started to pick up speed. “I… I heard you,” she
stammered, her voice thin and reedy. “Talking to someone. Said you’d take the
treasure. Said you’d handle me yourself.”


Shit. She’d come back? She’d heard him talking to Killian,
and… “No. It’s not what you think.”


“You weren’t going to take the treasure and leave me with
nothing?” Her eyes were filled with pain. “Or worse – just leave me out there?”


“I wouldn’t do that!” he protested. “God, no. I was trying
to protect you from this guy.”


She looked confused, and still in pain. “I don’t want to
hear anything you have to say.”


“This guy – Killian Curton, Henry Curton’s son,” Noah
plunged on, knowing any minute the nurse would be back. “He’s threatening my
Mom. He says he’ll have her deported if I don’t hand over the treasure to him. She’ll
lose everything she’s been working on for decades, Cress, and she might not
ever be able to come back again. I… I didn’t know what else to do.”


“You could have told me.” The monitor was still beeping
wildly. “You could have been honest. Why should I believe you now?”


“I should have told you,” he said. “You’re absolutely right.
But I didn’t know how you’d react. And…”


“And if push came to shove, you’d take the entire treasure
for yourself,” she said.


He swallowed hard. “It’s my Mom,
Cressida.”


“You said you were falling in love with me.” Her voice was
flat.


“I was,” he said quickly. “I am.”


“Then you should’ve trusted me.” She sighed. “And even if
you didn’t trust me, why didn’t you go to the police?”


He shook his head. “Who do you really think they’re going to
believe? Some immigrant’s son, or a trust fund kid with a famous father? I’ve
dealt with rich people before. He’s right – he’s the one with the power here. If
he wants to hurt me, or my family, he will.”


She sent him a mournful look, her gray-green eyes haunting. She
stared like she was searching his soul. Then she took a deep breath.


“I found the treasure,” she said softly.


He blinked. “What?”


“I was coming back to tell you,” she said. “Then I overheard
your conversation, and ran.”


Guilt coursed through him. “Cressida…”


She closed her eyes, tears tracking down her cheeks. “It’s
at a watering hole, in my grid. About twenty minutes away from the RV,” she
said. “Head northwest. Its like a mud pit with a bunch of greenery around it.”


He swallowed. His mouth was like sand. “I… thank you,
Cressida.”


“There’s just one thing I want you to do,” she said. “Two
things, actually.”


“Anything.” He reached for her hand.


She pulled it away from him. “Bring back Kyla’s RV,” she
said. “And then leave me the hell alone. My family’s coming to get me. I never
want to see you again.”


He gritted his teeth. “I’ll make this up to you,” he said
quickly. “I still fell in love with you, Cress. That wasn’t a lie, and that
hasn’t changed…”


“Just go.”


“I’ll do whatever it takes to help you,” he said. “Whatever
it takes to transition you to a new house. Maybe…” He swallowed. “I thought
maybe we could even try living together. I’ll get you through the panic
attacks. I’d do anything to be with you. Just let me make it up to you.”


“Go!” she shouted, then started
sobbing. 


The nurse rushed in with a frown. “What’s going on here?”


“Cressida…” he said, reaching for her helplessly as she
continued crying.


“Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to leave,” the nurse said
sternly. When he didn’t hop to, she quickly added, “or I’ll have to call
security.”


He nodded. “Cressida, I’m sorry,” he said, before turning
away.


He was almost out of the room when he heard her whisper, “So
am I.”


 


 


Sunset was falling, and it was starting to get cold. Noah
knew it was probably foolish to go hunting by himself in the Mojave, in the
winter, in the evening. But he was close – he knew it.


She found it.


Of course she’d found it, he thought with pride. She was one
of the smartest women he’d ever known. That’s how she figured out where the
treasure was. Wasteland talked about the temple of
Athena, and they were at the spa. He pulled out his map, studying it with his
headlamp in the fading light. What had he missed? What had she found?


Leave me the hell alone.


Her last words sliced at him. He took a deep breath, forcing
himself to focus on the treasure hunt, rather than the pain of losing a girl
he’d been falling for over the past year, the one he’d just spent the best few
days of his life with – even with the threats and the panic attack and everything.


He kept walking, making his way through the pungent
chaparral and the scrubby brush. The sky was gorgeous, in shades of orange and
salmon drifting to a dark violet blue. He felt a stab of remorse, wishing that
Cressida were here to see this. 


You’re still betraying her.


He closed his eyes for a moment. 


What the hell kind of man are you?


He stumbled on a rock, swore. It was getting too dark, damn
it. He was going to…


He stopped.


There was a pond. It was obviously somewhere that wild
animals came to drink. It wasn’t much to look at – it was muddy, surrounded by
scrub, ugly as hell. 


It was just like she described it, he realized. He took a
cautious step towards it.


In the book, the hero had gone to Athena’s temple, and it
had looked nondescript, humble. It wasn’t until he was inside that he’d figured
out what it really was, and he’d gotten healed.


He stepped closer to the pond. He could see tracks – not
just animal tracks, but footprints. About the size of Cressida’s sneakers, he
realized, leading up to the edge.


He felt a pulse of excitement as he stepped to the side. He
shone his headlamp at the water. It was murky, but there…


Was that a chest?


Adrenaline spiked through his bloodstream. He took a careful
step into the pond, feeling the sllllurrrrrrk as the
mud sucked at his boots. Then he reached in. It was a box-like shape. There
were handles.


He reached down and pulled up.


It was surprisingly heavy, but not impossibly so. Cressida
probably thought it was too heavy, or she was smart enough not to just walk into
something that could be quicksand, he thought. She’d gone to get him to help
her. 


He pulled the chest to the shore. Then he opened it up.


Gold glinted. Diamonds, rubies, emeralds and sapphires
winked at him. The compartment had been airtight, but there was paper money,
what looked like hundred-dollar bills, rolled up neatly in sealable bags. 


“It’s real. The treasure. I found it.” He felt the words
bubble out of him. “I found it!”


Then he closed his eyes.


No. He hadn’t found it. Cressida had found it first, then
run off scared because she knew he’d betray her. He had simply followed her lead.


He gritted his teeth. 


He’d found the treasure, found his mother’s salvation. And
all he had to do was give up four million dollars to an asshole and lose the
woman he’d fallen in love with.


There has to be another way.


He dragged the treasure chest to the RV, stumbling in the
dark. Cressida would’ve found another way, he realized. She’d agreed to go on this
treasure hunt as an alternative solution to saving her house, hadn’t she? She
hadn’t let some rich landlord stop her. She hadn’t let her medical condition
stop her. She was brave, and she was fierce, and she was smart.


But Killian’s got money, connections. You
can’t beat that.


He frowned. Cressida would at least have tried.


What would Cressida do?


He gritted his teeth, then carried the treasure into the RV.
She’d come up with another way. She wouldn’t give up. And he wouldn’t, either…
not on the treasure, and not on her.


 


 


Cressida drifted in and out of consciousness. All she
remembered was finding the treasure, and being betrayed, but not necessarily
the details – and above all, she was desperate to get home, to her room and her
closet, and her sanctuary. Her sisters. 


How could he do this to me?


That was the thing that kept coming back to her. He’d said
something about his mother. The drugs made it hard for her to think. Part of
her thought she shouldn’t blame him, but she’d felt so scared out there… she’d
felt so alone. She wanted to trust him, but how could she when he wouldn’t be
honest?


“Cressida?”


She turned, wondering if the drugs were making her
hallucinate. But no, there were Rachel and Hailey. “What…? How…?”


“You ready to get home?” Hailey said. 


“What time is it?” She struggled to sit up. “How long have I
been out of it?”


“It’s nearly midnight,” Rachel said. “Don’t worry. They’re
going to give you some meds, so you’ll be able to handle the plane ride, and
it’s a straight shot from the little local airport to SeaTac airport. We’ll
have you home in a few hours.”


“Here are her clothes,” the nurse, Rosa, said gently. “The
doctor will give you her discharge instructions.”


“Plane?” Cressida still felt muzzy-headed. There was a
little tickle of fear but considering all she’d gone through in the past – was
it twenty four hours? – it really paled in comparison. “We’re going home?”


“Yes,” Rachel said, stroking her hair. 


“You can say I told you so,” Cressida said, in a low voice. “I
deserve it. I never should’ve trusted him.”


Rachel’s expression looked pained. “I’m not going to say
anything,” she answered. “You’ve been through enough.”


“Wait – you’re missing class, aren’t you? Or work, or
something?”


“Did you really think we wouldn’t drop everything to come and
get you?” Hailey said. “You’re our sister, and we love you. You’re our first
priority.”


That didn’t make Cressida feel better. If anything, guilt
filled up her chest like a lead balloon. “I never should have done this,” she
said. “I should’ve listened to you.”


“You thought you could find it,” Hailey said. “You believed
in it. And maybe if you had more time, you would…”


“I did find it,” she said softly. “At least, I’m pretty sure
I did. But I couldn’t handle it by myself.”


Rachel and Hailey exchanged glances, then looked at the
nurse. The nurse shrugged. 


“I really did,” Cressida protested. “But I had to leave it
behind.”


“Shhh. Don’t worry about it,” Rachel said, and Cressida felt
the meds kicking in again, making everything a little less… well, urgent. She
felt like she was packed in cotton. “We’ll get you in the car, then into the
plane, then we’ll head home.”


“Airport…” Cressida slurred.


“Private plane,” Hailey said, shaking her head. “You’re
never gonna believe who we borrowed it from. Ren!”


Cressida would’ve displayed extreme shock if she weren’t so
gorked on whatever the docs had given her. “Ren?” she repeated, in awe. That’s important… why is that important?


Rachel glared at Hailey. “Not the time,” she snapped, then
turned back to Cressida. “It’s not a big deal. The important thing is getting
you back home where you belong, as soon as possible.”


Cressida couldn’t help but feel the niggling sense that this
was all wrong – that Rachel and Hailey were sacrificing too much, all for her
stupidity. She felt tears leaking out of the corners of her eyes. “I’m so
sorry,” she breathed, and started to sob softly. “I’m so, so sorry.”


Her sisters hugged her. She wept all the way to the car, all
the way to the plane, until they gave her the doctor’s medication and thankfully,
she slept.


 










 


Chapter 13


 


 


Noah’s palms were sweating when he heard the knock at the
door. He glanced through the peephole. Yup, it was Killian. Somehow, even
through the fish-eyed lens, he managed to look like a douche. 


Shaking his head, he opened the door. Killian ran a hand
through his hair, pushing his bangs out of the way. “Show me,” he said. No,
demanded.


Noah shut the door, then went over to the coffee table. The
treasure chest sat there, caked with dry mud. “I know why it was so hard to
find,” Noah said. “Beyond the obvious reasons – the puzzle of figuring out the
book references being really damned hard – that pond is known as a wildlife
crossing. The level of the water would vary depending on the season. And if you
didn’t know what you were looking for, you’d probably overlook it in the muck.”


Killian’s eyes were gleaming with avarice. “Open it.” 


Noah clenched his jaw. “I’m not your servant,” he said. “Open
it yourself.”


Killian looked pissed for a second, then moved forward,
getting on his knees and wrenching the thing open. He grimaced at the dirt on
his hands, but he quickly seemed to move past it when he saw what was inside.


“You touched things,” he accused. “Did you take anything?”


“Wouldn’t you know?”


“Don’t fuck with me.” Killian’s voice came out in a snarl. “Unless
you want to say bye-bye to Mommy.”


“Just curious,” Noah said. “You told me that you’d make sure
my mother got deported, unless I found the treasure and gave it to you. What’s
to stop you from going ahead and deporting her anyway?”


Killian’s smile was sly. “I guess there are no guarantees,”
Killian said. “So you’d better keep your mouth shut about our little
arrangement, or it can still happen.”


“Here’s the thing,” Noah said, standing on the other side of
the coffee table. “She’s here legally. Her green card hasn’t expired.”


Killian made a quick raspberry sound. “We have to go through
this again, really? She works at a food truck. I come
from one of the wealthiest families on the West Coast, complete with a
celebrity father. When I go to ICE and complain, who do you think they’re going
to believe? And who do you think they’re going to obey, more to the point?” He
grinned. “Golden rule. He who has the gold, makes the rules.”


“Tell me you’re not quoting Aladdin,”
Noah groaned. Then he reached over, slamming the chest shut, almost catching
Kilian’s fingers with it. “Here’s the thing, douchebag. You don’t have the
gold. I do. I found it, fair and square.”


Killian’s eyes blazed. “What?”


“And I figure, with this much money, I can hire an
immigration lawyer to prevent you from sending my mother anywhere.”


Killian growled. “You are making a very serious mistake,
boy.”


Boy? Killian was maybe ten years older. “Watch who you’re calling
boy, dickhead.”


“It’ll take time for you to make this money liquid,” Killian
said. “Your Mother would be in Indonesia before you had the chance to spend a
dime – and trust me, once they get her out of the country, it will take a hell
of a lot to get her back in.”


Noah felt icy fingers stroke down his spine. That was what
he was afraid of – what he had been afraid of. But he had a plan, and he had to
follow through with it.


“I’m not afraid of you,” Noah said. 


“You should be,” Killian drawled. “Rich beats righteous,
every day of the week.”


“Yeah, but you’re not really rich, are you?” Noah said, and
was gratified to see Killian’s expression grow guarded and irritated. “I’ve had
time to think this over. Why are you so hot and bothered to find the treasure
now? At first, I thought it was just because Cressida uncovered that clue,
figured out the Temple of Athena thing, and Henry had verified that we were
closer than anybody had gotten. But you were so desperate about getting your
hands on the treasure. You said that you wanted to humiliate your father, and I
bought it because I was too hung up on the whole threatening-my-mom aspect. But
the more I thought about it, the more I realized… you didn’t want the treasure
to put one over on your Dad. You wanted the treasure because you need the damn
money.”


Killian’s lips pulled into a thin, taut line.


“I figure you probably used up resources trying to track me
down the state,” he said. “And hiring that guy in Modesto probably ate the last
of your cash. You had to get my Mom called into ICE as a last-ditch effort to
make sure I stayed on the leash.”


Killian glowered at him.


Noah grinned. “So you’re broke. Which means you’ve got no
leverage.”


“Don’t kid yourself,” Killian spat out. “I’m still from a rich
family. Your mother’s an immigrant and you’re a half-breed bastard that comes
from nowhere. Do you really think you’re the one with
the power here?”


Noah flinched. He should’ve expected Killian would take that
route. Noah picked up the treasure. “I’m the one with the power now,” he said. “You
threatened me, you threatened my mother, and you’re still threatening me. When
the police find out, that’s going to be extortion. And you had me followed, and
beat up. That’s conspiracy.”


“How were you planning on proving any of this?” Killian
said. “Jesus, you’re stupid!”


“Maybe,” Noah said, thinking of Cressida – and how he’d
handled that whole situation. No question about it, you were
stupid. “But right now, I’m a hell of a lot richer than you. Now get out
of my house.”


Killian blinked. “I can’t believe this,” he snapped. Then he
reached into his suit jacket – and pulled out a gun.


Noah froze. He’d known Killian would hire thugs, since the
guy who tried to beat him up in Modesto definitely counted as one of those –
but he hadn’t expected Killian to be packing, himself.


“Just give me the damned treasure,” Killian said. “Otherwise,
I’ll make this look like a robbery, I swear to God. And you’ll be dead.”


“You really think you can get away with murder?” Noah said,
shocked to his core.


“Who’s going to suspect me?” Killian’s tone was diffident,
too cocky. It was the voice of a spoiled brat who had never faced the
consequences of his actions.


Please, God, let that change right now.


The door burst open. “Freeze! Police!”


Killian’s mouth dropped open. There was a policeman, gun
drawn, pointed at Killian. Behind him stood an older man, wearing a pair of
jeans that looked broken in and a shirt that was probably expensive. 


“Dad?” Killian said, lowering his gun. 


The policeman rushed him, tackling him to the floor and taking
the gun from him.


“Hey! Get your… get your hands off me!” Killian protested. “What
are you doing?”


“You were pointing a deadly weapon at someone, asshole,” the
policeman said. “What do you think I’m doing, asking you to dance? You’re under
arrest.”


“It… it was all a misunderstanding!” Killian tried.


“Seemed pretty cut and dried to me,” the policeman said,
cuffing him.  


“Dad? Are you going to let him do this to me?” Now Killian’s
voice was a cross between a plaintive whine and an aggravated roar. 


“Shut up, Killian.” The sharpness of Henry Curton’s voice
could’ve cut through steel. “This kid set up a web cam on the Curton boards. Everybody’s
been watching a livestream of this, and then it’s being uploaded to YouTube. You
basically admitted that you set this guy up. And threatened his mother.” The disgust was thick. “What the hell is wrong with you?”


“What’s wrong with you?” Killian
shot back. “You spend more time with these loser fans of yours than you do your
family!”


“The book is only a few years old, and you’ve fucked up way
before that,” Henry said. “Don’t even try to pin this all on me. You’re just
pissed that we cut down your trust fund allowance.”


“You’re, what, thirty something, and you still get an
allowance?” Noah interjected, amused.


Killian’s face turned a dull red. “This can’t be admissible
in court,” he said. “You’ve got nothing to prove.”


Henry stood in front of his son. “My friend Jack here saw
you pull a loaded gun on Noah. That’s not nothing,” he said. “And if you think
I’m springing for a lawyer for you, you’re delusional. I warned you that the
family was done with your nonsense and if you didn’t turn around, there would
be consequences. You are now completely cut off – no trust fund, no cash
whatsoever. I know how deep in debt you are. You’ll be lucky to get the public
defender.”


“Dad!” Killian said, sounding scandalized. “You can’t be
serious!”


“I’m disappointed with you, Killian,” Henry said, then
nodded to Jack the policeman. “Thanks for your help with this. I didn’t expect
it to shake out this way.”


“No problem, Henry,” Jack said then carted Killian off.


Henry looked at Noah, seeming to have aged ten years in the
past fifteen minutes. “I’d say I’m sorry for my son, but it doesn’t seem good
enough. I can’t believe he’d threaten a woman like your mother. And the half-breed
comment…” Henry looked like he’d swallowed a bug. “I didn’t raise him to be
racist. But then, I didn’t raise him to be an extorting, cowardly asshole. So
apparently I really fucked up somewhere along the line.”


Noah didn’t know what to say to that, so he kept silent.


Henry looked at the chest Noah was still holding. “May I?”


Noah nodded, putting it back down and opening it up. Henry’s
fierce expression dissolved into a smile.


“Well, this has got to ease the sting a bit,” he said. “You
found the treasure, Noah. The hunt’s over. You won.”


Noah took a deep breath.


This is where you stand up, and stop
being an idiot.


“Yeah. About the treasure…”


 


 


It had been four days since Rachel and Hailey had rescued
her and brought her home. Cressida felt better – at least, she felt shaky, but
was upright and not curled in the fetal position. Considering how she’d felt in
the hospital in the Mojave, that was a big step forward. 


She still felt crushed with guilt for what she’d put her
sisters through, and all of it for nothing. Rachel had asked her high school
flame (and probably the only billionaire they knew or would ever know) to loan
her his private jet so they could get Cressida home as quickly and painlessly
as possible. Rachel didn’t even like saying Ren’s name, much less thinking
about him. To ask him for a favor had to be excruciating for her. 


Now, they had to think about packing, and moving.


Maybe I can live in the RV…


She cringed. And be surrounded daily by memories of her time
with Noah.


Kyla had been livid, and had considered calling the police,
but Cressida pointed out that Noah’s car was still at the store. They had
collateral, if nothing else. She knew that Kyla was simply pissed at how Noah
had betrayed her, trying to trick her to get the treasure. She hadn’t told any
of them that she’d slept with Noah – she didn’t want to know what they’d do if
they found out that little tidbit. 


She rubbed at her chest with her palm, wincing at the pinch
she felt there.


She missed him. 


She was still angry, without question, and disappointed, but
she missed him. She’d ignored any texts he’d sent, and she’d been deliberately
ignoring the Wastelander boards, just in case they said he’d won. 


Now that she was settled back in to her home, with the
anxiety held at bay by her comfortable, familiar surroundings. she had the time
and the space to think. Noah had done what he thought was best. If Rachel or
Hailey had needed her, she might’ve lied, cheated, or stolen to try and protect
them. They would do the same for her.


But would I have betrayed Noah’s trust to
do it?


She rubbed at her temples. She didn’t know what she would’ve
done. All she knew was, the landlord and the realtor were going to be there
soon, and their lease was going to be up at the end of the following month. Everything
that they had – including stuff from when Grandma Frost had lived there, so an
accumulation of forty years of stuff at least – they would need to box up. Oh,
and they needed to find a new place to live and a new
place to open up their shop. So far, finding things in their price range was
futile, especially in Snoqualmie. 


She didn’t know what to do, and she couldn’t remember
feeling so hopeless in a long, long time.


What would the Doctor do?


She wrapped her arms around herself. She wasn’t up to playing
WWTDD right now. She wasn’t a Time Lord, she wasn’t River Song, she wasn’t an
adventuress. She was just someone who was trying to get her life together and
keep it that way.


“Cressida!” Hailey called from downstairs in the shop. “Somebody
here to see you!”


Cressida jolted, her heart pounding hard in her chest. Noah? Her pulse jumped traitorously. No, it couldn’t be
Noah. He’d probably drop off the RV and take his car without coming in – or
would if he were smart, since Hailey was ready to kick his ass. And Cressida
had already sent him away. Still, the thought of him apologizing, or them
talking…


Get over it.


Cressida finger-combed her hair as she headed down the
stairs. There was an older man standing at the counter, smiling and talking
with Hailey. He was wearing a fleece jacket and a pair of jeans and what looked
like a pair of moccasins. He looked over at her.


“Are you Cressida? You must be.”


He looked familiar, but she couldn’t quite tell why. “Yes.”


He held out his hand. “I’m Henry Curton.”


She was already gripping his hand when the full import of
his name sank in. “The Henry Curton?” she gasped.


His smile widened. “I guess you could say that, yes.”


She stood there, gobsmacked, staring. “Don’t you live in
L.A.? I never expected you to come here.” Then she paused. “Wait. Why did you
come up here?”


“A few things, really,” he said, and his cheerful expression
drooped a little. “First, I wanted to apologize. I found out what happened to
you in the desert. It was on the news, that another one of Curton’s Wastelanders
was injured in the course of the hunt.”


She sighed. “It wasn’t… that is, it wasn’t recklessness.” Or was it? After all, she’d recklessly gone out on an
adventure with a man she barely knew in real life. “I just had a massive panic
attack. I have a history of them.”


“And you went outside and hunted for it, regardless.” There
was definitely a note of admiration in his voice. 


“I was careful,” she pointed out. 


“We’ve had two people fall off of cliffs, one guy almost
drowned in white water, and three people needed search and rescue teams when they
went missing,” Henry said, shaking his head. “I love adventure novels, and
fantasy – you know that. That’s why I write my books. But I’ve spent so much
time tending to the community that I haven’t been writing. I miss it.”


She hadn’t thought about that. It had been a while since his
last series.


“You’re Henry Curton the writer?” Hailey interjected. “We
love your novels.”


“I’ll be sure to sign any you have in stock,” he said easily,
with obvious charm. Then he turned back to Cressida. “Anyway, I’m glad that the
hunt is finally over.”


She felt her heart clutch in her chest. “It’s over?”


Noah presented the treasure. Or that
thug, the one threatening his mother, did. 


“Yes,” Henry said. “The details of the hunt required the
trunk to be presented for verification. The trunk has been unearthed and
verified.”


“Who turned it in?” she asked, her voice a bare whisper.


Please don’t be Noah. Please don’t be
Noah.


“Noah Sukarno produced the chest,” Henry said.


Hailey made a growling noise. “That. Rat. Bastard.”


Cressida blinked, feeling tears pooling in her eyes. “He
found the treasure?” 


So much for the story that he needed to give the treasure
over to some shadowy figure. It was lies, all lies. 


He said he really had fallen in love with
me…


All. Lies.


She supposed she should’ve felt bitter about it, or furious,
but instead, she simply felt tired and heartbroken. “I guess his mother’s going
to fine, then,” she murmured to herself. “If the guy even has a mother.”


“Who cares?” Hailey snarled. “That guy ripped you off!”


“You know about his mother, and that situation?” Henry asked
instead, looking startled. “Then you must know my son’s involvement. Did you
see everything on the Wastelander boards? You must’ve.”


“Wait, what?” Hailey blinked in surprised. “Your son?”


“My son was blackmailing him to take the treasure from you,”
Henry said, his ears pinkening and his eyes turning sad. “At any rate, that
whole unpleasant business is taken care of, yes. Which leads us to why I’m
here.”


She wanted him to leave. She didn’t want to talk about this
anymore. She felt stronger than she had in years, but she still knew that she
had to take care of herself – and retreating right now was part of her
self-care. “Mr. Curton, I can’t…”


“Noah said that you rightfully found the treasure. He’s relinquishing
all rights to it to you.”


Her jaw dropped. So did Hailey’s. “What?”


“All four million dollars of it is yours,” Henry said. “To
make things easier, I’d be happy to simply provide you with a deposit for the
total sum, rather than have you try to sell the gold and jewels and whatnot. I
mean, it looks cool, and nobody wants to dig up an I.O.U., but I figure just
getting four million in your bank account is probably more useful these days.”


She stammered, speechless. Four million
dollars!


When she finally got it together, she heard herself say: “I
can’t take all of it. Half of it belongs to Noah.”


“Oh, fuck Noah,” Hailey muttered,
somewhat under her breath. “I say take the cash!”


“We had a deal,” Cressida reminded her. “He was the driver.
He was the one who helped me. He can’t give up all of it.”


“I’ll let you two sort that out amongst yourselves,” Henry
said, his eyes twinkling. “But I will say this: that boy is torn up about
everything that happened. He said that you mean more to him than any treasure. The
guy definitely seems like someone in love.”


Cressida’s cheeks burned.  


 


 


Noah pulled into the driveway of the Frost house, nerves
jittering in his stomach. It had been almost a week since he’d last seen
Cressida. He hadn’t talked to her or texted her much in that time, after the
first day. Granted, in the interim he’d found the treasure, he’d figured out
how to protect his Mom and give the treasure to
Cressida, and he’d been held at gunpoint, so it wasn’t like he hadn’t been busy.


Still, he knew that was a cop out. He hadn’t called because
he was nervous – and because he didn’t want her to hang up on him. He wanted
them to talk, face to face. Returning the RV and getting his car back were
perfect reasons for him to see her again, after all.


He was relieved that his car was all in one piece. Given how
protective her sisters were, he was surprised they hadn’t slashed the tires,
smashed the windshield, and keyed every inch of paint. 


He walked up the walkway to the store. He wished he knew how
Cressida was. That was the hardest part of not talking to her. When last he’d
seen her, she was medicated and at the hospital. He didn’t know how the trip
back was, or anything. He had worried about her, but he knew that he had to
handle his own end before he could help her on hers. He hoped that Henry Curton
had done as he’d promised and delivered the cash himself.


He was a big, hot mess of feelings, frankly. 


Taking a deep breath, he walked into the store, closing the door
behind him. It was the same as usual, warm, cheery, inviting – at least, if you
were a geek. He stepped over to the counter.


Cressida was there, looking down at a comic book. “Welcome
to Frost Fandoms. How can I –” she began, then stopped immediately when she
registered who he was. “Noah.”


“Cressida,” he said. At least she hadn’t cursed him. Yet. “I…
um, brought back the RV.”


She was staring at him, those gray-green eyes of hers
luminescent. 


“And I thought we should talk. That is, I wanted to talk.” He
felt his throat clog, and he quickly cleared it. “Mostly, I wanted to
apologize.”


She continued to stare at him.


“I am so sorry for everything that happened in the Mojave,”
he said quickly. “You were right not to trust me, and you have every right to
still be pissed at me. I was an idiot. I was so hung up on being screwed over
by a rich and powerful guy and my Mom was so scared, I just… I justified taking
the treasure from you. I thought I’d be able to make it up to you somehow. But
it was still a dick move, and I fucked up bigtime.”


She quirked her lips a little. “You found the treasure.”


“Yeah.” He smiled at her. “But really, you found it first.
It was right where you told me it would be.”


“You told Henry to give me all the treasure.”


“I thought about what you would do, in my place,” he said
quietly. “And I figured if the police wouldn’t listen to me, I’d videotape in
my own home, legally, and get him to admit what he’d done. He was just arrogant
enough to do that.”


“I saw,” she said. “I went on the boards after Henry
mentioned it, and I saw the video that you uploaded. That guy pulled a gun on
you!”


“Yeah,” Noah said, rubbing the back of his neck, feeling
both proud and a little tense as that memory replayed itself in his head. “That
sort of sucked. But at least he’s in jail right now. He’s having some trouble
making bail, because he’s got so much debt and he’s seen as a flight risk.”


“You were in trouble,” she said. “You did what you thought
was best. I can’t blame you for any of that.”


They were quiet for a long moment. Noah shifted his weight
from one foot to another.


“Just kiss already!” a woman’s voice called from the
kitchen.


“Hailey!” another voice snapped. Then one of the sisters –
Rachel? – stepped out. “Cressida… I can man the counter if you want to talk
somewhere more private?”


Cressida nodded gratefully. “Why don’t we go up to my room?”
she said.


Noah followed her up the stairs, then turned down a narrow
hallway. She opened the door. The ceiling was blue, with cream colored walls
and natural wood trim. There were Doctor Who knick-knacks
and posters all over. She sat on the bed, and he gingerly sat next to her.


“I wasn’t lying,” he said quickly, jumping right in. “I know
it feels quick, but I’d been falling for you for over a year. I looked forward
to your texts every day. I loved chatting with you online every week. You are
one of the most awesome women I’ve ever known.”


She blushed, looking at him from below her fan of auburn
lashes. “Really?”


“And then when we were together in the RV…” He shivered. “God,
woman. How could I not fall in love with you?”


“You hurt me, Noah,” she said quietly. “You abused my
trust.”


“I know, baby, I know,” he answered. “And I plan on spending
as much time as you’ll let me, making it up to you.” Like
the rest of my life.


She looked at him, studying him warily. Then her hand went
up and she stroked his cheek. He curved his face into the palm of her hand.


“Noah,” she said, and leaned forward.


He met her halfway, kissing her gently, then with increasing
pressure as she clutched at his shoulders. He threaded his fingers in her hair.
“I’m sorry,” he said, pressing hot kisses against her throat. “I’m so damned
sorry.”


“I believe you,” she said, and she sounded surprised. “I’ve
never felt like this about anyone. In my gut, I trusted you, and I don’t trust
anybody.”


“And then I fucked it up,” he said bitterly. “I will do
whatever I can to make it up to you.”


“Whatever I ask?”


He nodded eagerly. “Whatever you want.”


“Then take back your half of the treasure.”


He startled. “What? No! You found that, not me.”


“No, the deal was always for half,” she said. “I’ve already
put in an offer on this house, and our landlord accepted it. In thirty days,
give or take, this place will belong to us, and I won’t have to worry any more.
I know you have plans, too, and I don’t need all four million.”


“But Cressida…”


“You drove me down. You took care of me during my panic
attacks. You made sure I felt safe and comforted and cared for.” She snuggled
against his chest. “And you were the one that ultimately went into that mucky
pond and pulled out the treasure. No, half of it belongs to you.”


“My Mom’s safe,” he said stubbornly. “I don’t need it. I
care about you more than money!”


She smiled. “Well, you won’t have to choose,” she said. “You
can have the money – and you can have me.”


He held her to him, hugging her tight. “I’m moving up here,”
he said. “If you’re okay with that.”


“Well, I’ll be honest – I’m not moving down to L.A. I just
bought a house,” she said, and he laughed. “And it may be a while before I do another
road trip.”


“I’m fine with that,” he said. “When and if you’re ready,
I’ll be your wheel man. But in the meantime, I just want to spend time with
you.”


She kissed him again. It felt like coming home, he thought,
as he pressed his lips to hers, nibbling at her, savoring her. 


“What are we going to do, now that the hunt’s over?” she
asked, stroking her hands over his back, then rubbing them suggestively over
his chest. 


“We’ll figure out some new adventures,” he assured her. “I
promise.”


“I know we will. I trust you,” she said, and kissed him.
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