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      A sweeping, second chance standalone romance!

      I was pretty good at living without regrets until a way too close call during a skydive. Instead of my life flashing before my eyes, I saw one face, one regret that’s been gnawing at me ever since—Presley. The woman I loved madly ten years ago. The woman I had to walk away from.

      

      At first, all I want is to sort out why I can’t get her out of my head. But as soon as I see Presley again, I know I have to win her back at any cost. Brilliant, captivating and utterly beautiful, she’s the one I want.

      

      Fate steps in when we’re asked to pair up to find a treasure in art and antiques. It’s an opportunity I can’t pass up—to uncover a path back to the woman I let get away while we chase down a love story a hundred years in the making.

       

      Trouble is, Presley is tougher now, more wary, and she’s been hurt. By me. So it's going to take a whole lot more than one hot kiss and a wild adventure together to convince her to give me a second chance.
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        Want to be the first to learn of sales, new releases, preorders and special freebies? Sign up for my VIP mailing list here!
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      Hunter

      

      Ten years ago

      

      Vacations are tricky for magicians. They convince you anything is possible.

      Breakfast on the beach as the waves crest in the ocean? Put it on the daily to-do list.

      Catching the sunrise at the top of a volcano? Let’s do it tomorrow as well.

      Glorious hikes along lush trails in the jungle? Sure, I could definitely go for that every damn day.

      The nights aren’t too shabby either, and that’s where the sleight of hand fools you most, whispering You can have it all.

      Under the stars, a blanket spread out beneath us, the sand sugary on our feet, I nearly believe I can.

      Presley turns to me, propping her head in her hand. “I have a great idea,” she says.

      “Yeah, me too.” I wiggle my brows as I slide a hand down her waist. “Many great ideas.”

      She rolls her eyes, grabbing my hand and threading her fingers through mine as the night breeze blows her chestnut hair across her cheek. “That’s not my grand plan.”

      “Yours better be just as good, then,” I tease, challenging her as I brush the strands of hair off her face. “Because my idea was pretty mind-blowing, if you know what I mean.”

      She tap-dances her fingers down my chest. “I do, you dirty man. But here’s mine.” Her sea-blue eyes gleam with mischief. “Let’s stay here.”

      “As in, don’t leave tomorrow?”

      “Exactly. We’ll set up camp. Never go back. Live on the beach, lounge under the sun. We could totally do it, don’t you think?”

      Ah, but wouldn’t that be the real magic trick? And since I like this illusion, I go along with her game of make-believe. “Become island adventurers. Live in tents up near the volcano.”

      “We’ll explore every waterfall. Find buried treasure. Discover a forgotten city.”

      She’s talking my language. Wrapping an arm tighter around her, I keep up the routine. “We’ll make maps that lead to the secret way there, eat pineapples for every meal, and drink from coconuts.”

      “We’ll return years later to find buried treasure.”

      “We’ll be rich beyond our wildest dreams.”

      “But after we’ve found the treasure, we’ll need to devote some time to lounging in the sun, and I require many hours a day to get lost in books. Please don’t forget that,” she says.

      I dot a kiss on her forehead. “Afternoon naps on a hammock are mandatory. And you can read while I go for a run or climb some rocks or go cliff diving.”

      “Of course. You always have to be moving.”

      “You know me so well.”

      Sighing, she curls up closer to me. “Sign me up. I have no desire to return to civilization, even though I haven’t eaten at a diner in weeks.”

      “That must be killing you as the reigning queen of diners.”

      “It’s the only part I miss. Especially since civilization involves . . .” She stops to shudder. “Bills.”

      I place a finger on her lips, shushing her. “We must not speak of such unpleasant things while we’re playing make-believe.”

      Because we’ve both known the score since I met her in New York six months ago. The reality is New York was always temporary for me, a way station after leaving the military while I was prepping for the next phase of my career, which begins in Alaska in a month. We’ve always had an expiration date, and this trip is our “best used by” date.

      She snuggles closer. “Pretend I never said ‘bills.’ Here, we won’t need them. We’ll set up a coconut popsicle stand just for fun. I can make killer coconut popsicles.”

      “Wait. You can make coconut popsicles, and I’m just learning this now?”

      “I can’t give up all my secrets at once. But you should know, they’re pretty spectacular. You’d give them an A,” she says.

      “Eating coconut popsicles, exploring all day, and spending the nights with you. Sounds like paradise,” I tell her, and she murmurs her “Yes” to our tropical dream then lifts her chin, her eyes dancing. I know that look. It’s the give me a kiss look.

      I brush my lips against hers and breathe her in, memorizing the moment so I have it later when I’m scaling a mountain, trekking across a desert, or crossing a dangerous river. I imprint in my mind the salty scent of the ocean, the lush breeze, the incessant whoosh-hum of the sea as it swoops across the sand.

      And most of all, I memorize her. The sweet taste of her lips, the feel of her body, the tender sighs that make me want to get closer.

      We kiss for longer than is legal. Eventually we head inside where we pretend the night will never end, the trip will last forever, and that we won’t go our separate ways in another few weeks, as we always planned to.

      Yes, this is the greatest trick that vacations pull. Sneaky bastards.

      “Happy Valentine’s Day,” she says as she curls up in my arms in bed, moonlight streaking through the open windows. “It was the best one ever.”

      “It was.”

      She’s quiet for a beat, staring at the white curtains billowing softly in the gentle evening breeze. “Hunter . . .?”

      There’s a question in my name, or maybe a request. “Yes?”

      “This might be crazy, but do you think there’s a way . . .?”

      I know what she’s asking. “Is there a way for us to be together when I move to Alaska and you stay in New York?”

      Her eyes are wide and vulnerable as she gazes at me. “Yes. What do you think?”

      I take a deep breath, considering. Sure, more intrepid men than I have pulled off feats of long-distance romance, though that seems like a recipe for disaster. But it’s Valentine’s Day, and she’s happy in my arms, and I’m pretty damn happy with her. Staying together feels as possible as living off our coconut popsicle stand and riding the waves all day.

      “Maybe there is, honey.” The truth is I want that too. I want to keep her as mine, even though it feels damn near impossible.

      Her eyes widen in surprise. “You think so?”

      I shoot her a crooked grin and let myself imagine it. After all, it’s not impossible. Maybe there is a way for us to work out. “Sure. They have FaceTime in Alaska, and internet, and cell service. Well, when I’m not guiding travelers through the wilderness on super manly survival expeditions.”

      “Which is most of the time, so . . . it would be crazy to try to do this,” she says, but her tone says crazy good, and the sound of her hope is intoxicating.

      I inhale her hope, letting it feed my heart, hungry for her. “It would be insane. But I should return to New York in a year.”

      “So maybe it’s not so crazy.”

      The smile she flashes at me is too happy for me to ruin. Besides, I do want to make us work. I like the idea of this too much.
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      The next morning, we jostle through security at the airport, stuff ourselves into our sardine seats in the back of the plane, and sit on the tarmac for three hours, sweating and wriggling restlessly.

      This is reality. Not waves, not pineapples, not surfing or hiking or exploring. And reality means work and jobs and chasing dreams. A few days later, while I’m in my cousin’s apartment packing my bags for Alaska, my phone rings.

      The number startles me. The caller is from halfway around the globe. When I answer and he tells me he’s had an unexpected opening on his team and asks if I can get there right away, I don’t hesitate.

      The opportunity is out of this world. It’s bigger and better than the job in Alaska, and there’s no end in sight.

      It’s everything I’ve wanted.

      Even when he tells me that for the first several months, I can’t breathe a word of who I’d be working for—a billionaire businessman who has a thirst for adventure but a desire for privacy until he succeeds in his new quests. But this man, the caller says, needs a strong team.

      Sign me up.

      There’s only one small flaw in the plan.

      I’ll barely have any contact with the outside world. No FaceTime, no cell service. I won’t be able to stay in touch with Presley. There’s no way to make this “staying together” thing work now.

      That stings. Bitterly.

      It hurts like hell.

      For a moment, I consider turning down the job. Because I want the woman too.

      But I know deep in my gut, in the marrow of my bones, this is the chance I’ve been looking for. This is what I’m meant to do.

      I can’t look back.

      I can only move forward.

      I shove the hurt aside and leap at the chance.

      When the call ends, I change the maybe I gave Presley to a no.

      Then I leave, because it was just an illusion that we could make this work.
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      Presley

      

      Seriously?

      A phone call?

      A freaking breakup phone call?

      After that night, that trip, the things he said . . . all I warrant is a few minutes on the phone?

      Slumped down on my couch later that evening, I replay his parting words once more. I have to take this chance. Expeditions like this come around once in a lifetime. I know it’s crazy that I can’t say who it’s for or where we’ll be going, but trust me, it’s better than leading wilderness expeditions in Alaska. So much better, and it’s everything I’ve ever wanted. I feel this is what I’m supposed to do, what my dad would have wanted for me. I hate that I have to do it like this, because I’m crazy in love with you. But I can’t make this work, and I need to leave tonight. It’s the only way. I’m sorry.

      Now he’s on his way to the airport, jetting a million time zones away to trek . . . somewhere. Maybe the Himalayas. Possibly Africa. He won’t say. He just goes.

      But I have plans too, Hunter. I have goals and dreams, just like you. You’re not the only one who wants things.

      Though right now, what I want most is to burrow into this couch, build a blanket fort, and cocoon in my apartment for a few weeks.

      Except . . .

      What the hell?

      I won’t let him derail me.

      I sit up straight; take a deep, fueling breath; and remind myself of my dreams. When I start my new job tomorrow, it’ll be the first step to becoming the best curator ever. Soon, my name will be known in Paris, London, Tokyo. My taste will be unparalleled. I’ll leverage it and write an incredible insider account of the greatest art forgeries of all time. It’ll vault to the top of the best-seller list, and then Christie’s or Sotheby’s will woo me.

      I’ll be the queen of the art world.

      Ha. Take that, Hunter.

      He’s not the only one with blue whale-sized dreams.

      So it’s time to do exactly what he’s doing. Make a clean break. To do that, I need a bona fide, foolproof plan to move on from the man you maybe kinda thought might have been “the one.”

      I pick up my phone and call my friend Truly. “What is the fastest, most efficient way to get over a guy?”

      Her answer gets right to the point. “Archery. Want me to find you a class?”

      “Yes.”
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      Six months later, I’m a markswoman. At the archery range in Soho, I draw back the string, poised. A half year of practice has shaped my arm into steel. With lasers in my eyes, I put the target in my crosshairs and let the arrow fly.

      It hits the center of the target with a satisfying thwap.

      “And that’s how you score a hole in one.” I blow on my fingernails.

      “It’s actually a bull’s-eye,” Truly deadpans. “But sure, hole in one works.”

      I shimmy my shoulders. “It feels like a hole in one.”

      She smiles. “Oh-so-good?”

      I stare at the ceiling of the indoor range, considering her question. “Yeah. I’d have to give it a ten on a scale of one to ten.”

      She smiles her approval, tugging her brunette ponytail tighter. “And on that scale, how high do we rate the officially-over-the-ex factor?

      “Ex? Who’s that?”

      “Well done.” She tops the praise with a slow clap.

      “Thank you. Thank you very much.” I take an exaggerated bow. “In fact, I don’t even remember his name.”

      She pumps a fist. “Yes! I knew my crash course in moving on would work its magic.” She rubs her palms together, cackling like a witch. “Now, if we can just conjure a rebound man for you.”

      I stare at her like she just proposed we shoot the rest of the arrows while blindfolded and standing on tiptoe. “I might be over him, but I’m not interested in a rebound.”

      “Why not? Rebounds are fun.”

      “I’m sure they are, but for now, I’m a woman on a mission, climbing the ladder. My boss loves what I’ve been doing with the collections. My goal is to work my butt off so I can nab a promotion in a year or two, and before you know it, I’ll take over at the Met.”

      “Goals. Work it.”

      “It’s a good thing I have zero distractions.”

      She studies me intently, as if she’s going to make a pronouncement. “That means you’re at one hundred, then.”

      I shoot her a quizzical look as I reach for another arrow. “One hundred for what?”

      “On the one-to-ten scale for being over your ex. You made it to one hundred, girl, and the scale doesn’t even go that high.”

      “I’m an overachiever.”

      I work my way through the rest of the arrows. Some skid across the floor, some graze the edge of the target, and a few more land close to the center. All remind me that I’m over that man.

      I take aim once more.

      When I started archery, I used to think of him. I thought of our promises, of our non-promises, of the hope he gave me, of the hope he dashed.

      Now that’s all in the past, exactly where that mountain man will stay.

      I don’t even know where he is.

      The North Pole? Chile? Siberia? Who knows? Who cares? He couldn’t even tell me. Top secret expedition, whatever.

      With the way that man wants to explore the world, I’ll probably never see him again.
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      Except I do see him. I see him splashed all over the news the next month when he saves the life of a billionaire businessman during a blizzard in Antarctica. Some tech genius from India who wanted to climb the Seven Summits. That must be the man who hired him and swore him to secrecy.

      I’m guessing Mr. Billionaire is pretty damn glad he nabbed Hunter for the expedition.

      Even in spite of my desire to excise him from my life, I can’t stop watching the reports. I can’t turn away from the story of his bravery, how Hunter—a last-minute addition to the crew, the reports say—fearlessly saved this man’s life on a dangerous peak in a vicious, unexpected storm.

      Call it luck, call it good fortune—call it the best hire of Vikas Winters’s life.

      My heart squeezes, and my throat tightens, and I don’t want to feel this way. I don’t want to feel a damn thing.

      I stop reading the reports. I turn off the news.

      But that only works short-term.

      Because that rescue catapults him to the spotlight. Within a few short years, the man who saved the billionaire philanthropist’s life becomes wildly famous, hosting an adventure series. And I have to see his stupidly handsome face on billboards and posters slapped up all over my city.

      The insult of his obnoxious omnipresence, this modern-day Magellan with nerves of steel, smacks me square in the jaw one day when I walk into a bookstore to pick up a Valentine’s Day gift for my sister’s kids and spot in the front of the store a giant cardboard cutout, looking all square-jawed, intense, and scruffy-sexy, promoting shelf upon shelf of his brand-new hardcover. Seriously? The man leaves me a few days after our Valentine’s Day trip, and now the universe picks right before the same holiday to serve up his two-dimensional face here of all places?

      I grit my teeth as I pick up a copy of the book, give it my best whatever eye roll, then set it down.

      I’ll just do my book shopping online, thank you very much. Especially since my own book was never even carried in bookstores.

      Sigh.

      Thankfully, Hunter Armstrong fades into the background once more, where I can ignore his existence.

      That is until the day I learn it won’t be a bookstore endcap or a five-story-tall Hunter staring at me, but something much worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          

      

    

    







            Hunter

          

        

      

    

    
      Present day

      

      My father used to say every man should own three things: a watch, a pocketknife, and a tuxedo.

      I agreed with him on the first rule, since punctuality is key. As for a pocketknife, I don’t leave home without one. But a tux? Seems like a luxury.

      Yet, at this moment, twenty-six thousand feet above Queenstown, New Zealand, I’m glad I listened to the old man. The penguin suit has come in quite handy during the last few years, and it looks damn good.

      Who am I kidding? It looks fantastic, and the ladies will love it when I share these photos later today.

      Correction: when my assistant shares the photos on my social media feed.

      From my chair at the tiny dinner table suspended forty feet below a hot-air balloon, I slice another bite of the eye fillet of beef, then chase it with an asparagus tip. “I give it a B-plus,” I say to my dinner companion and good friend Trevor. Then I blink—I haven’t graded food in, well, ages.

      “C’mon, man. I slaved over a hot stove to make this meal.”

      I laugh, rolling my eyes. “As if you even cook anymore.”

      “Hey, I cook when I have to,” Trevor remarks. “I.e., when we’re stuck in the wilds of some jungle and I have to roast bugs on a campfire or something.”

      I point to the three-course meal prepared by a chef for our stunt. “But is this better than fire-roasted bug?”

      “Now that you mention it, it is,” Trevor says dryly as he tucks into the chocolate mousse. “Even though, let’s be honest, it’s chilly AF up here.”

      “Try igloo temperature. That’s colder than the South Pole.”

      “And you would know.”

      “You too.” Trevor’s been with me to the end of the world and back. When we finish—quickly, I might add, because freezing temperatures suck balls—we tug our oxygen masks back on.

      After we do a little prep work, we’re ready to get the hell out of the sky. “Please fasten your seat belts, ladies. It’s now time for us to make our final descent,” I say in a smooth flight attendant tone.

      “Let’s hope it’s not our final descent,” Trevor says.

      “I’ll toast to that.” Especially since I had been damn sure a recent one was indeed going to be my last.

      I signal to the pilot in the basket up above to pull up the table we dined on, then, with a silent thank you to Vikas Winters for giving me my first big chance, I shove away thoughts of that jump gone wrong.

      There will always be imperfect jumps.

      Today’s will be perfect, I decide.

      I take the plunge, Trevor close behind.

      Even after thousands of them, both as a paratrooper and as a civilian, it’s still exhilarating, this feeling of flying. I hurtle toward what looks like Middle-earth, savoring the mountains and lush hills as best I can with the ground rushing toward me at two hundred feet per second. But skydiving engages both your mind and your emotions—as you careen to the face of the earth at rocket speeds, cheating death, you have both zero time to think and all the time to ponder.

      Mostly I feel as I hurl to the ground.

      But once again, my mind drifts to regrets.

      Really, I have none. I don’t believe in regrets. I’m doing exactly what I should be doing. What I want to be doing, and what I promised my dad I would do. And I’m damn glad Vik hired me ten years ago and swore me to secrecy about his attempt to scale the Seven Summits to raise money for pediatric cancer research, then smashed his fundraising goals when he nearly died.

      Almost-death was quite good to my first benefactor.

      And for me as well, it turns out.

      But somewhere around five thousand feet, a different image fills my vision. Crystal-blue eyes, a wicked smile, a constellation of freckles.

      I haven’t thought of her since . . . well, since one of my last prep jumps.

      What the hell?

      Maybe it’s because I graded a meal up there, and that was our thing. Not because I have regrets, not because she’s been shoving her way to the front of my mind. Not because I wish I had done things differently. Regrets are for other guys. I’ve lived a life without regret, and I plan to keep doing so.

      If I’d stayed with her, I wouldn’t be here, setting a world record for the highest altitude dinner party.

      At twenty-five hundred feet, I engage the parachute. It opens, mercifully, and then . . .

      I float.

      Ah, this is the icing, the cherry on top, as I drift down, down, down, drinking in the mountains, the water, and the lush landscape below me.

      I land safely, my knees bearing the impact as my feet hit the ground. As they do, I salute my father, who’s somewhere up above. Moments later, my companion in all my adventures across the globe makes landfall too. I shake Trevor’s hand, and we smile for the waiting cameras.

      Even though high-altitude fine dining isn’t the usual type of survivalist strategy we feature on Man Against the Elements, it’ll be great fare for one of our many specials. Those are softer shows where we execute stunts or raise money for charity using our show’s reach to spread the word.

      When the photos are done, I find the woman who runs the fallen soldier charity we raised money for with the dinner and the jump.

      “Thanks so much for your work setting this up,” I tell her. “I hope it did its job. And I don’t mean advertising the glamour of sky-high dinner parties.”

      “You never know,” she laughs. “The hot-air balloon business in Queenstown might have a run-up in bookings. But seriously, this is going to raise awareness tremendously.”

      “It’s the least I can do.”

      Trevor and I head toward the car. We have a busy day of debriefs tomorrow as we plan for the next and final episode of this season, where the crew will drop me near a raging river and I’ll have to ford the rapids and then scale down a waterfall.

      Before I reach the vehicle, my assistant races over.

      Cammi is as perky as ever, her bright, cheery voice calling, “Great work today. Guinness has all the details, so you should be breaking Bear’s record by more than two thousand feet.”

      “Bear Grylls?” I ask casually, as if I don’t know exactly whose record we just destroyed.

      “Yeah, ever heard of him?” she teases.

      “Hmm.” I scratch my jaw. “Not sure. It vaguely rings a bell.”

      “Don’t worry. Your name will be more famous than his soon.”

      “Soon?” Trevor asks, cutting in. “I’d say already.”

      “And for that, I’ll keep you on payroll.”

      He rolls his eyes, dragging a hand through his light hair. “You’re lucky I stay with you.”

      “I am. Every man needs a sidekick.”

      He flips me the bird, and we both laugh as Cammi reroutes the conversation. “I also wanted to let you know that you just had a phone call from someone named Daniel Highsmith. He said he has a project to discuss with you.”

      “No idea who he is.”

      Cammi clears her throat. “He thought you might say that, which is why he mentioned pretty early on that your mother said he should call.”

      I jerk my gaze back to Cammi. “My mother?”

      “Apparently she recommended you for something.”

      “For a project?”

      Trevor nudges me. “How very unusual of Mama Armstrong to get involved.”

      “Yeah, what a shock.” This is the woman who will email the show’s producers with episode suggestions like, What if we showed Hunter having to survive a day at a spa? What if we showed him trying to survive teaching kindergarten? How about he tries to last for a full day of Black Friday shopping? That’s some kind of challenge.

      Cammi laughs. “He said he has an opportunity he thinks you’ll be keen on. Do you want me to set up a time to speak with him?”

      “Does the opportunity involve my mother trying to get me to lead a story time at the local library?”

      “My vote is yes,” Trevor says dryly.

      “Probably,” Cammi says with a shrug, shooting a smile at both of us.

      “Send me his info,” I tell her.
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      That night at the hotel, I look up Daniel Highsmith, since my curiosity’s been piqued.

      I learn about his auction house, the range of collections he’s curated over the years, and his background as a former professor of art and architecture at Brown University. He’s no slouch, even though his business seems to be riding more on its past than its present. But that doesn’t bother me, since his past is damn impressive.

      I click on another page of search results, and I blink when I see the top photo.

      Is that . . .?

      Am I seeing . . . people?

      My chest clenches at the sight of the woman next to him. Those eyes. The freckles. Those lips I once knew so well.

      Regrets are for other guys.

      In a heartbeat, I grab the phone.
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            Presley

          

        

      

    

    
      The email lures me with its exclamation point.

      It hints that this message contains such exciting news it demands the most exuberant choice in punctuation.

      Re: The Forgers News!

      Sitting up in bed, I take a deep breath, eager to see what delights await me from my publisher on a Monday morning.

      I click open the email.

      

      
        
        Dear Presley,

      

        

      
        I hope this email finds you well. Attached you will find a letter regarding the remaindering – i.e. disposing of –  the hardcover of THE FORGERS. We will be sending you a set of forty copies. If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to ask. As set forth in the original agreement, we would also like to extend to you a onetime offer to purchase additional copies at the cost of $1.61 per copy, which does not include shipping. If you wish to place an order, please call our customer service department.

      

        

      
        Sincerely,

        Angela Greenbrae

        Editorial Assistant at Anthem Publishing

      

      

      

      I unleash a groan the length of the Hudson River.

      Dropping my head in my hand, I utter a few choice curse words.

      Then, just in case I’m still dreaming—or really, nightmaring—I read the email again.

      And one more time because evidently I like to pick at scabs.

      Do I want to buy the remaining copies? Is this a new strategy to sell more books? The publisher only sold four.

      Okay, fine, that’s not true. It was something like 154, but I know for a fact that my mom and dad bought ten, my mom’s sister purchased five, and my sister snatched up a bunch too.

      I slump, disappointment heavy after I’d let my hopes rise.

      It’s not as if I thought I was getting a million-copy print run for Target, but I was hoping the publisher might be sending good news about the paperback edition of the book. Perhaps a new marketing plan to lure a bevy of new readers for my deep dive into the most daring art forgeries of the twentieth century.

      Instead, it’s an invitation to shell out.

      I read the note once more in case I happened to miss a postscript about how this is great news because as soon as the publisher dumps these copies, they’ll print a ton more, all wrapped in silver bows and bursting with confetti.

      But confetti never comes out of the carpet, and the note is the note is the note.

      I hit archive, sending it out of my inbox and into the abyss of email storage. But the next email gut checks me too. It’s from my sister.

      

      
        
        Hey Nora Roberts,

      

        

      
        Mom and I are decorating this weekend. Can I persuade you to lend us your eye? I can Skype you, and we’ll do a video thingy. I have tons of new photos of the rug rats to hang, and no one rocks the art decor like you. If you want to come up to Vermont, I’ll even make you that spinach salad with chickpeas and chia seeds that you like, since I know you like to be all health nut when you’re not lured by diners. And you can sign some of my extra copies of your book for my friend’s book club. I bought extras because Amazon was having a crazy sale!

      

        

      
        Xoxo

        Holly

      

      

      

      I couldn’t ask for a more supportive family. Truly, I can’t. My sister uses different names of best-selling authors to address me every time she writes. She puts me on a pedestal for my art skills. And she gobbled up my failed, pathetic book. Yet I hardly feel like I deserve it.

      Starring the email so I can answer it later, I slide out of bed.

      The floorboards squeak as I head to the stove in my tiny East Village studio to make a pot of tea. As I turn on the kettle, I call my agent.

      Beatrice answers on the second ring. “Good thing you didn’t quit your day job, huh?”

      I choke out a mirthless laugh at her attempt at levity. “Yeah. It is.” Though the day job has its issues too. “So what’s next?”

      “I have plans! Big plans! But I need something from you.”

      “Sure. What is it?” I ask, grateful that Beatrice is always strategizing.

      “See, I’m poking around my inbox trying to find the proposal you sent me. I can’t seem to locate it, but once I do, I’ll pitch you to Anthem for another book. How does that sound?”

      That sounds like . . . a big problem.

      Red flames across my cheeks. “You don’t have it because I haven’t sent it to you.”

      Beatrice is a  half-full kind of person, so she says, “What are you waiting for? I’m sure it’s fantastic, and I could use some fabulous reading material. I just refreshed my email. Waiting, waiting, waiting. Let me try again.”

      I cast my gaze toward my laptop, huddled in a corner of the couch. “I’ll be done with it soon, I promise,” I tell her as I fill the tea basket with leaves. But the truth is my publisher’s idea for a second book isn’t wowing me. Anthem said it would consider a proposal on art heists, but that’s been covered to death, and I haven’t found a new angle into it. Besides, “consider” doesn’t mean buy, and “buy” doesn’t mean the book will sell any copies. “I’m just trying to find the best hook.”

      “Maybe you’ll find it in the next hour,” she says, and her tone is chipper, but it’s laced with a directive—get moving.

      “But what about The Forgers?” I press, returning to the subject nagging at me, namely the book baby I wrote all while juggling a full-time job a few years back at a prestigious museum. Of course, the reason I wrote the book was to have more street cred in the museum world and move up. Can you say “fruitless effort”? “Isn’t there anything we can do? Get the rights back maybe?”

      My agent peals with laughter. “Oh, sweetheart. Whatever would we do with the rights?”

      I grab the kettle and pour the steaming hot water over the leaves. “I could self-publish it.”

      “Oh, that’s so cute. I love your enthusiasm.”

      “Lots of people self-publish.”

      Her tone jerks to the right, veering straight into serious. “In romance. In mystery. Not in nonfiction. Sweetheart, go work on the heist book, wipe this nonsense about getting the rights back from your head, and find a great angle. Anthem will probably pay less. A lot less, but maybe this can be your breakout book.”

      “It certainly can’t do any worse than one hundred and fifty-four copies.”

      “Of course it could. It could have sold one hundred and fifty-three copies. Now, let’s talk hooks.” Something squeaks on her end, like maybe she just sat up straight in her chair. “Oooh, wouldn’t it be fantastic if Highsmith was robbed by an art thief today? I can picture it now.” She imitates an anchor on the five o’clock news. “And today, the once-vaunted auction house of Highsmith Associates finds itself the victim of a dazzling art thief who absconded with a Pollack.”

      “We don’t have any Pollacks. And art thieves aren’t usually ‘dazzling.’ They’re usually just thieves. Also, how is hoping for a one-in-a-million chance of a theft going to work as a hook?”

      “I’m just trying to get the creative juices flowing. Maybe you can embellish. For instance, what if a Warhol was stolen? Or maybe a Koons? Wait. What if our intrepid thief stole a Banksy?”

      “We don’t have any of their work.”

      “What could a thief steal, then?”

      “I’m currently curating a collection of love letters, some from Corey Kruger. I’m showing them this morning.”

      She squawks. “The washed-up child actor who has six love children from six different women?”

      I wince at the cold, clean truth of her question, then answer with as much dignity as I can muster. “Yes. The former Teen Beat sensation.”

      “Hmm. Well, that’s a different angle for sure. But perhaps you could put an ad on Craigslist, find an aspiring cat burglar, and stage a heist of love letters from has-beens? Now that would make for an interesting pitch. Think about it, dear.” Barely taking a breath, she segues from my floundering career as an author. “Now listen, I have to run. I have breakfast with the head of one of the big five about a book I’m taking to auction. The writer just won season two of Anyone Can Dance. I do love a good memoir from a rising celeb. Must go.”

      “Bye, Beatrice.”

      She’s gone before I even say her name.

      As I finish my tea, I check my email again, hoping for a reply from the human resources director at the Whitney Museum. There’s an opening in the American antiques department, and I’ve been trying to make my case for an interview. I would kill for an interview.

      Well, not kill.

      But I’d definitely sell my soul to the devil.

      My inbox is empty, so it looks like I won’t have cause to bargain with Lucifer this morning.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A collection of love letters can be quite a coup for an auction house. One of our competitors recently auctioned off some from President John F. Kennedy; another sold epistles written aboard the Titanic; yet another peddled a gorgeous, plaintive note from a rock star, the paper bursting with emotion-laden lines like Say you’ll be mine, say you love me madly all through the long and lonely nights, and put me out of this abject misery, this all-consuming pain. The missing is too much. It’s making it hard to write, to think, to eat. Come to me again, and I will give up everything for you.

      Here at Highsmith, ours are from an actor whose star burned brightest in the eighties with Goobers! It was one of those films that defined a generation, a tale of outcast kids banding together, so it’s too bad that his iconic turn in that flick was eclipsed by his role in a sex tape several years later. With a hooker. Who became the mother of his third child.

      He didn’t write her a love letter though.

      The high point of the collection is this masterpiece, written to the first woman he eloped with. Pre-hooker hookup, if you’re keeping tabs.

      

      
        
        I love you. I fucking love you. I love you like peanut butter loves jelly, and cameras love lights, and men love women. I love you madly, so madly it’s making me CRAZY. I want you to be mine. I’d give up all my earnings from Goobers! just to have you back. I messed up big time, but I LOVE YOU. Forgive me, forgive me, forgive me.

      

      

      

      I mean, really.

      He couldn’t even come up with another way to say “Forgive me.” How about at least a “Please forgive me for cheating on you, since I’m a lowly schmuck”?

      But on the bright side, we have a potential buyer and the interest of a local reporter, both of whom are getting a viewing before the auction later this week.

      I guide them to the glass case on display. “As you can see here, we have a collection of authentic love letters from Corey Kruger to Lily Wilder, his first wife, written in 1988. She is the mother of his first child.”

      “I thought she was the mother of Albany, his third child?” The question comes from the potential buyer, Felicity, a long-nosed, dark-haired woman in distressed jeans and snakeskin boots with an Instagram feed’s worth of makeup on her face.

      I plaster on a smile. “No, Albany Kruger is his firstborn. Buffalo his second. Butte the third, Des Moines the fourth.”

      “And Phoenix and Dallas are the fifth and sixth,” Felicity answers like a contestant on a game show. Shaking her head, she smiles, seemingly bemused with her forgetfulness. “I can’t believe I messed up Albany. But seriously, how cool was Corey for naming his kids after the places where they were conceived?”

      “The coolest,” I say, longing once more for the days when I worked at the Met, curating American art. But unfortunately, turns out my direct boss there was running a forgery ring, and his underlings were let go in a purge of everyone within spitting distance of him.

      Including this underling.

      The fact that I’d been researching great forgeries of the last century didn’t help me earn the benefit of the doubt. So much for a book giving me more credibility in my field.

      I’m still radioactive by association, it seems.

      The woman stares at the letter, reading it like she’s enrapt by the words, mouthing each line then bringing her hand to her chest. “He really did love Albany’s mama.”

      “Yes, he certainly believed he did,” I say diplomatically.

      The reporter, a weathered woman named Zara who wears a long braid down her back, clears her throat. “You don’t think he meant it, then?”

      I meet her inquisitive gaze. “Don’t we all say things with honesty in the moment, even if they don’t bear out over time?” I have to believe that we do. It’s how I make sense of the wreckage of my love life. In the last decade, I’ve fallen in love, fallen out of love, been engaged, been unengaged, been single and loving it, single and hating it, and single and who the hell cares.

      And I’ve been left brokenhearted by a man who flew to the other side of the world.

      “Exactly. And Kruger’s words didn’t really prove true,” Zara says with a scoff.

      “But he’s settled down now. With his new wife. And they seem so, so, so happy,” Felicity points out. “Clearly he must have learned from his mistakes.”

      “Perhaps his affections for so many women helped eventually lead him to make better choices,” I offer, since apparently my job is now to defend washed-up celebs. “After all, Corey is sober, and he’s a spokesperson for a mattress company. So there’s that.”

      “I love his mattresses,” Felicity says, as if she’s talking about his muscles or his sense of humor.

      “Why do you think his first wife kept this letter for so long?” the reporter asks as she studies it.

      “Maybe she wanted a different ending for their love story,” Felicity offers with a hopeful grin. “Maybe she kept them because she hoped he’d come back to her, and these letters were her connection to him.”

      “But he never did come back. He hardly even saw his child,” the reporter points out. “Do we know why Lily’s selling them?”

      I could tell her the truth. That Corey Kruger’s first baby mama is just like Highsmith Associates—in need of moolah. My boss took this collection on because love letters are hot, he’d said. Because it could give us a foothold in the love letter market. Because he’s trying to make a once-great auction house great again.

      As for Corey’s first wife, she’s selling because she can.

      But I won’t share that, nor will I divulge that she told us she doesn’t care one lick for the mattress man.

      That’s not going to help my cause—the cause of keeping this job to pay the bills as I sort out what the hell to do with my upside-down career. I sidestep into the truth, peddling the hope that buyers search between the lines of love letters. “She felt that since enough time had passed, she was ready to share them with the world.”

      Felicity smiles happily as she reads the letter again. “If I had a letter like that, you bet I’d share it with everyone. Would you?”

      Would I?

      When I’m seventy and an auction house comes to me and asks me to sell the letters that Hunter Armstrong wrote, would I? There weren’t many, and they were more like love notes, but he was crazy romantic at times, slipping little missives into my purse, my jacket pocket, and under my pillow.

      

      
        
        Dear Presley,

      

        

      
        You.

        I think of you.

        I dream of you.

        I want so much more of you.

      

        

      
        Xoxo

        Hunter

      

      

      

      I kept them all.

      I’d like to think I wouldn’t sell them.

      I’d like to think I wouldn’t need the money.

      But mostly I’d say no because I don’t want anyone ever asking me if I hoped our story had had a different ending.

      There is no other ending for us.

      I finish the showing, head to my office, and bury myself in work till lunch, when I devote an hour to researching ideas for a new book proposal.

      As I outline heist ideas, my phone buzzes with an intercom call—my boss.

      “Presley!”

      “Yes, Daniel?”

      “I have incredible news I can’t wait to share. Can you come to my office?”

      “I’m on my way.”

      Incredible news? At the rate my day is going, that means he’s laying me off.

      I head down the hallway, saying hello along the way to Cassandra, a jewelry specialist, and to Chen, who handles Asian art, before reaching my boss’s office, where I find him with a phone cradled against his ear.

      “Terrific, Oliver. That sounds terrific. We’ll talk soon. Cheers.”

      He hangs up and points to the phone. “Fantastic fellow in London. He’s keenly interested in American art and antiques. Hoping to do business with him.”

      “Is that the news you wanted to share?”

      He laughs, shaking his head. “No. That’s still percolating.” He gestures for me to come in, so I do—then stop when I see the photo on his computer screen.
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            Hunter

          

        

      

    

    
      “Welcome to New York. Thank you so much, and we hope to see you again on a flight very soon.”

      As the jet stops at the gate, the captain turns off the speaker, and I unbuckle my seat belt and stand.

      Twenty-one hours on a plane and I feel like a million bucks. Stretching, I shift my neck back and forth, roll my shoulders, and snag my carry-on.

      Nothing beats first-class travel.

      I slept a full ten hours over the Pacific. I also showered in LAX during our layover in the middle of the night, even though I could have gone to my nearby condo and showered there, since the City of Angels is where I call home when I’m here in the United States. But the airport was easier, and that’s something I never knew was possible when I was a kid growing up with barely two nickels to rub together—there are actually full showers in the first-class lounges at many airports. And they’re fantastic, so I’m fresh as a goddamn daisy as I step off the plane late Monday morning and make my way through the airport, heading for the baggage claim, where I’m instantly assaulted.

      It’s an out-of-the-blue ambush, and I’m smothered by laughter and a cloud of ivory soap scent. “Surprise!”

      I hug my mom, not entirely surprised by the sneak attack.

      After I untangle myself, I regard her silver-tinged hair, her crinkled smile, and the mischievous look in her warm brown eyes. “I told you I’d come by the house, Mom. You didn’t have to pick me up from the airport. I was going to take a Lyft.”

      My mother is a bulldozer. “Please. It’s my pleasure. There’s no need for a Lyft. Tell me though—were you surprised?”

      I tap my chin. “Let’s see. You engineered for Daniel Highsmith to track me down in Queenstown in between shoots, you suggested the Valentina family contact him to hire me, and you regularly email my producers. I’d say surprising me at the airport isn’t at the top of your recent exploits, but it’s completely in character.”

      Her jaw drops in faux shock. “Exploits? I have no idea what you mean.”

      “No? Must have been your doppelgänger.” I wink, since I’m not mad at her for meddling. Besides, I took the job in part to see her, since I like to make sure she’s taking care of herself.

      But she’s not the main reason I said yes.

      We head toward the carousel as she squeezes my shoulder. “It’s good to have you stateside,” she says. “Just think of all the adventures you could have here. Did you know, for instance, that hiking in the Adirondacks is going to be epic this summer?”

      Epic. This is my mom’s attempt to be cool. I don’t have the heart to tell her “epic” has gone out of vogue. Partly because I don’t want to hear her say “dope” instead. “Mom, you know I’m slightly past hiking in the Adirondacks?”

      She shakes a finger at me. “Don’t get cocky just because you’ve climbed the Seven Summits fifty times. You can’t forget the basics. The Adirondacks are great for that.”

      The Adirondacks are great for five-year-olds. But there’s little point arguing with her, so I give her a “Yes, Mom,” then we chat about what she wants to make for dinner as the baggage belt chugs along. When I spot my army-green duffel, I reach for it and hoist it over my shoulder.

      Her eyes widen. “Ooh, a whole duffel. Please tell me you’re staying for the summer.”

      “I’m staying to shoot the special.”

      “But you could stay for the summer,” she says as we head for the exit.

      I drop a kiss to her forehead. “Are you going to try every day to convince me to set up camp here? I do come home as often as I can.”

      “A few times a year isn’t enough. You should have a condo here instead of Los Angeles.”

      “And yet Los Angeles is where the network offices are.”

      “I bet they’d be fine with you being here. I can ask them.”

      I laugh. “You’ll do anything.”

      “Can you blame me for trying to get you to stay, Hunter? I happen to like having you around. And I like you in one piece,” she says, patting my arm this time.

      “Aww, I like you too, Ma.”

      She rolls her eyes, then turns serious. “And I worry about you. Just like I worried about your father.”

      The mention of my father makes my heart ache. It’s always made it ache, even though he’s been gone since I was twenty-one, more than sixteen years ago.

      “I was right to worry about him,” she adds, her voice wobbly. “And I’ve been worried even more since that jump.”

      “I know, Mom. But it all worked out.”

      She sighs wearily. “Vik and I were talking about you. How much you’ve accomplished. How you could so easily retire. After all, Vik has retired from many of his crazier pursuits. You admire Vik. You could be like him.”

      There are a million things to unpack in her remarks, most of them starting with I have no plans to retire. Ever. I tackle the simplest. “You still talk to Vik?”

      “You introduced me to him at your last book signing. Don’t you remember how his wife and I hit it off?”

      “You hit it off with everyone. No surprise, though, about Vik. He’s a good guy.” We’ve stayed in touch, and I consider him a damn good friend. It’d be strange if I’d fallen out of touch with him after what we went through in Antarctica. That kind of ordeal bonds you.

      “He is. The four of us double-date. That is, when Jesse and I aren’t busy dating on our own.”

      “Dating? Is that what you call it with Jesse? He lives with you, Mom. It’s a little more than dating.”

      “And we love to go on dates. So yes, I’m dating the man I live with, and one of my favorite things about dating a professor is he doesn’t even jump down from the last step on the ladder when he’s fixing a light bulb. He—wait for it—steps down.”

      “I’m going to be fine, even when I jump from the sky. I promise,” I say with more confidence than such a statement merits, perhaps because I still need some bravado when talking about jumps.

      She gives me the sharpest of motherly side-eyes, knowing that’s not a promise anyone can make. “Your father said the same thing. Your brother said the same thing, and thank God he retired from the Army before his fourth deployment.”

      “It’s the chance we take as Armstrong men. But I swear I’m careful.”

      “Your job is the opposite of careful.”

      “But I’m careful.”

      We cross toward the parking garage as she points out, “Jumping out of a hot-air balloon to set a world record is the very definition of risky.”

      “Then isn’t it a great thing I’ll be playing This Old House for a few weeks, thanks to your crazy engineering efforts? That’s the definition of safety.”

      She blows on her fingernails as she guides me toward the level where she parked. “Good. Now, while you’re in town, I thought I could introduce you to my friend Marisa Wallace’s daughter, Hillary. She’s a local teacher, and she’s into white-water rafting and camping. Doesn’t that sound perfect? I bet you two would hit it off.”

      I take her car keys. “Please tell me you didn’t lure me here in order to play matchmaker with your friends’ daughters the whole time I’m in town.”

      She so did. That’s so her style.

      She laughs, shooting me a look like that’s the craziest thing she’s ever heard. “No. I thought the Valentina estate was a great career opportunity. So when I heard the family was looking for someone to go through it, I naturally thought of you. I’m always looking out for your career.”

      “How is Marisa Wallace’s daughter a career move for me?”

      Her eyes twinkle. “You’ll be here for a little while. Why not have a few dates? I know you like the ladies.”

      I blink. “Did you just say that?”

      She scoffs. “Oh, please. It’s not a secret. I see pictures of you on the gossip sites. You’re never without a pretty woman on your arm. But what if you had a pretty local woman? Wouldn’t that be something?”

      “I’m here for work and to see you. Ergo, I’m not interested in dates.” I aim the key fob at her car and pop the trunk, sliding my duffel into the back before I open the passenger door for her.

      Once I’m in the driver’s seat, she continues her dating inquisition. “When you say ‘not interested,’ is that because there’s someone on the horizon?”

      Laughing at her persistence, I back up the car. “You’re not winning this one. I’m a thirty-seven-year-old former paratrooper with the US Army. My mommy is not allowed to set me up.”

      “Fine, I can respect that boundary. Let’s talk about other fun social activities. I’m picturing a barbecue this weekend. Jesse makes a mean grilled chicken. Ooh, what about a night at the bowling alley? My bowling club is kicking butt these days.”

      “And I suppose all your friends would come to the barbecue with their daughters? Or the bowling alley?”

      “I’d never thought of that. What a great idea,” she says, acting so thoroughly innocent it’s a wonder she never became a thespian. “I’ll put it in motion.”

      I roll my eyes as I drive down a lane toward the exit. “How are the horses, Mom? Are the stables keeping you busy?”

      Her lifelong dream was to ride. When she was a little girl, she longed for a horse, but her parents couldn’t afford one. They couldn’t afford much, nor could mine while I grew up. When I finally started earning good money from the show and the books, I bought her a farmhouse with a barn attached to it. She learned to ride a few years ago and is damn good at it.

      “I took Cinnamon out this morning. We went for a five-mile ride, and it was glorious.”

      “That’s good to hear.”

      “You should take her for a ride. Did you know Hillary is an equestrian too?”

      I slide the ticket through the gate, chuckling to myself as I drive out of the garage. “I had no idea.”

      “Oh, she’s a fantastic horsewoman, and she loves to snowboard too.”

      I let my mom chatter on as we drive, since it makes her happy, the idea that she might set me up, even though I’ve made my feelings clear.

      As I turn onto the highway, she shifts gears. “Tell me more about what my friend Daniel has in mind for the project.”

      “I presume he’s hoping we’ll find the buried treasure,” I say with a laugh.

      “That’s just a rumor,” she says, chuckling too.

      “And the last thing I expect is to find buried treasure here in New York State.” But still, the rumor itself was definitely another reason I said yes. Supposedly, Edward Valentina found treasure when he discovered the Lost City of the Sun, as he’d called it. Is it true? Stranger things have happened. And there’s a part of me that believes the rumor. Or really wants to believe it.

      “And buried in the shed of his New York estate,” she says with a wink. “I bet you’ll play that up for the cameras.”

      “Of course. I’m a good entertainer. How else could I keep you in your horses?”

      “Entertain away, then. When will the crew join you? Will Trevor be here?”

      “He’s leading in Chile right now, but Webflix hired a local crew.” Webflix is the online giant that produces my show, and what Webflix says goes. “But I’ll also do some solo shooting, selfie-style and all that.”

      I give her more details about the project, and when I get to who I’m working with, I nearly mention Presley.

      I almost say, Yeah, there’s this woman. I used to be wildly in love with her. I’d write her love notes so she’d have something to remember me by when I left. Then I did something foolish. I thought I could make it work. I thought we could find a way. Instead, I broke her heart, and mine too. Now, for some damn reason, I see this woman’s face at the most inopportune times.

      But my mother has no idea Presley and I were once involved. It wasn’t a secret. It just never came up. Mom was working in California at the time and never had the opportunity to meet Presley.

      No need to divulge the story now. She’d have a field day with that intel, and rightly so.

      I stuff all those private details into a Ziploc bag, seal it, and toss it into the back of the freezer in my brain. Besides, I didn’t take the job to win Presley back. Hell, I don’t even know her situation. She could be married with three kids. If I’d wanted to see her again after all these years, I’d have sought her out.

      Except I can’t deny she’s a big part of the reason I said yes to the project.

      I flash back to the call with Daniel, to the details he shared about his esteemed associate.

      “Thrilled that Barbara put me in touch with you,” he’d said, referring to my mother. “And on the Highsmith side, I’ll be asking my right-hand woman to lead the project. She’s brilliant, sharp as a tack and knows American history better than anyone.”

      “Sounds fantastic.”

      “Her name is Presley Turner.”

      That was what I’d been hoping he’d say. Talk about luck. “What’s she like?” I’d asked.

      “She gets along with everyone, and she’s a natural on camera. When I tell her she’s going to be on your special, I bet she’ll be tickled pink.”

      I wasn’t so sure about that, but it wasn’t my place to correct him. Besides, I needed information. “She doesn’t know yet that I’m involved?”

      “I’ll tell her this week. I needed to line you up first, and boy, oh boy, am I sure glad I did.”

      “Me too, sir.”

      I try to picture Presley’s face when she hears we’ll be seeing each other again.

      But the image won’t come together. I have no clue how she’ll react. I have no clue what Presley’s life is like. When I looked her up online for the first time in years, I only uncovered work details.

      But tonight I’ll see her and have the chance to figure out why she occupies my mind in those dire moments. I said yes to this job for a lot of reasons, but once I know why she’s in my head lately, I can get her out of it.

      Later that afternoon when I’m changing for the gym, I toss my wallet onto the dresser, contemplate it a moment, and then retrieve it to fish out the creased paper that has traveled the world with me. I read it again, a reminder of why I always chase my dreams so damn hard.
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      Turn it off! I want to shout at my boss.

      Because as I take a seat across from Daniel, the photo of Hunter on the computer screen is laughing at me.

      Today of all days, when I’ve learned my publisher is remaindering me, when my agent thinks I have little hope without staging a con, and when I have to dig down deep to promote D-list celeb love letters instead of antiques and artifacts from the turn of the twentieth century, seeing Hunter “I’m rich, charismatic, and charitable” Armstrong staring back at me in my place of work makes me feel like I’m the butt of a joke.

      Why must the owner of the most chiseled jaw in the history of chiseled jaws be on Daniel’s screen? And looking so rugged with that three-day stubble, that daring glint in his eyes, and that crooked grin that melts panties?

      Ugh, why can’t you be hideous?

      I tear my gaze away, focusing solely on Daniel.

      “I have good news. Fantastic news. Are you ready?” My boss gives me a jowly grin. He’s quite skilled at jowly grins. He clasps his palms together, and a smile lights him up, painting his face with absolute glee. That’s . . . interesting. I haven’t seen that look since he nabbed two dozen prints of nineteenth-century government survey records at auction. The records of early expeditions to the American West went for more than one hundred thousand dollars all combined.

      That made him happy.

      That made me happy.

      That made the buyers happy.

      It was our last big coup.

      “You’re reinstating Pizza Friday?” I offer, since I can’t let myself want more than that. I’ve learned that hope is a Chippendale dancer. It sashays to the front of the stage, ripping off clothes, revealing carved muscles, making you salivate, then it struts away, leaving you with only a wagging tongue.

      Daniel laughs. “That’s a damn fine idea. Maybe I will start that up again. Even add in a pick-your-own-topping contest.”

      “Go for cheese. People think pizza needs to be covered in mushrooms or artichokes or, ugh, figs. Real aficionados know nothing beats the simplicity of cheese.”

      He points at me like a proud papa. “Pizza and American antiquities. Your expertise is boundless.”

      I nod playfully, hoping I can indeed walk out of here with the promise of a cheese pie. Pizza makes bad days better.

      He takes a breath, a signal that he’s shifting gears. “I just got a phone call from a new client. A very good client. It might help us gain some ground we lost.”

      Competition has been breathing down our neck. Online auctions are gaining steam, and we don’t have the same cachet as we did when Daniel’s father started this place, growing it into a worthy option next to Christie’s and Sotheby’s. Trouble is, as the auction business has contracted, so has ours, more than others. We desperately need exciting opportunities, ones that give us a chance to prove our worth.

      “Is it those Strads found in the basement of an opera singer’s home?” I ask, because the big rumor these days is that a soprano with the voice of an angel plans to auction a collection of violins.

      “No. This is better.”

      I sit up ramrod straight, my interest dialed up to one thousand. “Better than Pizza Friday and a collection of Strads? What, are there Honus Wagner baseball cards nestled inside the instruments?”

      “Ha, that would be a good one.” He clears the laughter from his throat and picks up his tablet, opening it and angling it to show me a grainy shot taken years ago of a gorgeous, stately home. When he slides over contemporary photos of the same house, I recognize it.

      “That’s the—”

      “The Valentina estate,” he finishes reverently.

      Chills run down my spine. “Valentina as in Edward Valentina?”

      He nods with glee. “One of the greatest adventurers the world has ever known. These modern-day fools can’t hold a candle to him.”

      “They can’t. Not at all. Not one bit.” I’m bursting with possibility, because any good American historian knows of Edward Valentina, one of those wealthy, well-regarded early twentieth-century businessmen of the Gatsby era. Or at least we know of Valentina’s accomplishments after the age of thirty, when he ran a number of successful businesses, mostly banking and finance.

      His early years are a mystery.

      “When he founded the Exploration Society, it changed the game for explorers.”

      “Yes, with his wife, Greta, and—what was that chap’s name? The circus guy who was also an explorer.”

      “Jack Caribaldi,” I replied, not surprised by his memory lapse, since Jack’s more well-known for his family business, Caribaldi’s Extravaganza, a traveling circus more like Cirque du Soleil than Ringling Bros. Supposedly, his circus earnings funded his share of the expeditions he undertook. Then the Caribaldis and Valentinas together invested in about a half dozen theaters on Broadway.

      “Exactly. That’s why I thought of you. You know Valentina’s background, and his house is your specialty. The family hired us specifically to catalog the remaining contents of the home. Much of it has been sorted already, but there should still be some valuable things we can auction for them.”

      That’s a dream assignment, and I can barely grasp that he’s offering it to me. “Does anyone live there anymore?” I say, asking the most rudimentary of questions as my brain says Holy hell, oh my God, this could be fantastic.

      “The grandchildren moved out a while ago. Joseph and Corinne. But they’ve given us the go-ahead to start. The home is empty, and a caretaker can let you in. I’m estimating it’s a two- to three-day project.”

      “Do we know what sort of valuables are left in the house?”

      “Supposedly a few items from the Exploration Society, possibly some maps, perhaps artifacts he uncovered on his expeditions, as well as paintings, photographs, prints, and a desk with secret compartments.” His eyes twinkle with delight.

      “I love the way furniture was built centuries ago with all sorts of hiding places.”

      “Indeed. It could be a treasure trove.” He leans back in his chair, a grin commanding his face. Daniel has only ever wanted this auction house to succeed again. I can tell that’s what he thinks he’s latched onto—the chance to put this company back on the map. “And I want you to lead the project.”

      I nearly bounce out of my chair. This is not a Chippendale dancer. This is the full package, the whole banana, and I want to sink my teeth into it right now. Digging through history is my great love. “I’d be honored.” I am honored and grateful and still wonder-struck by this tremendous opportunity.

      He slaps his desk enthusiastically. “Great. I knew you’d be game for it. I always appreciate your can-do spirit.”

      “That’s me. A can-do-er.” This is the polar opposite of Re: The Forgers News! This is the way I want all days to go.

      “Let me tell you more about the person I’ve enlisted to join you.”

      I beam. “I can’t wait to hear. I’m assuming you’re bringing on a bang-up junior specialist?” It’s only natural he’d include someone. Projects this big aren’t usually done solo. “Because I’m thinking Paige in the American Art department would be perfect. But Devon in antiques is good too. We have a deep bench. You can’t go wrong with either. Or both.”

      “That’s what I was thinking at first.”

      “Great.”

      “But then I had a better idea. Or, I should say, the idea had me. And I think you’ll get such a kick out of who I hired. But it’s not Devon or Paige.” He stage-whispers like the news is too delicious to deliver at a regular volume. “It’s someone from outside Highsmith.”

      Perhaps he’s contracting a colleague from the Exploration Society. Someone who worked with Hunter, maybe, and that’s why Hunter’s photo was on Daniel’s screen. “Is it someone from the society? They’re top-notch and would be great to work with.”

      “No . . .” Daniel rubs his hands like Santa Claus, jolly and brimming with good cheer. “Guess again.”

      “Maybe someone from the family?” The Valentinas were quite the storied clan. Perhaps one of Edward’s descendants, a brilliant type who knows their history inside and out.

      “Nope. Better. Even better. I can’t take the suspense anymore,” he says, even though he’s not the one in suspense. “I brought in Hunter Armstrong. The Hunter Armstrong. The TV star, adventurer, and survival expert. You’ve heard of him, I presume?”

      The room goes silent.

      My breath stops.

      I try to rewind.

      He can’t mean him. He can’t possibly have said that name.

      “Hunter . . . Armstrong?” I croak, as if I can get him to take it back.

      He shoots me a look like I’ve crawled out from under the bridge I’ve been living beneath for the last five years. “Yes, and he’s going to do a TV special on the Valentina home. Surely you’ve heard of him?”

      He doesn’t know we were involved. I don’t talk about him, or anyone I’ve dated, for that matter. Nor am I linkable by six or even one degree to the man who has dated models, actresses, and ballerinas.

      And dates them regularly.

      I’m simply a footnote in his past, the art historian he tangoed with more than a decade ago, making promises that fame and ambition wouldn’t let him keep.

      That he wouldn’t let himself keep.

      “Yes, I’m aware of the man,” I manage to say, my voice even and cool. But part of me, perhaps the self-preserving part, recovers quickly as soon as it hits me—Hunter would be terrible for this job.

      Cataloging a home requires precision, research, and stillness. The man is a tornado. How the hell is he going to be patient enough to work his way through a house properly? It’s not a freaking desert he has to trek across in three days or he’ll die. He’s motivated by the highest of stakes, not whether a vintage map might be worth something to a historical society.

      I inch a little closer, take a breath, then say, “Are you concerned at all that his show might be . . .” I shrug. “You know . . . exploitative?”

      He cocks his head to the side. “What do you mean?”

      “Some of his shows—aren’t they a bit low-class?”

      Daniel chuckles. “Well, he doesn’t drink urine from rattlesnake skin or eat deer droppings.”

      My stomach churns. “I hope no one does.”

      “Some of those other guys do.”

      “That’s just gross. But my point is, aren’t some of Hunter’s episodes staged? Didn’t he come under fire for staying in a motel one night rather than actually roughing it under the stars in the rain forest?”

      Daniel arches a brow. “Motels in the rain forest? That sounds more spurious than staging show elements.”

      My cheeks burn like I’m the one who messed up. “Maybe it was an island I was thinking of,” I say, a little thrown off. “The point being, I’ve read reports that not every detail is one hundred percent transparent, and we have to be one hundred percent transparent in our line of work, don’t we?”

      “And we will. That’s why I have you handling our side of things. You’re tops at research and details. He’s a pro at adventure, entertainment, and bringing in fans.”

      My heart droops at the reminder of “fans” and what fans equal—money. Millions of people watch his program, which means he brings a tailor-made audience to our auction house. That’s what Daniel needs, and honestly, that’s what I need too. I want this company to return to its glory days. It’s my only hope right now, given the sorry state of my publishing career.

      Which feels a lot more like an un-career these days.

      Daniel leans back in his chair, pleased. “Did you see the episode where he free-climbs a waterfall in Argentina? It’s brilliant. Such a daring adventurer.”

      “He sure is,” I say, plastering on a smile.

      “And he saved that man’s life years ago.” He shakes his head, perhaps in amazement. “Did you hear about the blizzard that almost killed Vikas Winters?"

      “I did.”

      Who hasn’t?

      “So incredibly heroic how Hunter carried him on his back to safety. I bet Vik leaves him his fortune in his will. Not that he needs it,” Daniel says, cracking himself up.

      “Nope. Doesn’t seem like he does,” I say.

      Daniel straightens and raps his knuckles on the desk. “One more thing. I’ve arranged for the three of us to have a drink after work today to go over logistics.”

      Thanks, universe. A little notice before I see the ex would have been nice.
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      There are certain rules a woman must follow.

      Don’t bad-mouth other women.

      Don’t apologize if you haven’t done anything wrong.

      And definitely never show up to see the ex unless you can walk in like you own the place.

      That’s the crux of the girl code, a guideline that unites all women across all walks of life. No matter how far over him you are, thou shalt not look anything less than jaw-droppingly fabulous.

      Unfortunately, my boss has only given me a one-hour window to vault over that pommel horse of a rule, and my apartment is more than thirty minutes away in rush hour. But this is New York, and a gal’s got friends. Where there’s a will, there damn well is a way.

      I call in reinforcements, giving Truly her marching orders—bring me clothing options stat—then I hustle over to my nearby gym when the workday ends. After a power shower, I slide into my bra and skinny jeans again. The foundation elements remain the same. But otherwise, I transform, blow-drying my hair into lush waves. It’s shorter than when I knew him, because who has time for tramp stamp–length hair anymore?

      As I turn off the hair dryer, my friend arrives in the ladies’ locker room on time, like a good foot soldier. Canvas bags drape over her shoulders. “Fashion infantry is here and ready to serve.”

      I salute her. “You will be receiving a commendation for your speed and dedication to the cause, especially given your condition.”

      “Let’s make sure you like what I brought first.” She sets the bags down on the bench then rubs her expanding belly.

      I riffle through them, searching for the right top. “This is cute,” I say, grabbing a soft light-blue blouse. “He always did like it when I wore blue.”

      She whistles. “I like the way you think. Hit him in the longing-for-you spot.”

      “Not sure he has one.” I hunt more, snagging a black top that looks like it’ll slope down one shoulder. “This could be the perfect little peek at skin.”

      “Yes, skin he’ll never see again. Make him salivate and suffer.”

      I roll my eyes. “I don’t think the man who dates supermodels and has money spilling out his ears is suffering whatsoever.”

      “But when he sees you, he’ll die of regret. And it’ll be perfect. Mwah ha ha ha.” She tosses back her head and unleashes a full-throated witch’s cackle that makes me love her even more.

      “I’m keeping you around for moral support for . . . oh, say, forever, ’kay?”

      “Yeah. You’re stuck with me, Pres,” she says.

      As I unearth a pretty pink scoop neck shirt that’s delightfully feminine, Truly tilts her head to the side, curiosity etched in her gaze. “Wait. How do you know he dates supermodels? I thought you never googled him?”

      I narrow my eyes as I tug on the pink top, beginning a fashion show. “I’m human, okay? I cave now and then. I know a little bit about him.”

      She wipes a hand across her brow. “Whew. I thought you were Superwoman.”

      “Most of the time I possess a will of steel, but every now and then, it’s made of croissants. And when it’s soft and squishy, I google him.” I model the blue shirt next.

      “I like, but don’t love. So what else do you google about him?”

      I sigh. “It was many months ago the last time I looked him up. I don’t even remember why. I probably had two glasses of wine and was lonely after the pianist turned out to like peen.” Such a sad discovery, especially since I’d already been dating Mr. Speed Fingers for a few months.

      Truly nods sympathetically. “He had so much promise, all tall, dark, and broody.”

      “Tall, dark, broody, and preferring dick.”

      “He really should have put that on a T-shirt,” she says as I slip on the black top.

      She whistles, pointing at me as she nods appreciatively. “That’s your winner. Hunter will see you and be utterly flabbergasted.”

      “What more could I ask for? Oh, gee, just for him to be yanked off the project and tossed to the Yucatán. But if I can’t have that, I’ll go for the Great Flabbergasting of 2020.”

      “I want to hear that he was so bowled over by your beauty that his perfect, sculpted jaw fell off his face and hit the ground.”

      I wince, feeling a phantom pain and cupping my chin. “Ouch.”

      “Ouch indeed.”

      I adjust the top, then freshen up my makeup and add some mascara to make my eyes pop.

      “A little more mascara, please. Men have no clue of its power, but it works wonders.”

      “I couldn’t agree more. Plus, bonus! Hunter was a sucker for my eyes,” I explain to Truly in the mirror.

      “Your baby blues are pretty fabulous.”

      I laugh. “He said I could get him to do anything if I just looked at him a certain way.” My eyes darken as I give the mirror my best smolder. “Like that.” In an instant, my chest aches with a realization. “I suppose I should have shown up at the airport and tried to use that trick on him before he left.”

      She squeezes my shoulder, her voice soft. “No, you should never trick someone into staying. Plus, your life worked out great without him.”

      I stare at her in the mirror. “Did it? Did it really? I’m the poster child for ‘down on her luck.’ Wikipedia the term and it’ll serve up a photo of me.”

      “Stop. This is a no-negativity zone. You have a solid job, a decent apartment, and a huge opportunity in front of you. Try to see the glass half full.”

      “Yes, but the other half of the glass tastes like flat, warm soda. I feel like the universe is tossing banana peels at me. I mean, seriously? Hunter?” I sigh forlornly. “Of all the people in my past. I’d rather be paired with . . .” I pause, casting about for names of memorable exes. “With Jonathan.”

      “Oh yes. Although how he’d find the time in between his visits to Quick and Speedy Hookers for Fast Blow Jobs, I don’t really know,” she deadpans, and I wince at the mention of my ex-fiancé.

      Jonathan really put the S in scumbag. Good thing I learned about his predilections for paying for extras when I needed to research an old bureau one night while at his apartment. Snagging his laptop, I started the search for “bureau” when Google helpfully suggested “bury my dick in . . .”

      “Fine. I might have a bit of a bad track record when it comes to men. Maybe my past is strewn with relationship wreckage.”

      “Yeah, the kind you hide in a storage unit that you hope burns down.”

      “I never said I knew how to pick ’em. It does seem like I dodged a bullet with my un-engagement.”

      “Um, yeah. And want to know how to dodge the current ex bullet?”

      “Yes. Yes, I do.”

      She spins me around and gives me her tough-girl stare. “Don’t let him throw you off. Whatever it takes. Exes don’t deserve to have power over us. And do you know what power is?”

      “Sex appeal?” I ask, a little confused.

      She shakes her head. “Information.”

      “Information is power with men?” I raise a hand, like I’m in class. “I’m still a little lost.”

      “Then let me help you find your power.” Her smile is devilishly delightful. “If he starts to dig into what you’re up to, if you have a boyfriend, if you’re involved, keep that close to the vest. He doesn’t need to know that. Not tonight.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s yours. That’s your story. He needs to earn it. And you, my friend, need to come out of this first meeting feeling like a million bucks. You do that by keeping the power.”

      I raise my eyebrows, impressed. “Damn, woman. How did you learn that?”

      She shrugs like it’s no big deal. “Being a bartender, you learn a thing or two about human nature. I observe. And when women hold back info, they keep the upper hand. Right now, I can tell you need the upper hand. That’s how you keep it with Hunter. Got it?”

      “Got it. You’re like the infantry and the general and my chief strategist.”

      “You know it. Now, just remember . . .” She mimes zipping her lips.

      Thirty minutes later at Bryant Park, when I walk up to the man I once was wild for—the man who, surprise, is even sexier than he was before—his eyes say it all.

      They pop.

      Then, the most excellent thing happens. It’s barely perceptible, but I still see it when he mouths, Wow.

      Yes, eat your heart out, Hunter Armstrong. You don’t get to ever have me again.
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      There are survival guides on pretty much everything. How to outlast a zombie apocalypse. How to make it out of a plane crash alive. How to handle a snake bite.

      But where the hell is the survival guide on seeing your ex for the first time in more than a decade? For all my instincts on avoiding a bear attack in the tundra, I’m at an unexpected loss when Presley Turner comes into my line of sight.

      That’s my own damn fault. I thought this would be easier. I believed I’d strut into Bryant Park, shoot her my trademark TV grin, and add in a friendly How the hell have you been, Pres?

      Great, Hunter. How are you?

      Oh, I can’t complain.

      I can’t either.

      We’d grab a brew, have a laugh, and then devise a plan for the Valentina estate. I’d figure out why the hell she’s been popping into the front of my mind lately.

      Instead, I just mouth Wow the second I see her.

      Because . . . wow.

      That hair, those eyes, those lips.

      Her legs.

      She’s stunning, and even though she’s walking in with Daniel Highsmith, I barely notice the man. Somehow, she’s prettier than before, sexier, and, dare I say . . . more confident? She strides up to me, extends a hand, and says in a warm but polite tone, “It’s such a pleasure to meet you, Hunter. I’ve heard so much about you.”

      So that’s how we’re going to play it.

      The I don’t know you game.

      I blink but recover quickly.

      I don’t know why I didn’t see that one coming, but of course it’s obvious. She wouldn’t want to let on that we’ve seen each other naked.

      And that’s not helpful at all, since I definitely shouldn’t be picturing stripping her to nothing as I shake her hand with her boss right next to her. “It’s a pleasure to meet you too, Presley.” I turn to Daniel, focusing on him, who I’m definitely not thinking of sans clothes. “And it’s great to meet you in person, Daniel,” I say to the man I spoke with on the phone then passed along to my agent, who sealed the deal.

      The older man pumps my hand. “This is great. So looking forward to this. And you two are the perfect match for this project.”

      I turn to the woman I’ve kissed senseless. Damn, that’s not useful either. What the hell is wrong with my brain, bringing up persistent reminders of my history with her?

      I clear my throat like I can sweep away the out-of-nowhere dirty thoughts. “I’ve heard great things about you, Presley.”

      She gives me a sweet smile. “Oh, you’re kind to say that. But you’re the one who does great things. You’ve accomplished so much. When Daniel told me he’d hired you, I thought, ‘This is going to make for the best project ever.’”

      She smiles at her boss, who chuckles, clearly delighted with his own ability to pick people. “Like I said, the two of you are a fantastic pair. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go grab a club soda. Can I interest either of you in a beverage?”

      Presley tells him she’ll have an iced tea and I say the same, then we sit at a small iron table in the middle of the park as her boss trundles off to the beverage cart.

      Silence hovers between us as I look at her and she looks at me, and years seem to weigh between us.

      Where to start?

      What to say?

      Surreal doesn’t even begin to cover it. I’m sitting across from the woman I once thought I’d . . .

      I erase the thought. That was the past. In my line of work, you learn from the past, but you don’t let it trip you up again. Say you were nearly dismantled by an ice block the size of a Subaru on the Khumbu Icefall. You evaluate, study, and practice more for your next trip up the mountain. What if your rickety raft capsizes in crocodile-infested jungle waters? Scramble to the shore and be glad the water wasn’t full of sharks.

      Learn from the situation and move on to the next challenge.

      But hell, moving on feels like escaping quicksand. I’m stuck in the past. I’m that twenty-seven-year-old guy again, completely taken with a woman, like I was when I met Presley one random Sunday at the American Museum of Natural History when we were both checking out the Cosmic Pathway, an exhibit that laid out the thirteen-billion-year history of the universe. I’d made a joke about how the Big Bang had the best name ever for a theory. She’d laughed then made a comment about how the evolution portion of the exhibit moved sooooo slowly. Soon we’d wandered together through the mammal halls, then out to a nearby coffee shop, and into each other’s hearts and minds for six too-short months.

      That was more than ten years ago, and I don’t know why I keep thinking of her when I’m scaling sheer rock walls and navigating icebergs, but I know this—now I can’t stop staring at her. Those waves of chestnut hair, those brilliant blue eyes, and those freckles that send a shock of pleasure down my spine. Dear God, her freckles always did me in—they’re the sweetness to her side of sexy.

      Her lips are shiny and glossy, and I’m tempted to run my finger across her bottom lip, see if her breath hitches, if goosebumps rise on her skin. Does she react the way she did before?

      I should be thinking about regrets and apologies, but instead I’m thinking about kissing her.

      A groan rumbles up my chest, threatening to make landfall.

      What the hell is happening to me? I’m being taken over by a lust monster, and I’m having a hard time fighting off the horny creature.

      Words. I need words.

      I grasp the first ones that come to mind. “How in the world are you?”

      There. That’s safe. That’s friendly. She won’t know I’m thinking wildly inappropriate thoughts.

      “I’m great.” She flashes a winning smile. “How are you? How’s your family?” Her tone is friendly, gregarious, even.

      “Mom is great. My brothers are too. Brody has three kids, Jamie two,” I tell her, adding that I saw them the first night I was in town at a get-together at my mom’s house. “And you’re well?”

      “Fantastic.” In the blink of an eye, she segues straight into work mode. “I have some ideas for the house, and I thought we could map out a plan for the rooms. There are some great books in the public library here about the estate, and that’s why I suggested to Daniel that we meet when he told me we were all getting together to prep. I thought we could get started right away.”

      The words come out like an avalanche, and they give her away.

      She’s pissed. That’s her tell.

      Some missions you prepare for. Sometimes, you just jump and go for it. “Presley, I get the distinct feeling you’re still mad at me.”

      She scoffs. Then she scoffs again. Like that’s the most ridiculous thing I could have said. “Don’t be silly. That would imply I was mad at you in the first place.”

      I furrow my brow, because that doesn’t quite compute. “You weren’t mad at me?”

      “For maybe five minutes, and then I had other things to deal with. We both did. We were so young. That was years ago,” she says, waving her hand, dismissing those days. “We were kids, right?”

      My brow knits tighter, since I’m thrown off once more. “Twenty-seven for me, so not really kids. And you were twenty-five.”

      “Practically a generation ago.” She tilts her head. “It’s all good. I’m fine. And so are you, clearly. Look at us, working it, living our best lives.”

      Hmm. That sounds like my show’s slogan: live big, live brave, and live your best life.

      “Okay. You just seem . . . bubbly and perky,” I say.

      She points at me playfully. “I’m a bubbly, perky person. I’m the bubbliest and the perkiest. I’m effer-fucking-vescent.” The smile she flashes is full of fire, and that’s the woman I knew. Strong, bold, determined.

      She was also someone who never pretended.

      But tonight, she’s pretending she’s fabulous, and I want to know what the hell is going through her head. This woman felt like everything to me during our whirlwind romance, as we savored every second of our ticking-clock affair.

      Now, suddenly, I’m starving for all the things I don’t know about the person who was the center of my world ten years ago. What she’s been up to. If she pursued all her dreams. If she’s married. If she’s involved . . . all the things I couldn’t glean online, since there’s no public Facebook profile for her. No Instagram either. Only a bare-bones bio on the company website that reveals nada in the personal department.

      But before I can even respond to her “effer-fucking-vescent” (my ass) comment, Daniel returns, sets down the drinks, and dives into some details on the house and the project.

      “The Valentinas are a well-regarded family, and this is an opportunity for us to help them go through their legacy and also showcase it to the world.”

      “Of course,” Presley says. “You know it’s in good hands.”

      “The best hands,” I add.

      Glancing at his wristwatch, Daniel turns to me. “I have a meeting with a fellow from London, and I believe Presley wanted to spend a few moments here doing some research. Hope it doesn’t bore you too much, since I’m sure you’d rather be climbing rocks or scaling waterfalls.”

      I grin. “I’m all for doing, and sometimes you have to do research.”

      “Yes, you do,” Presley says. “There are some interesting books on the Valentina estate in this library, and I thought we could check some of them out.” Then to Daniel she says, “Have a great meeting with Oliver.”

      He crosses his fingers. “Let’s hope it’s better than great.”

      We say goodbye to Daniel then head to the library, talking about the house, and only the house, as we climb the stairs to the entrance. I’m still determined to hear more about Presley, but maybe time with books will loosen her up. They were her passion, something we had in common.

      When we hit the top step outside the library, my phone buzzes. It’s Cammi, so I tell Presley I need to answer it quickly.

      “Hey, how’s it going?” I ask.

      “Great. I just wanted to let you know I’m setting up a shooting schedule for the Valentina estate special, and I have a few questions.”

      I shield my eyes from the sun. “Fire away.”

      Cammi asks about the first day, how much emphasis to place on the search for treasure, and the possibility of any artifacts and how to handle them. I answer as she runs through her list, then she tells me she’ll send the details for my approval.

      When I hang up, my ex-girlfriend is studying me.

      Wait.

      That’s more than studying.

      Holy shit.

      Her eyes are taking a tour of my body. I do believe she’s checking me out while she thinks I’m looking the other direction.

      Well, that’s an interesting twist. And it gives me a whole new way to play this night. I’m going to tease the hell out of her, because I need to know what that might reveal.

      When she looks up, I smile without showing my teeth. “Enjoying the view?”
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      She searches the grounds for a desperate moment, then gestures to the stone lions guarding the library and blurts, “Yes. Of the lions. The view of the lions.”

      I smirk, enjoying having caught her ogling. “The lions.” I chew on the word, like I’m tasting it, sampling its flavors.

      “The lions, Hunter. The lions.”

      I hum, considering this, then nod. “Makes sense. Lions are handsome creatures.”

      She shoots me a laser beam glare. “The lion statues,” she says, the correction crisp and emphatic. “I’ve often admired them.”

      Oh, I can’t resist. “You have. You definitely have enjoyed handsome creatures.”

      Those laser beams? They’ve been upgraded to death rays now. “You’re the worst.”

      Laughing, I hold up my hands like I’m exonerating her. “If you say so.”

      “I do say so.” But there’s a hint of laughter there, so as she marches up the steps, I take time to enjoy the view. Her ass is spectacular. Was her butt that firm when I knew her? Because, holy hell, she has buns of steel, my favorite kind.

      “The view is good for me too,” I quip as I walk behind her, enjoying the heck out of the shift from let’s be cordial to let’s have some goddamn fun.

      She stops midstep, a quirk in her lips as she turns her gaze to me. “The view is good for you? You’re already going there?”

      Even though this is wildly dangerous when we’ll be working together, even though I have a ton of other reasons to tread carefully, I’m happily falling back in time, unable to resist flirting with her.

      This woman—she used to give good flirt, and I gave it back in return.

      I’m behind her in a heartbeat, inches from her neck so I can whisper against her skin, “I am going there. Because you look great. In fact, you look fantastic. Have I mentioned that?”

      The tiniest of shivers runs down her spine, barely noticeable enough for me to catch it.

      She draws a deep breath like she’s fueling up. She spins around, facing me, lifting her sexy chin so damn defiantly. “Thanks, Hunter.” She slides into a high-pitched tone. “I’m so unbelievably grateful, since all I was hoping for today when Daniel told me we’d be working together was that you’d admire my ass.” She sets her hand on her chest, hamming it up. “It’s like a dream come true.”

      Oooh, touché.

      She wheels around to continue up the stairs.

      “That’s cool. I don’t mind the blast of snark.” I wipe the cloud of sarcasm off my shirt. “I probably deserved it.”

      She huffs in response, marching into the mammoth building.

      I turn into the vast library, following Presley up the stairs, down a hall, and past a doorway. I try a new tactic for this round of flirting. “Do libraries still excite you? You’ve remained a voracious reader, I trust?”

      She sighs like I’m no more than a gnat disturbing her. “Yes, I still like books. What about you? Or do you no longer have any time to read because you’re so caught up in writing about your own fantastic adventures?”

      I grab hold of my favorite part of her comment. “Ah, so you’ve read my books?”

      She shakes her head, scoffing. “What part of my question sounded like I’d read your books?”

      “Wishful thinking. What can I say? I hoped you had. The image of you lounging in the sun, lost in a good book is so enticing.”

      She slows her pace, and I wince at the taste of my foot in my mouth. I flash back to our trip, to what she’d said as we played make-believe on the beach our last night. We’ll need to devote some time to lounging in the sun, and I require many hours a day to get lost in books. Please don’t forget that.

      It was just pretend, a fantasy.

      But her eyes flash with hurt, and I should apologize for that remark that’s too close to what we said on the last day we were happy together. Only, I’m not entirely sure how to start with that kind of apology without dredging up the past. But also because I can’t quite read the terrain of her. I backpedal, covering my tracks like an animal pawing at dirt to hide his trail. “Just because you love to read. I said that because you love books. And reading. Doesn’t have to be in the sun. I bet you like reading at coffee shops too. Probably in libraries. Or on the train.”

      “Yes, I love lounging on the subway as I read. But no, Hunter. I haven’t read any of your best sellers.” She takes a breath, then seems to dial down her frustration. “But if you feel it’s important I do so in order for us to work together, I will. Because I’d like to have a successful working relationship with you.” Her words are pointed, and a part of me hates that she keeps emphasizing the nature of what we are—colleagues—while I keep rewinding to what we were—lovers.

      And I keep going there. "Nah. No need. There are more exciting books to read. Books like The Highwayman.” Gently I reach for her arm, stopping her in her tracks at the end of a quiet corridor. “I seem to recall one night when I discovered you caught up in that book—”

      She brings her finger to her lips, imploring me. “Please. We’re in a library.”

      “I don’t think that’s the reason you don’t want me reminding you of that time,” I say, my voice smoky as I lock eyes with her.

      “What’s the reason, then?” Her tone is mixed with flames too.

      “Because it’ll bring back memories.”

      “I don’t recall a thing.” But the wobble in her voice, the flicker of heat in her blue irises tells me she remembers everything about that night at her apartment. I picked up her dog-eared romance novel and read aloud a passage to her as the hero undressed the heroine for the first time. Then I tossed the book aside and showed Presley how much better that felt when it was happening in real life.

      “I bet you remember every detail as well as I do.”

      She swallows, her lips parting as she casts her gaze to my hand on her arm. She says nothing. I take that as a cue to brush my finger along her bare flesh. Goosebumps rise in its wake. “Like that. Just like that.” I inch closer. “And then a whole lot more.”

      A flush spreads across the exposed skin on her chest, a tell.

      “I remember all the details of reading to you that night. Every. Single. One. Want me to remind you?” I ask.

      “Please, don’t,” she whispers, her voice almost desperate, and I can’t tell if I’ve hurt her by mentioning it or turned her on.

      Maybe both.

      Or maybe I’m doing all of this wrong, miscalculating every move I make. “Sorry,” I say quickly as I let go of her arm. “I didn’t mean . . .”

      But I don’t finish the sentence. Because I did mean it. I meant to turn her on. I want her to be affected by me, because I’m clearly still affected by her.

      “It’s okay.” She waves her hand down the hall, like she’s pointing in the direction of our earlier conversation. “And listen, I didn’t mean to suggest you were so caught up in yourself that you stopped reading.”

      I smile. “I still have my nose in books.”

      She smiles in return, but then it disappears. “But Hunter?”

      “Yes?”

      Her expression is intensely serious. “I don’t want to spend this time together revisiting old memories. We both know the score. We have history. But that’s the past. I’m a historian; you’re an explorer. We both ought to know you learn from the past, but don’t live in it.”

      “I don’t want to live in the past. I’m liking the present,” I say, and for a second, maybe more, the air between us hums, charged with electricity. With possibility.

      Her eyes linger on me, and I could band an arm around her waist, haul her in for a kiss.

      Because I definitely like the present, where she’s flesh and blood. The three-dimensional woman in front of me is so much better than the memory of her that haunted me those first few months after we split. Images of her flickered before my eyes every night when I huddled in my tent and every morning when I woke. She was there with me, and that expedition had a higher degree of difficulty than it should have, since I was climbing the world’s highest mountains while trying desperately to fall out of love with a girl.

      But I succeeded somewhere around Mount McKinley in Alaska, vowing to forget her.

      And I did. Successfully. I erased her from my head for nearly ten years.

      “Let’s focus on the present, and our present involves work,” she says, redirecting the conversation once more. “We’re going to the house in a few days. We should prep.”

      This time, I don’t fight it. I give her my best professional smile. “Fine. Take me to your books.”

      She heads down the hallway and turns into a room full of shelves. The floorboards creak, the scent of old books wraps around us. Methodically, with the precision of a researcher who knows her job cold, she takes a few books off the shelves, and we head toward the tables. They’re full, but I spot a worn leather couch in the corner, and we sit.

      She opens one book, flipping to the section on the Valentina family. I slide into business mode, and we talk about their history with the Exploration Society and Edward’s partnership with Jack Caribaldi on their adventures.

      “So, Miss Art Historian. Buried treasure. Yay or nay?”

      She rolls those lovely blue eyes. “That’s just a rumor.”

      “But it’d be pretty cool, don’t you think?”

      “I don’t think for a second there is treasure hidden in a home in New York State.”

      “But what if there is?”

      “Then I’ll let you remind me of all the details you desperately wanted to remind me of a little while ago,” she says, a little coy, a little flirty.

      “You do realize you’ve made me more determined than ever to find that buried treasure?”

      She laughs, taps the book, and says, “Let’s get back to business.”

      As we do, it feels like we’ve meandered into something strangely like normal, like the familiar banter we had. Only a little new, a little different.

      That lasts for a while, thirty minutes maybe, and we exchange numbers so we can connect on the project. But soon enough, my curiosity rears its head again, and I want to talk about her, not a house. I gesture toward her chestnut locks. “I like what you did with your hair.”

      She pats it. “It’s shorter.” Her tone is succinct, observational.

      “I like it this length.”

      A soft smile plays across her lips, seemingly against her better judgment. “Thank you.”

      “Then again, I liked your long hair too.”

      “Hunter.” It comes out like a warning.

      “But that said, this new look is pretty much the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.” I can’t help myself.

      A small gasp seems to escape her lips. Then she purses them shut.

      “Presley,” I say, my voice going low, raspy, the way she used to like it.

      “Yes?” Hers seems to catch again.

      “You look so . . .”

      How do I even begin to fill in how she looks? More beautiful than I remember? Her eyes seem to be full of stories. Her lips look just as kissable as they used to, and the tiniest of crinkles around her eyes makes me want to know what she’s been up to for the last ten years.

      “You look beautiful. I just wanted to say that.”

      “Thank you.” She swallows, glances at me, then smirks. “I see the years have been hard on you.”

      I act affronted, but this time I know she’s teasing. I recognize the tone. “Hey. What do you mean by that?”

      “I just mean it seems like you’ve seen your share of adventures.”

      I continue to pretend I’m indignant. “Are you trying to say I look old?”

      “Well, you are thirty-seven.”

      I shoot her a look. “Thirty-seven is not old.”

      “Not that old,” she says, as if correcting me. “But if you’re, say, twenty-five, then thirty-seven is ancient.”

      “You’re not twenty-five, woman. You’re two years younger than I am. That’s it. Two years.” Then something dawns on me. “Wait. Is that your way of saying you have a twenty-five-year-old boyfriend?”

      Her smile widens with naughty delight. “You think that’s what I meant?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      She laughs. “You want to know if I have a boyfriend?”

      I lean forward. “I’m dying to know.”

      Her brow arches. “Are you sure you want to find out?”

      “It’s all I want.”

      “Like, it’s driving you wild with curiosity?”

      “You know it is.”

      “Then I guess I’ll have to take the fifth.”

      “Presley.” There’s a note of desperation in my voice that surprises me. This fact feels vital. I must unearth it. “Do you have a boyfriend?”

      “What if I have a husband?”

      “Do you?” I won’t tango with a taken woman.

      She fires back. “You don’t know?”

      “I looked you up. I tried to find you. You don’t leave much of a trace on the internet.”

      “And you wanted to find a trace of me?”

      I didn’t for the longest time. I’d sliced her out of my life. That worked until I heard her name and saw her again. And just like that, now I need to know her status. “So, are you single?” I ask, trying again.

      “I’m not married.”

      This news thrills me more than I imagined it would. “Good. What about a boyfriend? Fiancé?”

      “Why does it matter?” She’s making me work for it, and that’s hot. But as I hold her gaze, the flicker in her eyes tells me the past isn’t entirely in the past. It tells me she might like the present too.

      “It matters because . . .” I lift my hand, moving a strand of hair from her shoulder.

      She trembles, then smooths her hands over her jeans, stands, and gestures to the door. “I need to go. I have someplace to be later.”

      I doubt that’s true, but I also don’t want to push her. “I’ll walk you out.”

      Once outside, I wait as she hails a cab. “I’ll see you on-site. But don’t bring your boyfriend, okay?”

      She shakes her head, amused. “You’re hilarious when you don’t get what you want.”

      I make one last-ditch effort. I can’t help myself. “You could just tell me if you’re involved with someone, and then I’d know whether it’s safe to flirt.”

      She wiggles an eyebrow, stands on her tiptoes, and drops a kiss to my cheek. “Don’t worry, Hunter. Even if you’re tempted, I’m not, so whether I’m involved or not doesn’t matter.”

      Ouch.

      But when the cab arrives, I open the door for her, bend down, and brush her cheek with a chaste kiss. “Don’t worry, honey. I know I’m not the only one tempted.”

      The signs come in a rush.

      The telltale gasp.

      The hitch in her voice.

      The way she shivers.

      I let my lips linger on her cheek, then I murmur, “You smell better than last time. So much better that I have to wonder how your lips taste.”

      Her lips part the slightest bit. Another sign.

      On that note, I say good night.
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      Achievement unlocked.

      I breathe a twelve-ton sigh of relief, because holy hell, did I really just pull that off?

      Me?

      Mild-mannered art historian goes full coy vixen?

      Then again, I’m not truly mild-mannered. But hell, it was fun to amp up the mysterious factor times ten.

      As the car weaves through traffic, I grab my phone, reporting back to Truly, as ordered.

      

      
        
        Presley: Apparently, all I needed to do was mention the age twenty-five and he assumed I had a twenty-five-year-old boyfriend.

      

        

      
        Truly: Brilliant! Also, how the hell did he jump to that conclusion?

      

        

      
        Presley: I’m honestly not sure. We were joking about age in general, I made a comment about twenty-five being young, since I was twenty-five when I met him, and somehow he leapt to the conclusion that I have a twenty-five-year-old boy toy in my apartment.

      

        

      
        Truly: Like, in a cage? And you have to get home to let him out and feed and water him?

      

        

      
        Presley: Please, I’m a benevolent sugar mama. My apartment boy toy is fully free-range.

      

        

      
        Truly: How enlightened of you. But tell me more about how Hunter reacted to your imaginary boy pet. I need all the details!

      

      

      

      As the cab slows at a light, I picture Hunter’s face, the furrow in his brow, the flicker of envy in those deep, dark irises. God, his eyes.

      They melted me from the beginning.

      The biggest brown eyes I’d ever seen were the first thing I’d noticed about him the day I met him at the museum. Warm and welcoming, they said Trust me, talk to me, look into my soul.

      And tonight they seemed to say You’d better not be taken.

      A shimmer of heat runs through me at the memory. I liked his jealousy. I wanted his jealousy. It felt good and right.

      And so did the way he stared at me like he wanted to eat me up.

      I shake off the little shudders.

      I tap out a reply, keeping my answer objective.

      

      
        
        Presley: He kept asking me if I had one. And by “kept asking,” I mean about fifty times.

      

        

      
        Truly: Whoa.

      

        

      
        Presley: Men are so silly. Such pointlessly territorial creatures, right?

      

        

      
        Truly: That wasn’t what my “whoa” was for.

      

        

      
        Presley: What was your “whoa” for, then?

      

        

      
        Truly: “Whoa” means tell me more about how the whole night went before I give you my diagnosis. And tell me now!

      

      

      

      As the cab whisks me to the East Village, I give her a quick summary, including the way he touched my arm, my hair, my cheek. Whoa indeed. He did touch me a lot. Then I relate the boyfriend convo, how he called me “honey,” and the teasing.

      I lean back against the seat, smiling out of nowhere as I recall his words—You look beautiful. I just wanted to say that—and how they sent shivers racing down my spine.

      But he’s just being a guy. It means nothing.

      I give Truly the unfiltered tale of the night and wait for her conclusion.

      

      
        
        Truly: Whoa . . . as in it sounds like he has unfinished business with you.

      

      

      

      I stare at her note. She can’t mean that.

      Unfinished business? No way.

      His reactions were surely less about me and more about his persona. His rugged, hypermasculine persona, which was irked by my power play.

      That’s all. Nothing personal.

      The cab stops at my apartment, and when I reach for my wallet to pay the driver, he waves me off. “Your boyfriend paid for it.”

      I shoot him a surprised look. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      The man smiles. “He’s quite generous. Maybe consider him.”

      I step out of the cab and stand on the sidewalk, amused by the cabbie’s sudden interest in my romantic life. And admittedly a little delighted by Hunter’s generosity.

      I call Truly as I walk up the stoop. “Hunter paid for my cab. Secretly.”

      “And he was obsessed with whether you’re seeing someone or not?” She sounds like she’s adding up facts to make her point.

      “Yes, and I didn’t give away a thing to him. I was rocking the evening,” I say, unlocking the front door.

      “Good girl.”

      “But do you actually think that means he has unfinished business?”

      She laughs. When she answers, her voice sounds a bit more echoey. “Yes! Because he was touching you. Because he was asking you questions. Look, I’m not the only one who thinks this.”

      “I completely agree with her,” a cheery voice chimes in, letting me know she’s put her husband on speakerphone. Truly is happily in love with her brother’s best friend, a charming Brit who adores her. If she weren’t my closest friend, I’d hate that pairing on account of it being a textbook rom-com scenario.

      “Truly! You sneak attacked me with a man.”

      “Well, Jason does understand men, and I wanted a guy’s perspective.”

      “And it sounds like someone isn’t quite over you,” Jason adds. “Just as my brilliant wife said.”

      But that doesn’t compute. “I don’t think that’s the case,” I say as I climb the rickety steps to my apartment, enter, and flop onto my couch. “He’s been out of my life for ten years. He’s had a ton of women. He dates models and actresses, not struggling art historians who auction off love letters from has-been Goobers! stars.”

      “Yet he touched you, put you in a cab, made sure he had your number, and tried to find out if you had a boyfriend,” Jason points out.

      “Yes,” I admit, a little begrudgingly.

      “Also, Goobers! was a great flick.”

      “I did love Goobers!” Truly agrees. “But more importantly, how was it for you seeing Hunter?”

      That’s a great question.

      And I have the answer already.

      Hard.

      It was incredibly hard.

      I’d love to put off talking to him as long as possible, but I still have to thank him for paying the cab fare.

      That’s the right thing to do. I can’t start this project on the wrong foot with him. Manners matter, so later that night I send a text thanking him.

      The second the text hurtles into the ether of the cellular network, I turn my phone to silent, because I can’t bear wanting a reply.

      I know what it’s like to want a reply from him.

      I won’t get it, and I definitely shouldn’t expect it from a simple thanks.

      But even so, it’s best to stay busy.

      I strip out of my jeans and Truly’s top, and pull on exercise pants and a sports bra. Determined to keep him out of the endcap display in my mind—because he’s as tantalizing as the packs of M&M’s at the checkout counter—I rap on my neighbor’s door. Company will take my mind off craving the dopamine hit of him.

      Francesca answers with a killer eyebrow arc as she regards my workout outfit, a fat glass of red wine in her hand. “Please tell me you aren’t here to attempt the impossible.”

      I give her a playful arm-punch. “You know you want to go for a run with me.”

      She scoffs, dragging the long red nails of her free hand through her wild mane of black curls. “I despise running.”

      “That’s only what you tell yourself on days you don’t want to run with me.”

      “Like today.” She gestures to her clothes—a red cami and linen pajama pants. “I had the longest day of absurd client requests, plus I already showered to get the scent of crazy off me.”

      “It’s only eight. It’ll be fun, and just think how good that wine will taste after a run. Plus, you can tell me all your crazy client tales.”

      She growls. “You are evil with your enticements.”

      “I’m terrible. I also know how you love to tell me work stories.” I jerk my head toward the hall. “Now, come along. I want to hear everything.”

      Sighing heavily, she takes a slug of the red before setting it on the kitchen counter. “I’ll walk. No running. Deal?”

      “Deal,” I say, since I want companionship more than hard-core exercise.

      She changes into yoga pants and sneakers, and for the next thirty minutes, we meander through our neighborhood while she tells me about her latest client requests. She runs an art gallery in SoHo that caters to collectors with eclectic taste, including a Pulitzer Prize–winning playwright who requested that the new abstract painting he’d purchased be wrapped in old parchment paper and blessed three times by a shaman before he brought it home.

      When we return to our building, the stairs groaning loudly, she tells me she’s staging an exhibit this weekend that I might like. “You should come by. One of the artists makes sculpture solely with wire, and it’s fascinating. It makes your brain bend as you try to figure out where and how all the wires connect.”

      That does sound insanely cool, and I do love brain twisters. “I can try, but my sister wants me to Skype her to help decorate her walls with kid photos.”

      “And is she going to administer her subtle pressure on you to procreate too?”

      “Isn’t that what all happily married parents do? But seriously, Holly’s not like that. She’s just sort of . . . grotesquely happy.”

      Francesca gags. “I can’t tolerate grotesque displays of happiness.”

      “Because you’re a malcontent.”

      “And happy to be one. Also, come by Friday night. Surely your disgustingly delightful sister won’t require you to Skype her on a Friday night. Have I mentioned there will be interesting single men at the exhibit?”

      I flash her a smile. “Now who’s evil with her enticements? And thanks for making time for me, Miss Malcontent. I owe you wine.”

      “I will always cash in on that kind of IOU.”

      She returns to her wine and I return to my tiny abode, shutting the door, locking it, and breathing a sigh of relief.

      It worked. I barely thought of . . .

      Wait.

      Single men.

      Is Hunter even single?

      With all his rapid-fire questions about my relationship status, I didn’t glean even a hint about his.

      He’s probably involved.

      He probably has a girlfriend.

      He probably wanted to know if I was with someone just for his own amusement.

      Grabbing my phone from my pocket, I turn off the “do not disturb” setting and immediately see his name on my screen.

      Willpower, I tell myself.

      Also, who cares if he’s involved? You’re not getting involved with him, so it doesn’t matter.

      For a full hour, I pretend his name isn’t on my phone as I research ideas for Beatrice, combing through articles on less-frequented sites of art whodunits, hunting out new theories.

      But heists don’t interest me right now. Nor do Francesca’s single men. Oddly enough, my mind wanders to Corey Kruger. Did he mean what he said in his letters to Lily? Did he want her back at the time?

      What does he want now?

      And more importantly, what do I want?

      I close the laptop, head to my bed, open my nightstand drawer, and find a well-worn envelope. I slide my finger inside, taking out a flimsy sheet of lined paper.

      

      
        
        I’m sure when I’m halfway around the world, waking up in that in-between state where I don’t yet remember where I am, I’ll imagine I’m still with you. I’ll blink, rub my eyes, and my heart will fall when I recall how very far from you I am. But for a few delirious seconds, I’ll be lost in time and space. How long will that last, I wonder?

      

        

      
        I don’t think it’ll end.

      

      

      

      He slipped this into my purse one morning after he spent the night, leaving a kiss on my forehead and saying, It’s not for now. It’s for later. And know this—I’ll see you tonight. We still have another night.

      I close my eyes, wishing all his words, both the spoken and the written, didn’t kick off a huge swell of emotions, didn’t make my throat hurt.

      But they do.

      And that’s why I can’t lose myself to the ridiculous notion of unfinished business.

      Hunter Armstrong is the past.

      The only part of him I can allow into my present is the professional side.

      I need to write a fabulous proposal and do a stellar job cataloging the estate. Maybe something from Valentina’s collection will inspire me with something more marketable than a deep dive into art heists. That’s what my focus will be.

      That’s all that matters—not fruitlessly pondering the wants of a man who was barely ever mine.

      Because I want nothing from him.

      Even when I finally open that text.

      For a moment, I’m taken aback.

      I was expecting a simple You’re welcome.

      Instead, it’s an offer. A work offer, but an offer nonetheless.

      The proposition is so different from what I’m used to. I don’t want to be intrigued, not by this or anything connected to Hunter. But I have to admit . . . I am.
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            Hunter

          

        

      

    

    
      A few days later, Josh shoots me an amused glare as he dribbles a basketball. “So the project starts today and you think working with your ex will be as easy as . . . hmm . . . what’s easy for you?” My cousin spins the ball on his finger for a few seconds. “Ah, I’ve got it. Climbing Kilimanjaro?”

      Laughing, I answer him. “I can do that one blindfolded. That’s the easiest summit. It’s child’s play.”

      He shoots, and the ball drops through the basket with a soft whoosh.

      “Nice. You’ll be repping yourself soon,” I say, since he’s a premier sports agent, handling world-class athletes. I had a business dinner in the city last night and stayed in a hotel in Midtown so it was easy to meet him here in the park before the workday begins.

      Nabbing the ball, I dribble then toss it into the net. “And to answer your question, yes, I think working with her will be Kilimanjaro-level fine,” I say, since I have to believe that.

      He laughs incredulously. “It’s never easy working with someone you used to sleep with.”

      “And why’s that?”

      He grabs the ball on the rebound. “Because of that—because you used to sleep with her.” He makes a killer jump shot, sending the ball soaring through the net.

      “We were only together for—”

      “Half a year. I remember.”

      “Keeping a record of all my past women?”

      “Yeah, it’s about a football field long.”

      “That was a good football game,” I joke, then make my way down the court with the ball and swivel to answer him, grateful that I can play easily. For a few weeks there after the chute malfunction, my knee complained through every pickup game. Now it’s pain-free. “Look. It’ll be fine. So what if we were once together? She presumably moved on; so did I. We’re simply reuniting for a job.”

      That’s mostly true.

      It’s the not quite true part that’s bugging me.

      It’s been nagging at me for three months, starting with a routine jump that didn’t go my way.

      Ninety-two days ago, my parachute didn’t deploy until I was a few hundred feet from the ground. The whole time as I was careening like a bullet train to earth, I should have been thinking about seeing my father again, since I was surely heading to the same end. I should have been prepping to meet my Maker or sending last words, so to speak, to my mom, my family, my friends.

      Instead, my only thought was of her. An out-of-nowhere image of Presley slammed into the windshield of my mind as I raced toward the end of my life.

      When the chute miraculously opened, impact was a son of a bitch, full of searing pain. My knee screamed at the sheer concrete force of the near-death collision with the ground.

      My brain wasn’t quiet either, saying Presley, Presley, Presley over and over again.

      But what am I supposed to do with these thoughts of her?

      “So you’re telling me she’s not the reason at all that you said yes? Because it doesn’t seem like a typical job for you,” Josh points out as I position myself for a shot.

      “Why not?” I shoot. I score.

      “Because you’re Mr. On the Go. You don’t work locally. You’re barely even in Los Angeles, so I hardly see you here or there. When was the last time you were in New York? Two, three years ago?”

      I scratch my jaw as he retrieves the ball. “Maybe. Wait. I was here for the Emmys.”

      Josh shoots me a steely gaze. “The Emmys are in LA. You can’t fool me. But nice work, dropping in that you attended the awards ceremony.”

      I wiggle my brows. “I was nominated too. Have I mentioned that?”

      He flips me the bird, then he shoots. “Have I mentioned I swept the championships last year, repping clients who won the Super Bowl, the World Series, the Stanley Cup, and the NBA Championship?”

      I snap my fingers. “Wait. I remember the last time I was here. It was for a book event when my latest number-one best seller hit the shelves.”

      “Glad to see you haven’t changed a bit. You’re still the same cocky bastard you always were.”

      “Naturally.” I flash a grin. “And so are you. But to answer your question, I have been back plenty. You know my mom gets worked up if she doesn’t see me.”

      “So what’s the story? Did she lure you back here?”

      I shrug. “Kind of. She worries about me. I get it.”

      “I bet she worries more since the parachute incident.” He gives me a pointed look. Josh knows what went wrong with the chute, knows what it did to my knee, knows the joint is all better, but he doesn’t know how it rattled me.

      “She does worry. Her solution is—get this—to set me up with a nice local woman so I’ll settle down.” I scoff for good measure.

      “She’s such a matchmaker. If only she knew about Presley.”

      I bring my finger to my lips. “Shh. She was working on the other side of the country when I dated Presley, so I dodged that matchmaking bullet.”

      “Though that raises the question—is Presley one of the reasons you took the job?” he asks, persistent bastard that he is. “Are you hoping to get back together with her?”

      I shake my head. “That’s not it.” Sure, I’m still attracted to her. Yes, I’m damn curious about her. But I didn’t know that till the other night, so it can’t be why I said yes.

      I said yes before I saw her because I want to understand why she has invaded my thoughts since that messy jump. I want to know what I’m supposed to do with her reentry into my head.

      “Then what is it? Because working with a woman you slept with is not easy, man. Trust me, I should know. The baggage can trip you up.”

      Tripped up is precisely how I feel. It’s how I’ve felt the last few months. Unsteady, uncertain . . . And uncertainty is deadly in my line of work. Put that way, maybe I should let Josh in on the situation and hope he can help me make sense of it.

      I tried to sort through it with Vikas when we talked on the phone a month or so ago. I mentioned the jump and the way I keep seeing Presley now, but his response was cryptic. There are always women who flicker in and out of our lives.

      “Listen, as I was falling that time, when I was sure the chute wouldn’t deploy, I saw her face.”

      Josh stops dribbling, locking eyes with me. “Yeah? Like, as you were hurtling toward death, you mean?”

      “Exactly.” The disquiet I’ve kept locked down since that day now strips away any teasing humor. “She was all I was thinking of for those last seconds. Not my dad. Not Vikas. Not my team. Not my mom. Not even Satchel, and I loved that dog fiercely.”

      He nods a few times. “That’s heavy, man. Especially since Satchel was a badass mutt, and I loved that scrappy guy too.”

      “But it doesn’t stop there. She’s in my head as I work. I see her now at the most random times. When I’m crossing rapids. Or navigating an uncharted cave. I haven’t said a word to anyone. I haven’t told Trevor because I don’t want him to think I’m off my game. But I feel like something in my head is one degree out of sync.” I meet his gaze, feeling unmoored. “What the hell? Why now?”

      He smacks my arm. “For a smart guy, you can be pretty dumb.”

      I blink. “What did I miss?”

      “You had a near-death experience. It’s called regret, man. All your fucking regrets flashed before your eyes. She’s one of your regrets.”

      “Yeah, I get that,” I say quickly, because I truly do. “But am I supposed to do something about this regret? I don’t want to get back together with her. So what the hell is the issue?”

      He chuckles lightly. “Well, if you’re not trying to bang her, it seems pretty obvious.”

      “Enlighten me.”

      He tosses the ball at my stomach. “Maybe you’re supposed to say you’re sorry.”

      Catching the ball, I consider that. But not for long because I know he’s right. The letter I carry with me from my dad. His advice about regrets. The unease I feel about how I left Presley. It adds up.

      It makes perfect sense.

      I’m not here to woo her. I’m not here to flirt. I’m here to apologize. I need to man up and say I’m sorry for the way I coldly, cruelly left.

      That’s it. I’ll say my piece, then I can be free again. Free to focus, free to work, free to live the life I want.

      “You’re brilliant.”

      “I know. So say you’re sorry and move on.”

      I have the opportunity to put the plan into action later this morning.

      The other night, I told her I’d send a limo to pick her up and take her to the job site.

      What I didn’t tell her was that I’d be in it.
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      He’s waiting on my street, leaning against the shiny black door of a limo.

      His aviator shades and a crooked grin grace his face, and he has the faintest trace of stubble. Does the man wake up with a five-o’clock shadow?

      Probably.

      My jaw tightens because I wasn’t expecting him. All he said in his text was that he’d send a car to take me to the estate outside the city.

      But then a smile seems to tickle at my lips.

      What’s that all about? I don’t want to see him, so I shouldn’t be smiling.

      Or . . . do I want to see him?

      All that talk the other night of unfinished business has thrown me for a loop. And today the loop-de-loop is in my belly. It’s a freaking roller coaster in there, swooping up, screaming down.

      He whips off those shades.

      Those eyes.

      Those deep, knowing eyes.

      Keep it cool.

      Keep him at a distance.

      I march up to him. “Good morning. I didn’t realize the offer of a car came with a person attached to it.”

      “I guess we’re a package deal.”

      “Does that mean you have a little black cap and a suit you wear when you moonlight as a chauffeur?”

      He laughs, the lines around his face crinkling as he does. “I’m good at many things, but Lenny is a better driver.”

      As if on cue, the driver pops out of his side of the car, takes off his cap, and says, “Good morning, Miss Turner. We have a fine selection of all your favorite beverages and snacks for our drive this morning.”

      He starts to make his way around the car, but Hunter holds up a big hand. “I’ll get her door. Thanks, Lenny. You’re the best.”

      “I hope you two enjoy the ride.”

      Hunter turns, opens the door with a flourish, and gestures grandly for me to slide in.

      I do, and I’m not going to lie—this is more than nice.

      I don’t have many occasions to ride in luxury. None, actually, and this is heavenly. The seats are soft, buttery leather, the air is perfectly modulated with just the right chill, and the side console is stocked with a thermos of presumably hot water and English breakfast tea bags next to cups, as well as a container of yogurt with pineapple chunks. My chest twinges. He remembered my favorite breakfast foods down to the damn tropical fruit.

      My heart has the audacity to flutter.

      It’s just yogurt. And you already ate. Cool your jets.

      Hunter moves in next to me and hits the button to raise the partition. “Thanks for everything, Lenny.”

      “Anytime, Hunter,” the driver says, then he disappears behind the tinted glass.

      “Is he your regular driver?” I ask, and it comes out snippier than I intended. Because the man has a freaking driver, and I still have loans from graduate school.

      “Just met him this morning. Great guy. We had a good conversation on the way over. The network set it up.”

      Somehow, this irks me more. Because it reminds me of the lines between us. The past and the present. His wealth and my complete lack of it. But even so, I won’t be a bitch.

      “Thank you for the ride, and for the breakfast, but I already ate. Why don’t we get to work?”

      “I’ll put the yogurt in the fridge.”

      His car has a fridge? Does it have wings too?

      He tucks the yogurt away in a small icebox under the console, and I grab some papers from my bag so we can go over the plan for today and the best approach to inventorying the home.

      “I’d love to go in order, room to room. I think that would work for the crew too. What do you think?” I ask.

      “Yeah, that’s great. But listen, there’s something I want to say first.” His tone is strong, but with a touch of emotion that surprises me.

      My shoulders tighten. “There’s something I want to say” nearly always precedes bad news. I reach for the thermos to pour a cup of tea, since I might need something else to focus on. But as I reach for it, the car swings around the corner, and I nearly slam into the door.

      “Whoa. Let’s get you buckled in, honey,” he says.

      And I freeze.

      Honey. He just called me “honey” again. That’s what he used to call me. But I steal a glance at his face, and he must not have noticed or cared.

      Besides, he’s busy reaching for the seat belt. As he stretches across me, I catch the faint scent of him. It’s woodsy and freshly showered, and there is nothing I love more on a man than a clean, soapy scent. Hunter has it in spades. I want to lick his neck and touch his face and trace his stubble . . . and what the hell is wrong with me?

      Or maybe I should be asking what’s wrong with him? Because he’s still tugging on the seat belt. “It’s just a little stuck,” he mutters, while his arm reaches across my chest.

      I close my eyes and catch my breath.

      “You okay?”

      When I open my eyes, he’s staring at me, his brown gaze impossibly darker.

      “I’m good.” My voice is a feather.

      “There.” With a rough yank, he pulls the seat belt across me, his fingers grazing my breasts as he goes.

      I squeak. My body goes up in flames.

      “You sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m great.”

      When he’s done buckling me in, he smiles, arching a brow playfully. He lowers his hand and tugs on the waistband of the seatbelt, like he’s testing it.

      His hands are on my hip now and that feels too good. My resolve, where did that go? Is it curbside at my apartment? Did I leave it at the door? Because it’s missing when I open my mouth. “I don’t have a boyfriend. Do you have a girlfriend?” I blurt.

      His smile is legendary. It’s cocky, and it kills me, and I’ve said the worst possible thing ever. But I couldn’t stop thinking about his situation after the other night. “Forget I said that,” I say quickly, as heat splashes across my cheeks.

      His grin spreads wider. “No need to forget. I’m happy to tell you.”

      I wave it off. “I don’t need to know. It’s fine. It’s all fine.”

      He hums, moving in closer. “There’s no one. Not a single woman is distracting me.” His breath whispers over my ear, turning me on. “Except you.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, wishing I could both redo this morning and stay like this, with him this close, with his breath, with his lips, with his nearness, for the whole morning.

      But I can’t. I’m a woman on a mission, and that mission is work. I hit rewind, returning to something he said a few minutes ago. “There’s something you wanted to say to me?”

      His expression shifts instantly. Gone is the playful man, the flirt. He’s wearing his serious face, the one I bet he uses when he leads dangerous expeditions.

      “What is it, Hunter?” I ask, concerned.

      He takes a deep breath. “I know it’s probably too late for this, but I want to say it. I’m sorry for how it ended. I’m sorry for how I didn’t say a word about where I was going. It was cold and cruel, but I thought it was the only way I could leave without feeling completely ripped in half. I did what was best for me, not you, and I’m sorry for that.”

      My heart clenches, and an unexpected tornado of emotions swells inside me. Ripped in half. He’s not supposed to say that.

      “It’s . . .” But I don’t know how to finish the thought.

      It’s what? It’s nothing? It didn’t hurt? It’s fine?

      None of that is true.

      Yet his apology unlocks and sets loose something inside me—the idea that he’s the enemy. That he left me callously. Deep down, I think I knew he didn’t mean to hurt me that deeply when he did what we both agreed we’d do all along. But hearing these words ten years later helps me let go of a final shard of anger.

      “Listen,” he continues, “I knew leaving was what I had to do. We’d talked about it. I shouldn’t have gotten caught up in imagining any other outcome.”

      “It’s easy to get caught up. I was caught up too.” I can admit that now, something I couldn’t do ten years ago, or even a few days ago.

      “But I do regret how I handled everything,” he says, his gaze trained on me. “For the longest time, for the whole time we were together, I was so sure we should stick to the original plan—the expiration date. But then I thought we could make it work after all. That was because . . .” He stops to scrub a hand over his jaw. “Because I didn’t want to leave you, Presley. I wanted to believe it could work. But then the expedition with Vikas came up, and I had to just go—cold turkey. I knew the only way I’d get on that plane without you was if I did it clinically. And I had to get on that plane. It was a huge opportunity.”

      Tears well in my eyes, and I fight them off. His words dig up so many memories—cruel, yes, but beautiful ones too. “I wanted desperately to make us work too,” I say softly, letting down my guard. “But I understand why you left. I get that it was the chance of a lifetime.” I clear my throat, collecting my emotions. “And you saved someone’s life. It’s the butterfly effect. If you hadn’t taken the job, Vikas Winters might have died. If he’d died, he might not have raised all that money for research. There is great progress being made in the fight against pediatric cancer thanks to him.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying, Presley.” He seems firm, resolved.

      “What are you saying?”

      He lifts a hand, like he’s going to cup my cheek. But he simply takes a deep breath, sets his hands in his lap, and quietly says, “Will you forgive me?”

      The earnestness in his eyes breaks apart the remnants of my anger, turning them to dust. “We’re here now. Let’s enjoy it. Let’s put the past behind us.”

      “The present. Let’s focus on it,” he repeats. “And maybe we can be friends in the present.”

      “Maybe we can.” I inject more hope into my voice than I feel. We won’t become friends, but acting like friends is better than being enemies, and we have to work together after all.

      I pour my tea and take a sip, and we spend the rest of the drive planning.

      Not once does he flirt, or say I’m pretty, or try to touch my hair.

      I hate that I miss all those things.

      Once we arrive at the gorgeous home, I stop thinking about Hunter, because the house commands all my attention.

      White and stately, with a tall door and classic lines, it speaks of wealth. But the sheer number of windows and the wraparound porch tell me this is a house that must have felt like home to those who lived here.

      A caretaker lets us in, with Hunter’s camera crew right behind us.

      The home is everything I could want it to be, and I’m sure this project will be the key to turning my career around.

      “Let’s start.”

      That’s when Hunter starts turning up the charm once again, making me wonder if the charm was ever real to begin with.
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      That day, we unearth a whole lot of nothing downstairs, and the crew shoots our finds.

      Okay, I might be exaggerating.

      It’s not nothing per se.

      It’s just not my kind of thing. And I don’t think it’ll make for good TV, which is a wee bit of a problem.

      But Presley seems delighted, and I don’t want to rain on her parade, so I do my best to cheerlead.

      She catalogs items, including an art nouveau–style bureau, a gilded mirror that looks like it belongs in Jay Gatsby’s home, and a miniature monkey drummer.

      “Ooh, that might lure toy collectors,” she says, like she has indeed found gold.

      “People collect ancient toys?” I ask, picking up the metal monkey as the crew takes a lunch break. Inspecting it, I find the monkey’s tiny shoe is a perfect circle and inlaid with some sort of raised ribbon etching. I tap it with my fingernail to see what it’s made of. Metal.

      “Definitely. There is a fascinating market for antique toys, and I’ve seen crazy bids.”

      “Learn something new every day. I had no idea there was demand for metal monkeys.”

      “There’s a market for everything,” she says with a smile.

      “Now that—that is indeed true. What’s it worth?” I gently hand her the toy. She sets it back on the desk where she found it.

      “It depends if we find more like it. It’s possible that Greta and Edward were avid toy collectors. That would be cool if we learned that. I’m going to add some notes on the monkey.”

      She returns to her iPad, tapping in the details. I spot her reading app in the corner of the screen.

      “What have you been reading these days?”

      “A fascinating book on the history of perfume. The author does an incredible job describing scents, which is no small feat.”

      She sounds so animated, so utterly delighted, as she often is when talking about books.

      “Want me to read you a passage?” I offer, a little flirty.

      She glances over and flashes a quick smile, then shakes her head. “I fear that would be a little too dangerous.”

      “Ah, so then I really should try to hijack your perfume book and whisper in your ear about tantalizing scents that seduce you?”

      She shoots me a dirty look. “You will do nothing of the sort.”

      “And why is that? Too tempting?”

      “Are you trying to distract me from the job?”

      “Is it working?”

      “Yes. Now let me focus.”

      “Fine,” I say with an over-the-top huff. “Just answer one question. Do you have The Highwayman on there still? Under Dirty Favorites?” I can’t resist, because flirting with her is way more fun than playing with toy monkeys.

      Though admittedly the monkey was kind of cool. Her reaction to it was even better though.

      “No, it’s listed under”—she lets her lips curve up into an I’ve got a secret grin—“DNF.”

      I scoff. “Oh, there was nothing DNF about that. That story had multiple finishes.”

      “Did it? I can’t seem to recall a thing about it.” She taps her finger to her tongue and touches the air, making a sizzling sound, and holy shit, I like this new side of Presley. I like the naughty flirt in her.

      “Well played,” I say as she crosses the room to the bureau, presumably to record some details on it.

      And, since I know she does need to focus on work, I return there too, asking, “If the monkey is worth a grand, how much is the bureau?”

      “It looks to be authentic. Same as the mirror from earlier. They should do decently at auction.”

      She places emphasis on “decently,” but it comes with a smile, so I guess that means it’ll do well enough.

      “That’s good, then,” I say, because I do want her to benefit from this project, but decently is bad for TV.

      Because . . . bureaus? Mirrors? Toy monkeys? It’s a one-way ticket to Snoozeville.

      As much as I like flirting with her, I have a job too. I gesture to the stairs. “Why don’t I conduct some recon and see what’s upstairs? You can keep rooting around down here.”

      “I need to enter some details on that couch in the living room. Want to wait for me, and I can go with you?”

      “Think of me like an advance scout.” I give her a smile that says Hey, it’s all good. “I’ll make sure there are no ghosts, goblins, or monsters upstairs.”

      “Thank God. I was hoping you’d do goblin patrol.”

      “And you thought I was just a pretty face.”

      “Behave, pretty boy. Don’t break anything.” She returns her focus to her tablet.

      “I’ll be a good pretty boy. I promise.”

      But behaving is hard when I find a few old instruments on a bench at the top of the staircase. A trombone, a tambourine, and a xylophone. Gathering them up, I take them to Presley, setting them on the landing where she inspects them closely, gasping at the last one.

      “What did you find? Gold? Silver? Rubies?”

      “No, this xylophone is from the late 1800s. There’s an inscription on it with the date,” she says in that same tone as before, the one that’s full of wonder and excitement.

      “What do you think it’s worth?”

      “I don’t know for sure, but five figures potentially. I’ll have to do a little research,” she says, practically squealing. Research is her jam.

      The front door swings open, and Jared returns from lunch, his camera bag on his shoulder. “Find anything good, Hunt? Because this morning’s take was boring AF,” Jared remarks, scratching his bearded jaw.

      His derisive comment jolts me. It’s the kick in the pants that reminds me to dial up the entertainment factor. And I have an idea.

      “As a matter of fact, get ready. Because I have unearthed a fascinating find.”

      “Excellent,” he says, removing the camera from his bag and turning it on.

      “What did you find that you didn’t tell me about?” Presley whispers out of the side of her mouth.

      “You’ll see.”

      Jared mics me up, and the sound guy joins us when Jared gives him the good-to-go sign.

      I begin.

      “And here’s the famed vintage xylophone,” I intone in an overdramatic whisper to the camera. “I’ve heard tales of this xylophone. Stories about what it might hold clues to.” I turn to Presley. “Might there be buried treasure in the xylophone itself? Let’s find out.”

      Her eyes widen. “You’re not actually going to rip the keys off it, are you?”

      “As if I’d hurt a vintage xylophone from 1898. But that was the year that many expeditions set off for South America. Perhaps this inscription is a clue pointing us to a treasure map. Let’s take a closer look,” I say, gesturing for Jared to zoom in.

      I tap the back of the xylophone, knocking on it in case . . . “Maybe, just maybe, there is a secret compartment in the back of this special instrument.”

      But the back is solid and sturdy.

      When Jared returns the focus to my face, I focus on the positive. “We’ll soldier on. See if we can unearth any secrets inside here or elsewhere. After all, our famed adventurer was quite a patron of the arts. The man seems to have had a passion for music. And this xylophone itself might be worth a fortune. But will it lead us to buried treasure? Stay tuned.”

      Jared rolls his eyes as he lowers the camera. “Let’s hope you find something good tomorrow, man. Because that xylophone bit didn’t fool me.”

      Well, shit.
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      When Jared and the crew take off at the end of the day, I find Presley sifting through a desk in the far corner of the living room.

      “Maybe there’s a secret compartment in the desk,” I suggest as I join her, because if my crew is ragging on me, then I’m going to need to turn over everything twice.

      “I’ve already checked. No such luck.”

      “Do those really exist?”

      “Secret compartments? Yes, they were quite popular in American furniture. A number of highboys, secretaries, and desks often had false bottoms, extra drawers, or hidden compartments. Not this one though.”

      “Damn. A treasure cache in a desk would have been fun.”

      “And unlikely,” she adds, continuing her search through the papers.

      I survey the desk, which is pushed against a wall next to the window. Above it is a mirror with a vintage elephant design etched in metal along the top.

      “That elephant matches the monkey,” I remark, studying it. “It’s the same style.”

      “You’re right. It does,” she says, briefly glancing at the elephant before she returns to her work. “That might make the collection more valuable. But what would be truly valuable are maps.” Determined, she riffles through more papers. “I bet Edward had maps of his expeditions besides the ones at the Exploration Society. It would be an incredible find if we uncovered additional maps, or maps of the Lost City of the Sun,” she says, head down, on the hunt.

      “Now that would be a treasure of sorts,” I say, taking a moment to look at her, glad I said my piece in the car this morning. Hell, I tied off that knot of regret with one firm tug. Look how well it worked. We’ve gotten along great today. Like buds.

      So why, when I gaze at her, do I still feel a warm pull in my chest? Why do I want to spend the day asking her questions about more than antiques, talking to her, understanding what motivates her?

      That’s what I was trying to stop. I was trying to eject her from my brain.

      Focus on the job, not the woman.

      She turns her gaze to me, her expression soft. “Listen, I know you’re frustrated that we haven’t found anything exciting for TV yet. I know you want this buried treasure, but this whole house is full of potential treasure. Don’t you see?”

      “Maybe, but I still need to make it exciting for TV.”

      “It’s history. It’s not adventure,” she says matter-of-factly. “You can’t just invent stuff. We’re not going to find buried treasure in a xylophone.”

      “No kidding. But I do need to find ways to make this project more fascinating. Like a map.” I sigh longingly. “I would kill to find a map.”

      She shoots me a sympathetic smile. “I know. But we’ve only just begun. Besides, the bureau and the mirror look to be true antiques, and I’ve been working hard to put together a great collection for Highsmith. I promise I will do everything I can to research every fact and detail that might be interesting for viewers. I need to know this estate inside and out. This is important to me and could draw a lot of business to the auction house.”

      This is the first time she’s remotely opened up about work, and I want to know more. “Why is it so important to you?”

      She looks away. “It just is. I need this to go well.”

      And I’ve been stonewalled. I try another angle.

      “I want it to go well too.” She’s not the only one with something at stake. I have a show, a publisher, and a team of employees, not to mention Trevor. They have work because I have work. “This matters to me just like it does to you.”

      She looks at me again, appearing curious. “Why does this matter to you so much?” She stands, focused and incisive. “Why do you care about this house? Your brand is jumping across bridges and wrestling anacondas, so why are you here in a home? Just for Edward Valentina? It doesn’t make sense.” Her eyes pin me, and when I don’t answer right away, she fires off one more question. “Why did you take this job?”

      The question of the hour.

      The question of the week.

      I could give her the easy answer—the man, the history, the legend.

      Or I could say I’m here for my mother, at her insistence, and because of the fact that I do sometimes want to be closer to my family, to look out for my mom.

      But there’s more to it than those reasons.

      There’s the regret.

      After talking to Josh this morning, I was sure I’d figured out why I was driven to reconnect with her—to apologize. So I did it. I owned up.

      But now, after another day with her, I’m not so sure if that was my big regret. Because saying sorry hasn’t freed me from this obsession.

      I’m still thinking of her, and it’s not simply because we’re working together.

      I want to get to know her again.

      And right now, I want to get to know her kiss again.

      I’m a man of action, so I cross the room, closing the distance. “Saying I’m sorry wasn’t enough.”

      “What?” She sounds thoroughly confused.

      I look into her eyes. “There’s more.”

      “What do you want to say?” she asks softly.

      “This is why I said yes to the job.”

      I cup her cheek and bring my mouth to hers.
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      It happens so quickly that I’m not sure who does the next thing.

      All I know is we lunge.

      He hauls me into his arms as I loop my hands around his neck.

      We are back in time.

      Kissing like mad.

      Like no time has passed and like all the time has passed. Like time will pass us by if we don’t grab this moment.

      As he seals his mouth to mine, my skin sizzles. I heat up from the sound he makes. It’s a cross between a groan and a growl, full of gratitude and longing. It’s hungry and needy, and I can taste his want as he brushes his lips over mine.

      “You,” he whispers roughly.

      Me, I think. Me.

      He’s kissing me and I’m kissing him, and I still don’t know exactly why he said yes to the job, but this—this is what great kisses are made of.

      His kisses make me weak in the knees. They make my heart race. I want to melt in his arms, liquified by the utter intensity of this contact.

      He kisses me like I imagine he’d climb a mountain—with passion and complete devotion to the task. His lips slide over mine and he explores my mouth, devouring me like I’m a treasure.

      Forget lost cities in the Amazon. This is the kind of kiss people cross oceans and deserts to discover. This is the kiss all lovers yearn for.

      His hands tangle in my hair, cupping the back of my head, and for one dirty moment, I imagine him picking me up, carrying me upstairs, and having his way with me.

      Take me, I’d say.

      I shouldn’t want him, shouldn’t let him, shouldn’t give in, but I’m not in charge. My body is, and my body wants him—here, there, and anywhere.

      But as he moves me back toward the wall by the desk, the floor creaks.

      Then it groans.

      Hunter stumbles to the right, losing his footing on . . . a wobbly floorboard?

      I break the kiss. He untangles his arms from me. We step away.

      “What was that?” I ask, still breathless.

      “My foot.” He frowns at the floor, where he’s pressing the toe of his boot against a floorboard. “It’s loose or something.”

      He presses again, tapping. The wood creaks, but it’s a mechanical sound.

      “That doesn’t sound like a loose board,” I say.

      Our eyes meet, his glinting. “No. It sounds purposeful.”

      Another tap, another press, and the board rises.

      He’s quiet at first, his lips parting, his eyes full of surprise.

      “The floorboard is the secret compartment.” His voice is still gravelly with lust. Getting on his hands and knees, he peers into the opening. The floorboard stands upright, like an open trapdoor.

      When he turns the slightest bit to face me, his smile is wild. Like a treasure hunter, he reaches into the space below the floor. “Maybe this is what we’ve been searching for.”
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      Pretty much everyone knows that the Amazon is Earth’s largest rain forest.

      With more than 2.7 million square miles, it is roughly the size of the continental United States, home to an astonishing array of wildlife, and renowned for its biodiversity.

      But far fewer know this: The Amazon wasn’t always so wild. It wasn’t always untouched.

      Recent satellite imagery shows man-made earthworks—networks of avenues, ditches, and other enclosures that suggest a portion of the Amazon once teemed with civilization. Long before satellites revealed any evidence, a handful of true adventurers set off to uncover what had only been legend at the time.

      In the early 1930s, Edward Valentina was one of those explorers, encouraged by his wife, paired with his friend, and armed with only a hunch, a belief that the Amazon held untold secrets for whoever cracked it open. He kept a journal of his travels to South America, his trek across Brazil, and his adventures deep in the rain forest, documenting one of those legendary lost cities and the riches inside it.

      Or so they say.

      Only bits and pieces of his accounts still exist, housed at the Exploration Society, but he reportedly ventured deep enough into the heart of the jungle to find much more than wildlife—he unearthed proof of thriving civilizations that existed long before European explorers sailed across the oceans.

      To find those accounts would be tremendous for my field.

      To locate the treasures would mean mind-boggling TV ratings.

      When I grab the dusty metal box hidden under the floorboard—secret compartment indeed—my heart thunders against my ribs.

      The thump, thump, thump echoes in my brain, pounds in my ears. My fingers itch to yank open this box.

      Because this has to be it.

      This has to hold the key to Edward Valentina’s greatest adventures.

      Time stands still as I imagine what might be inside. Finding the treasure for the family would be incredible. It would be one more mountain for me to climb, and I desperately want to be the best at what I do. I want to honor my father’s last wishes, written in the letter I keep with me, “to live big, to live your best life, to take every great chance that comes your way.”

      That’s why everything that has my name on it—my shows, my books, my expeditions—needs to be excellent.

      That’s my mission.

      And as I glance at Presley, it occurs to me that I’m on the precipice of something great with her. That we’re heading down an uncharted path. I have no idea where it leads, but I want to follow it.

      I want to follow it with her.

      “What is it?”

      I kneel next to the opening. The slat of the floorboard rests against the wall, as if it had been waiting for someone to step on it. To activate it. Maybe waiting for someone to find . . . this?

      “It’s like a lockbox.” I can barely contain my excitement. “And it doesn’t even look like it needs a key.”

      “Let me see, let me see.” Her voice brims with an enthusiasm I haven’t heard in it before, and I love the sound.

      Rising up on my knees, I brandish the box, showing her a circular inset by the opening. “This has to be it, Presley,” I say, unable to tear my eyes off the find.

      “Let me put on rubber gloves and take a look at it,” she says, ever practical, but I can hear the notes of longing in her tone. She’s not here simply to document a home. She wants something. She wants this to be important.

      “Wait. I can’t believe I almost forgot. We need to record this.”

      “But your crew is gone.”

      “They are, but I can handle a camera too.” Setting the box on the floor, I take a small handheld from my jeans pocket. These days, a little camera works well enough for the occasional segment.

      “Let’s do this right. We’ll put it on the desk. The light’s better there, since it’s right by the window, and I can open it carefully.”

      “Now you’re talking.” I flash her a smile and she shoots one right back at me. Hers is full of hope.

      I turn on the camera and shoot.

      Tenderly, as if she’s clutching a fragile glass globe, she lifts the box and sets it on the desk, the sunset light streaming through the window, illuminating reddish tones on the box.

      She purses her lips then blows air across the metal lockbox, little dust particles floating in a halo as she cleans it off with her breath. Then she reaches for a soft cloth from her jeans pocket, wiping away any remaining dust. With the box now clean, I take a better look at it. “There’s a . . . what is that?” I ask, pointing with my free hand to the opening and the raised emblem on it.

      “That’s a ribbon.” She sounds like she’s trying to make sense of it too. “An emblem of a pink ribbon.”

      Furrowing my brow, I zoom in on the marking. The similarities come together. Presley must figure it out too, because when I turn to her, we’re both smiling, giddy grins that come with possibility. “It’s the same style,” I begin, pointing to the mirror.

      “As the elephant,” she adds with hushed excitement.

      “And the monkey. His foot. His shoe.”

      “Yes, there was some sort of marking on it.”

      “Open it,” I whisper, filming her lovely face, then her hands. “I can’t wait any longer.”

      She pushes on the circular inset with her thumb, but it doesn’t give.

      I groan impatiently. “Now, do we have to find a key too? Is there a hidden door that’s hiding it?”

      When I meet her gaze, she’s smiling wickedly, shaking her head. “I think you already found it.”
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      I wait for her to explain what she means. “Where’s the secret key? Is it in the xylophone? Do I need to tap out a tune?” I suggest playfully.

      “It’s right in front of you. Hidden in plain sight.”

      I breathe out hard, the impatient part of me wanting her to speed this up now.

      But she loves taking her time. “Sometimes a toy is just a toy, and sometimes it’s more.”

      She reaches behind her, plucking the monkey off the desk. She hands it to me, foot first.

      I arch a brow. “The monkey’s foot?”

      “I could be wrong, but it looks to be exactly the same size, and it’s the opposite—the yin to the yang.”

      “Ohhhhh.” It comes out as ten syllables, because buzzers whir in my head and lights blink. “Very clever.”

      “See if it works,” she says, then motions for me to give her the camera. “I’ll shoot. You open it.”

      We trade off, and I press the shoe of the monkey into the circular opening, turning, turning, until the monkey’s foot catches just right, two puzzle pieces sliding together.

      I half expect a click. Some sort of portentous sound, like in a movie when motion sets off a booby trap. Instead, the box simply whines as I push the top open easily with my thumb.

      The inside is lined with black velvet. In the middle of the velvet lies a skeleton key. A piece of ribbon hangs from it, and on the end of the ribbon is a note on yellowed paper, worn from the years.

      “What does it say?” she asks in a whisper, and I’m thankful for it. You can’t speak at a regular volume in times like this.

      She zooms in closer as I reach for the key, turn it over, and read the note.

      

      
        
        Hello, our dear sweet loves!

      

        

      
        You’ve found the treasure. We hope it didn’t take you too long. If you’re ready, all you have to do is look inside.

      

        

      
        With love,

        E & G, most affectionately known as Mom and Dad

      

        

      
        P.S. This shouldn’t be too hard. Just look.

      

      

      

      A long squiggly line runs the length of the postscript to the edge of the paper.

      Presley stares at me, her face transforming with awe. “Edward and Greta. They left a note for their children.”

      Her eyes sparkle. I bet mine glimmer too. Because hello, treasure. “X marks the spot. This man was a great explorer. And we’re going to be the ones to fully understand his impact.”

      How foolish of me to think the treasure would have been here in this box. Who would leave treasure in the floorboards? This is a treasure map instead, and in some ways, that’s even better.

      Because it gives me a story to tell on my show.

      I say it aloud, the weight of it registering. “This is a treasure map, Presley.” I laugh, and I can’t stop laughing. Because holy hell, I’m holding something precious.

      “I think it might be,” she says reverently. “But this letter is a treasure too. Do you have any idea how old it likely is?”

      “Yeah, really old,” I say eagerly, ready to dive in. “Let’s follow the clues.”

      She darts out a hand, pressing it against my chest. “Hold on, eager beaver. We need to save this. Handle it carefully. This could be incredibly valuable in the family’s auction. Let me just put it away safely.”

      “Right. Of course, careful beaver.” She’s right. This letter could be a precious memory for the Valentina grandchildren who hired us.

      Once she’s slid it into a plastic bag, carefully sealing it up, I resume shooting. “Okay, where do we ‘look inside’? In the box?”

      “Maybe under the velvet.”

      With those careful fingers, she feels along the edge of the lining, her teeth digging into her lip the whole time. It’s an adorable look, intense and full of concentration. She tugs at the velvet gently, but it doesn’t give.

      Her shoulders sag. “It’s not here. There is no secret compartment.”

      “Wait, honey. It’s not here we’re supposed to look,” I say, because I’ve got it now.

      Her captivating blue eyes meet mine, and I lower the camera briefly, gesturing to the letter she sealed up.

      “That squiggly line on the letter. It’s the pink ribbon. The pink ribbon matches the elephant. They’re all connected. The elephant, the ribbon, the monkey. They’re all the same style.”

      Now it’s her turn to whisper. “Ohhhh.”

      “What if the key opens the mirror?” I ask.

      I reach for her hand, the one that’s holding the key. She wraps her fingers around mine.

      “Hunter, you called me ‘honey.’”

      “Did I?” I ask, surprised, then I turn off the camera.

      “You’ve done it a few times.”

      “Huh. I guess old habits die hard.” I gaze into her eyes. “Along with kissing you.”

      “That was out of habit?”

      It’s the first we’ve mentioned the kiss that fell by the wayside when I stumbled into a secret compartment and unearthed a letter from another century.

      I shake my head. “Actually, no. It was completely intentional. And it was absolutely incredible.”

      “It was,” she says, then her eyes drift to the mirror. “But right now, it’d be incredible to see what’s behind that.”

      She raises the key and unlocks it.

      Inside on a shelf, another letter awaits.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Dear Children,

      

        

      
        You looked inside. Well done! We’re proud of you, and we want you to know that. You are our greatest accomplishments, our grandest adventure.

      

        

      
        But the adventures aren’t over. We’ve put together a final one just for you . . .

      

        

      
        Follow our story.

      

        

      
        You alone know how it began, and if you want to hear the rest, you’ll find it starts in the heart of Old New York near the five-mile stone, inside a home, up the stairs, and behind a place near and dear to your father.

      

        

      
        But don’t forget what we taught you: research comes before the search.

      

        

      
        Love,

        Mom and Dad
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      I couldn’t stop if I tried.

      So I don’t.

      We don’t.

      Searching for a place to conduct a proper dissection of every single sentence in this letter, we slide into his limo.

      Hunter swipes a few keys on his phone, asking Google for the best diner nearby.

      “Diner okay?” he asks, then a grin seems to tug at his lips. “Or should I say, are you still the reigning queen of diners?”

      That’s what he used to call me. It’s a crown I wear with pride. “I’m still hopelessly devoted to them. They’re my guilty pleasure, given that my normal dinner is a salad.”

      He wags a finger. “Never feel guilty about pleasure.”

      But I do feel a little guilty about that kiss earlier.

      And I feel guilt over something else too.

      As he scrolls through options on his screen, I stare out the window of the car, repeating words in my head. “In the heart of Old New York near the five-mile stone, inside a home, up the staircase, then another, and behind a place near and dear to your father . . .”

      The answer to this riddle seems to be on the tip of my tongue, but something nags at me.

      I’m not sure if it’s our job to play “X marks the spot” through someone’s correspondence, and I need to figure that out before I go into the heart of Old New York.

      Lenny whisks us away, taking us to a roadhouse diner where a sign reading Sally’s Sideshow Café blasts in pink neon against the twilight sky.

      “Want anything, Lenny?” Hunter asks as we exit the car.

      “I’m all good, but I never turn down chocolate milkshakes,” he says.

      “Words to live by,” I say, giving the driver a smile as we head inside, grab an empty booth, then scan the menu.

      “I’m starving. I can’t think straight without food,” Hunter mutters as he peruses the offerings.

      “Starving?” I tease. “Are you sure you’re actually starving?”

      His eyes are full of murder as he clasps his belly. “I’m positive. This is complete starvation I’m experiencing.”

      “Drama king,” I say as I pore over an encyclopedia’s worth of options on a menu the size of a phone book. “What do you do when you’re out in the wilderness and get hungry?”

      “I eat.”

      “I figured as much. But what do you eat?”

      He smirks. “I don’t eat fries, burgers, and shakes, that’s for sure.” He slaps the menu closed with panache. “Which is why I’m ordering that here.”

      “And when you’re trekking across a raging river teeming with piranhas, for instance, what do you eat? Piranhas that you singlehandedly spear for your next meal?”

      He whistles in appreciation. “Damn, you make me sound impressive even to myself.”

      “And that’s no small feat. So what do you eat in the wild?”

      “Bugs,” he says, pushing out his bottom lip and exaggerating the word.

      I arch a skeptical brow. “Do you really though?”

      He leans forward, elbows on the table, eyes narrowed and intense. “You haven’t actually seen my show, have you?”

      “Maybe not.”

      “Just say it out loud. I won’t be hurt.” He doesn’t sound annoyed. He sounds amused as he raises his right hand. “There are two kinds of people in the world: those who have watched Hunter Armstrong’s show and those who are going to watch it.”

      Grabbing a napkin, I ball it up and toss it at him, but I’m laughing.

      Like a ballplayer, he catches it smoothly. “I’ll convert you, Presley. I just know I will.”

      “Doubtful. Especially if you eat bugs on it. Besides, isn’t that what all you adventurer guys do on your shows? Eat bugs and grab rattlesnakes by the throat then roast them over a barbecue pit?”

      He scoffs. “Guys who do that are going for the gross-out factor. Can I eat bugs? Sure. Can I also tell you which ones are edible, as well as the crunchiest and most savory? Definitely. I do know how to survive in the wild for months, and that often requires bugs. But here’s the thing: there’s no need to eat bugs if—wait for it—you pack food correctly. I generally know how long I’m going to be on an expedition. We aren’t living in a world anymore where our plane crashes in the Andes with no one able to find my crew and me for seventy days so we resort to cannibalism.”

      “Cannibalism is one of my hard limits too.”

      A smile seems to sneak across his face. “You were always such a smart-ass. I see you still are.”

      “So are you.”

      “Then we are birds of a feather,” he says, a little flirty, a little inviting. It’s a throwaway comment, but the way he says it, emphasizing the “we,” makes my heart skitter.

      Skittering is dangerous.

      Skittering hearts ought to be put in their place.

      Fortunately, the waitress swings by to take our order, saving me from myself.

      I opt for a salad and fries, since that’s the best kind of balanced diet. Hunter orders the trio he was longing for. “And I’ll need a chocolate milkshake to go.”

      “Can I interest you in a chocolate milkshake, miss?” the curly redhead asks me, tapping her pencil against the pad of paper in her hand.

      Across the table, Hunter mouths, Don’t feel guilty.

      I turn to the waitress. “And I’ll have a chocolate milkshake too, with a side order of I’d never feel guilty about something so tasty.”

      Chuckling, she writes down the additional order. “I promise you won’t feel guilty, and you won’t regret it either. Sally makes the best milkshakes.”

      “I can honestly say I’ve never regretted a milkshake.”

      She slides the pencil over her ear. “Nor have I.” Her voice drops to a whisper. “Men though? I’ve regretted men many times over. Jobs? Oh, yeah. But milkshakes? Never ever.”

      With a wink, she spins on her Keds and heads for the kitchen.

      When I return my gaze to Hunter, he’s staring at me as if I’m the object of all his curiosity. It’s the same way he studied me before he kissed me.

      My stomach swan dives as I recall that kiss. The intensity etched in his brown eyes, the heat in them. His eyes have always drawn me in because they reveal him. He can’t ever seem to hide his wishes with eyes like that—eyes that seem true, vulnerable, and beautiful.

      Right now, they’re wishing for another kiss, and I desperately want to grant that.

      But the wedge of guilt pushes against my skin. Guilt reminds me, too, that I need to laser in on the Valentina estate, not on my ex, not on his eyes, not on his lips. Kissing him again would be a mistake. A beautiful and dreadful mistake. He’s the ultimate distraction, and I need to stay the course.

      So I return to the discovery we made in the mirror. “About the letter. I was thinking—”

      “What about you, Presley?”

      “What about me?” I’m not sure what he’s getting at. We’re talking about the letter, aren’t we?

      “Do you regret men . . . or jobs?” There’s a stripped-bare quality to Hunter’s voice, like he’s opening himself up, especially since he’s leaning on the “men” side of the question. He’s not asking about the letter at all.

      I’m not ready to excavate my heart for someone who broke it. “I’ve had jobs that didn’t pan out, and I suppose I do regret that. And since I’m not with anyone, I suppose it could seem like I regret some relationships. But I think you can learn from everyone. So I choose to have no regrets.”

      My answer is clinical, matter-of-fact. There’s not a shred of vulnerability in it, so my heart remains safe in its steel cage.

      Wait. Make that titanium. I need extra strength with this man.

      “Did you ever marry?” he asks, pressing on like the decade that’s passed between us is the eighth summit he intends to crest.

      “You don’t mince words.”

      “Just trying to get to know you again,” he says, his eyes not wavering from mine.

      My heart throws itself against the titanium walls, desperate to break free.

      I try to center myself so I don’t backslide into the temptation of him.

      Picture the bull’s-eye.

      Pull back the arrow.

      Don’t allow distraction.

      He’s simply behaving like a friend, like he said he wanted to do. “Almost, but no. I was engaged, but it turned out my fiancé enjoyed the company of not just me, but hookers too. So suffice it to say, we didn’t make it down the aisle.” Before he can respond or peel off another question, I grab the mic, tossing the topic back at him. We should be decoding a letter, but apparently we’re dissecting our romantic pasts. Maybe this must be done first. “And what about you? Were you ever married? Engaged?”

      A voice in my head is praying fervently. Please say no, please say no.

      He shakes his head. “Neither. I haven’t met anyone I wanted to commit to.”

      “But you’ve dated lots of models and actresses.”

      Tilting his head, he drums his fingers against the table. “Ah, the plot thickens. You won’t watch my show, but you’ve tracked my romantic entanglements.”

      “That’s the part you glom onto? That I haven’t watched your show?”

      “And you glom onto the fact that I’ve dated some actresses?”

      “It’s true, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it’s true.” He shrugs, leans back, smiles. “But it was never serious. So who cares? In the last ten years, there’s been no one who’s registered as more than a blip.” He spreads his arms across the back of the booth effortlessly, a man in repose. His eyes roam my face shamelessly before he finishes in a low, deliberate tone, “And before you ask, you were so much more than a blip.”

      I shouldn’t care that I was more than a blip to him. But I do care. I care too much. “I wasn’t going to ask that.” The words spill out in a mad dash, as if the speed of my delivery can cover up the lie. Because I love what he just said.

      He frowns. “You weren’t going to ask, and you don’t even watch my show. That breaks my heart.”

      “You’re one to talk about heartbreak,” I fire back. “We had that magical Valentine’s Day trip and then you took off a few days later.”

      He stretches a hand across the table and grabs mine, holding it tightly. “It broke my heart too.”

      His voice. Those words. They weave through me, slinking past reason, sliding around logic.

      So I do the illogical thing. I open up. “Watching you in any form hurt far too much,” I say, and the confession rubs my throat raw, but it also loosens something inside me. Some of the hurt I’ve harbored.

      “You didn’t want to be reminded of us?” He’s so gentle, his voice so tender, and it surprises me. He wasn’t callous before per se. He was simply . . . younger. Perhaps less sensitive. This older, more mature Hunter seems to possess a sensitivity, a thoughtfulness that the younger one didn’t have. “That’s how I felt for a long time too,” he continues. “I didn’t want to be reminded of you. I didn’t have many reminders when I was far away, but the thing is . . . I couldn’t escape you, Presley. You were here,” he says, tapping his temple. “Do you remember the note I wrote you? The one about how I’d think of you when I woke up?”

      If he only knew how much I remember it. I know every word by heart. “Maybe. It sounds vaguely familiar,” I fib.

      “I thought of you constantly. Leaving you was hard. Forgetting you was harder.”

      I bite the inside of my lip so I don’t speak, so I don’t say, What’s hardest is sitting still when I want to throw myself into your arms.

      “But look at all the benefits,” I say with as much cheer as I can muster. “Your dreams came true.”

      His expression saddens. “Not all of them.” He squeezes my hand, and I’m not going to be able to maintain an ounce of resolve if he keeps touching me.

      Deliberately, I draw back my hand, reaching for my phone and clicking on the picture I took earlier. “Should we tell Corinne and Joseph about what we found? This letter isn’t for us, and that keeps gnawing at me.”

      “Right, but they hired you to catalog the house, and this was in the house. They didn’t ask you to give them a play-by-play on every item, did they?”

      “No, just a report at the end. But Edward and Greta wrote the letter for their children, and Corinne and Joseph are their grandchildren. It’s probably been there for ages. You saw how much dust covered the box. How would you feel if someone else found a note for you from your father?”

      His jaw ticks with seeming irritation. “I wouldn’t like that. But then again, my dad gave a letter directly to me. He didn’t hide it away in some sort of scavenger hunt.”

      I notice the shift in Hunter, but press on, brandishing the image of the letter on the phone screen. “But what if the Valentina family has been looking for this? Is it right for us to keep it from them?”

      “If they were looking, they didn’t look that hard. It took us less than one day to find it.”

      “Does that mean we should play the scavenger hunt game?”

      “Consider this. What if the letter leads to nothing? Wouldn’t it be better if we found that out before they do? What if ‘research before the search’ leads us to zip?”

      He has a point, and I nod. “So we don’t get their hopes up, you’re saying?”

      “Exactly. What if it’s a dead end? We should see where it leads first, because it might lead to nothing. A letter from beyond is a powerful thing. I should know.”

      “Do you still carry it with you? The letter from your dad?”

      He’s quiet for a moment, his brow furrowed like he’s deep in thought. “I do. Do you want to know what it says?”

      I flinch in surprise. I wasn’t expecting him to say that. He always kept the letter closely guarded. “You don’t have to. I know it was private.”

      “It was,” he says, scrubbing a hand across his jaw as the waitress streaks by with an order for another table. “At the time, I wanted to keep it for myself because it felt entirely personal. As if it were the only way I could connect with him after he was gone.”

      “And now?”

      “Now, enough time has passed. But more than that, I’ve done what he wanted me to do.”

      “Is that what the letter was? His rules for living or something?”

      “I believe so. He gave it to me a few months before he died.” He smiles, but it brims with sadness. “That’s the other reason I kept it. It felt intentional. Not like he planned to die on a jump, but intentional in the sense that he definitely meant to pass on these life lessons to me. Does that make sense?”

      “It makes perfect sense.” Something else does now too. Hunter wrote notes to me when we were together, slipping them in my purse or whatever book I was reading. It’s as if he was trying to give me pieces of himself for when he was gone. He was always going to go. I knew that then. I know it now.

      But I didn’t want to accept it. Back then, I was so caught up in us that I couldn’t be objective or rational about those final days. Now, with the vantage point of time, I can see he was doing what his father did for him—leaving words for those he might leave behind.

      “He was giving you his wisdom,” I add.

      “Exactly. But then, he was always like that. Always passing on little lessons, writing down life advice. He’d done so much, been to so many places, and he wanted to share his experiences. And honestly, his last letter to me was one of the biggest motivations in my work.”

      I swallow a lump in my throat. “What did he tell you to do?”

      He reaches into his back pocket, takes out his wallet, and fishes around. “Since we’re on a letter kick,” he says with a smile, but it’s the kind of smile that covers up something hard. He unfolds the note, spreads it open, and turns it around. The writing is blocky and slanted.

      He slides it in front of me, and it feels a little like he’s baring a part of his soul.

      What’s more terrifying is how much I want to see it.

      To see him.
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            Presley

          

        

      

    

    
      Quietly, I read the words from his father.

      

      
        
        Dear Hunter,

      

        

      
        When I graduated from an all boys’ school, they asked us to write down our hopes and dreams for our children. I was eighteen then, and barely more than a child myself. Yet I already knew what I wanted for the family I’d have. Maybe because I was young. Maybe because I was idealistic. Even so, what I most wanted hasn’t changed when it comes to you.

      

        

      
        What I want is for you to live big. To live your best life. To take every great chance that comes your way.

      

        

      
        You might wonder why I want that. Why am I telling you this?

      

        

      
        Because I see a piece of myself in you. You have the same fire. The same intensity. You’re so much like me. Perhaps that’s why the dreams I had then align with you today. They are still the dreams I have for the man you’ve become.

      

        

      
        Remember this—there are some chances that only pass your way once, and you have to grab them. You have to seize them, clutch them, and hold them tenaciously with all your might.

      

        

      
        That’s what we’re put here to do. To take those tremendous leaps into the wild unknown.

      

        

      
        I love you, and I hope you take all the chances that matter.

      

        

      
        Love,

        Dad

      

      

      

      Tears swim in my throat. Looking up from the paper, I’m not sure I can speak. I meet his gaze. His eyes are a little glossy too, a little distant. “Do you still miss him?” I ask quietly.

      His head tilts back and forth. “Yes and no. It’s been so long. You learn to live with the missing so that it doesn’t really feel like missing anymore. It becomes part of what’s normal for you. But there are other times when I wish I could talk to him. Pretty recently, I’ve desperately wished I could sit across the table from him and ask him to sort out the mess in my head.”

      “What happened? What was the mess?”

      He shrugs it off. “Just something related to a jump.”

      “The one where your chute didn’t open till the end?”

      He cocks his head. “You know about that?”

      “Truly mentioned it. She saw it on the news. I’ll confess my heart raced a little faster when I heard.”

      His lips twitch in a grin. “Yeah?”

      I laugh. “That makes you happy?” I swat his shoulder from across the table. “That your near-death experience affected me? Well, it did. So there.”

      His cocky grin returns in full force. “You’re glad I’m alive. Admit it.”

      I huff like it’s no big deal. “Sure, fine. I’ll admit it. You’re useful—you know, to help me shift any heavy objects I encounter as we go through the estate.”

      “One should always be prepared for heavy objects.”

      “That’ll be the name of your memoir.”

      “I’m starting it tonight.”

      “Tell me what happened with the jump though. How bad was it? Were you seriously injured?”

      “My knee wailed like a banshee for the first couple days. But the docs examined me and said it was fine, and I guess I’m a lucky bastard. It hurt a few times in pickup games, but it hasn’t hurt one bit since then.” He raps his knuckles on the table. “Knock on wood.”

      “You are a lucky bastard. Maybe that should be the name of your memoir.” I circle my finger, signaling a return to where we left off. “What did you do when you couldn’t talk to your dad?”

      “I talked to Vikas Winters.”

      “Is he like a surrogate father?”

      He laughs, shaking his head. “No one could replace my dad. But I have to admit, I have turned to Vik from time to time. Once, when I ran into some trouble with my show and had to decide whether I wanted to renew it, I reached out to him. He was helpful and gave some good advice. I asked him about another matter recently too, not the jump, something else. He was a little harder to decipher on that one. So I kept turning to this letter from my dad, looking for answers between the lines.”

      That brings us back to the start of the conversation. “Does that make you want to follow up on Edward and Greta’s letter more, or hand it over to the family? Since you’ve received one yourself?”

      “Actually, both. I know what it’s like, so I want to make sure it matters before we tell them. If we turn it over, I don’t want it to be a letter from the grave that rips them apart, you know?”

      I hadn’t thought of that, but he makes another valid argument, assuaging the doubts I’ve had since finding the letter. “True. I have to agree with you there. But if we follow this where it leads, we have to agree on something. We have to be careful which parts of the process we film, and when we shoot, and that we won’t share the footage if what we find is going to hurt the family. Deal?”

      He extends a hand to shake. “Deal. I don’t want to hurt anyone either. Let’s see where this takes us. Speaking of, where do you think that will be, Miss Smarty Pants? ‘Five-mile stone’? That’s the key, right? The clue centers on some sort of milestone.”

      I smile, a little cocky, a little coy. “Yes, and no. It’s a milestone, but it’s also a mile . . . stone.” I give the words the space between them they deserve.

      “What does that mean?” He waggles his fingers. “Give me a hint.”

      I’m about to tip him off when the waitress arrives with our food, at the precise moment Hunter’s belly growls loudly.

      I can’t help but laugh as we thank the waitress. “You’re such an eater. You always loved your food.”

      He pats his flat belly. “I’m a bear. I have to store it up for my next expedition.”

      “Where is your next one?”

      “One of my favorite places. I’ll be heading into the Utah desert and rappelling down some cliffs.” He says it as casually as someone else would say, I’m making a new PowerPoint presentation on best practices. Then he returns to the issue of the clue and the hint I gave him. “Mile . . . stone. That’s your hint?”

      I dig into the salad, smiling delightedly, savoring the taste. “It’s like with the monkey’s shoe,” I prompt. “You put the shoe into the box. You used the monkey in a different way. So put the details in the letter together in a different way. What if milestone meant something else?” I say the words again with the significant pause in place. “Five-mile . . . stone.”

      His brow furrows as he seems to move through the options. “Mile marker?”

      My smile is immediate. “Stones were used as mile markers back in Old New York. The place we’re looking for must be near the five-mile marker.”

      “And what part of New York is that?”

      “Lenox Hill. Named for the hill that stood at what became Seventieth and Park, which was located at right about the five-mile stone of Old New York.”

      “And if there’s a home there in Lenox Hill . . . and you go up the stairs. That’s where you find something near and dear to . . .” He chuckles loudly, the kind of satisfied sound that means he figured out exactly where the letter points. Then, asking if he’s right, he whispers, “That’s where the clue leads us?”

      Smiling, I tap his nose. “Bingo. It’s in Lenox Hill.”

      “Is it open now?”

      “No. And you have to make an appointment. I think that’s what the ‘research before you search’ means. I’ll call first thing in the morning. Actually,” I say, grabbing my phone, “let me shoot over an email tonight.”

      He’s adamant when he says, “We’re going there before we go to the house again.”

      “Obviously.” I laugh, rolling my eyes as I find a contact for the place we’d like to go then fire off a quick email, listing my credentials. I show him the note.

      “If it were me, I’d let you in right now. But first,” he says, pointing to his burger, “this is a solid B-plus.”

      I put my phone back in my purse. “Not an A?”

      He shoots me a look. “Do you know how hard it is to earn an A in my food gradebook? It’s damn near impossible.”

      “What about your shake though?” I lift mine and take a sip. “It’s sweet, cold, and chocolatey. What could be more deserving of top marks?”

      He drinks from mine, humming his approval. “Now that’s an A. How about your salad? It’s a C, right?”

      “Hey, don’t put down my greens.” I spear some lettuce with my fork and make an obscenely satisfied moan. “It’s an A-plus.”

      Hunter laughs, a deep, rumbling sound that warms my heart. “We were excellent at grading meals.” He takes another bite of his burger. After he chews, he says, “We were excellent at a lot of things.”

      My heart stutters, wanting to skip out of its cage and frolic on the path back to him. But this easy way we have with each other is too risky. We’re already slipping back into old habits, the good ones. The two of us could always talk about anything. Hopes. Dreams. Goals. Here we are, doing it again, all while grading a meal, when I need to be dissecting a letter, cataloging a house, and finding an idea for a proposal.

      I can’t let one knee-weakening, toe-curling kiss distract me so much. I’m rebuilding my career. Hell, I’m trying to resuscitate it, and that kiss can’t be repeated.

      That’s when I finally decide to open up to him. He’s been forthright with me tonight. I need to do the same.

      When I finish the salad and fries, I set down my fork. “There’s something I want to tell you.”

      “You’re secretly married, and he’s coming to pick you up in five minutes, so I should hide under the table?” His dimpled grin makes me want to grab his cheeks and kiss him hard.

      That’s the problem.

      “No. Also, under the table would be a poor hiding place. You should hide in the ladies' room when this fictional husband arrives.” I set my hands in my lap, my mood sobering. “But seriously, I need you to know that this job and this project are incredibly important to me. I haven’t had quite the success that you’ve had, and this could be the key for me to reach the next level.”

      His expression softens, not in sympathy, but with compassion. “You’re working at a great auction house. You have this terrific project in front of you. Don’t sell yourself short.”

      “It’s kind of you to say that, but here’s the reality: you’ve sold millions of copies of your books; I’ve sold one hundred fifty-four copies of one book.”

      He makes robot movements with his arms. “Does not compute.” He returns to his normal voice. “Who wouldn’t want to read your work? You’re brilliant.”

      “And you’re sweet to say so,” I reply.

      “It’s not being sweet. It’s being honest. You showed me all your articles when we were together. They were fantastic. You’re going to be a superstar. It will happen. Mark my words.”

      My cheeks flame red from the compliment, from his enthusiasm, from how much I love his support. This man was always a champion of mine. That’s another thing that stung when we split—I lost the person who encouraged me the most. We did that for each other. I never tried to hold him back from his love of adventure. I didn’t ask him to stop climbing mountains or sailing icy seas. All I wanted was for him to come home to me.

      “Maybe,” I say. “But I don’t need to be a superstar author. The reason I first wanted to write a book was to grow my career as an art historian. If it could help do that, I’d be psyched.”

      His eyes are fiery with intensity, the deepest brown I’ve seen. “It will happen. If you want to write something amazing that’ll vault you to the next level, you will. You want to put together an incredible collection for auction? You will. Maybe you’ve had some bad breaks, but that just means you have to keep going. You’ll reach the peak.”

      “Going after something doesn’t mean you’ll get it.”

      “No, but you also won’t get it if you don’t try.” He shakes his head. “This project will be incredible. You’ll come up with a brilliant book idea from it.”

      His confidence is alluring. I want to dip a spoon in and eat it up. “That’s my point though. I need to narrow my focus to work, and only work. That means you and I, we can’t have that kind of kiss again.”

      A wry grin plays on his face. “But we can have another kind of kiss? Like a bad kiss?”

      “No,” I say, laughing softly at the way he tries to find loopholes. “We can’t have any kind of kiss. Not a good kiss, and I definitely don’t want a bad kiss from you.”

      “You’ll never get a bad kiss from me.”

      “I know,” I whisper.

      “We would only kiss like the world was ending.”

      A match strikes inside me. “Is that how you kiss me? Like the world is on fire?”

      “Like everything’s up in flames and the only thing that matters is kissing you.”

      The fire sparks higher, burning brighter, hotter. “You can’t say things like that.”

      “Why?”

      I grip the table because I need something to hold on to. Otherwise I’ll fall off the cliff of his swoony words. “Because it’s distracting. You’re distracting, and this can’t be anything more. The job is too important to me, and I need to do it justice. I need to do right by it.”

      He nods as if absorbing my words. “I hear you. If you insist, I’ll try not to grab you in a fit of passion when I’m overcome with the desire to kiss you.”

      I roll my eyes. “You’re such a flirt. That hasn’t changed.”

      “Some things don’t change.”

      I desperately want to ask him what else hasn’t changed. But maybe I don’t want to know the answer.

      I know enough. His ambition hasn’t changed. He’s still the man compelled to jump off cliffs. He’s still the same man who walked away.

      Even if he’s more sensitive and more thoughtful, the reality is he’s still leaving and I’m still staying.

      “We’ll see what else is in the house, we’ll check out the letter, and then you’ll be free of me. Just like you want,” he says.

      “Just like I want,” I repeat, lying through my teeth.

      He pays the bill and grabs the milkshake for Lenny, and after we return to the city, he walks me to the front door of my apartment.

      Midnight slinks in closer, the dark of the night like a tempting embrace. “Presley?” he asks.

      “Yes?”

      “Did you regret the milkshake?”

      His gaze holds mine. He’s not asking about chocolate, milk, and ice cream.

      “I didn’t regret it,” I tell him.

      I’m not talking about the milkshake either.

      That’s why before I meet him the next morning, there’s something I must do.
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            Hunter

          

        

      

    

    
      I yawn.

      It’s the size of the world.

      “You need more sleep, darling,” my mom says as she wanders into her barn-sized kitchen, early morning light streaking through the windows, lighting up the day. It’s seven. Plenty of time for me to make it into the city to meet Presley.

      My mom smooths a manicured hand across her silver-streaked hair before she reaches for a mug on the pristine kitchen counter, lifts it in a question, and points to the pot of coffee she’s already made.

      I nod my answer.

      “And I suppose you think I’d sleep better if I were living here in town,” I say, leaning against the counter as I finish a glass of water. I wipe a hand across my forehead, still sweat-soaked from my five-mile run at dawn.

      “You living here in town. What a fabulous idea,” she says with a motherly wink as she pours.

      “I’m shocked you thought of it,” I say, stifling another yawn.

      “Why are you so tired?” She hands me a cup of the steaming beverage that gives life to all things in the universe.

      I take it, bowing my head. “Thank you for your coffee blessing. I miss good coffee the most when I’m out in the hinterlands. Do you have any idea how bad most coffee in the wilderness is?”

      She scoffs, and it sounds like I can only imagine. “You got that from me. Your coffee snobbery. I swear if I didn’t love retirement so much, I’d open up a trendy little hipster coffee shop in downtown. A place where snooty baristas with handlebar mustaches make you a pour-over like it’s a gourmet dinner and tell you where the beans were sourced too.”

      “You let me know when you open that coffee shop, and I’ll be the first in line.”

      “Good. So you’re moving back here to frequent my coffee shop. I knew I could pull this off.” As she takes a drink, her dark eyes twinkle with mischief over the top of the mug, perhaps imagining the day I show up at her fictional shop.

      I laugh. “Anyone ever tell you that you have a one-track mind?”

      She reaches forward and pats my cheek affectionately. “Never underestimate the power of a mother on a mission.” She makes a rolling gesture with her hand. “So, last night? You were up late? Working?”

      “Sort of. We found some fascinating items in the home, but mostly I was up late thinking.”

      “What’s on your mind? Anything you want to talk about?”

      I sigh, rubbing a hand across the back of my neck. Where to start? What to say? Do I tell her I was completely caught up in getting to know a woman again? That I felt swept up in the fascinating swirl of Presley once more? That I’ve reconnected with the person who captivated me with her brains and her beauty a decade ago? Not to mention her wickedly dry sense of humor and the fact that she’s 100 percent unafraid to poke fun at me?

      Presley’s easy ability to knock me down a peg makes me smile. She had a no-holds-barred attitude, and she would keep me in my place. Yet at the same time, she was one of the most supportive people I’ve ever known. That’s one of the things that made it nearly impossible to leave her. And that made it necessary to slice the strings of our love affair with the sharp edge of a knife.

      She was too right for me. She fit me perfectly.

      Other women I’ve dated only a few times pleaded with me to just retire. To take a year off and lie in the sun.

      Never Presley. Her wants were different. She wanted us to still be together even if I was halfway around the world, risking my life every day.

      But I made the other choice, and that’s why I’m here, living my best life, a life that includes visiting my mom for a few days and giving her everything she and my dad didn’t have when we were growing up.

      I survey the kitchen she loves to cook in, the house she loves to relax in, the grounds she keeps her horses in. I took the chance I needed to take, and it made all this possible. This wonderful reality for my family.

      I glance back down at the coffee, trying to center myself to my reality. To my temporary return home before I leave again. Cammi sent my schedule for the next month, and it’s packed with shoots, scouting trips for specials, and appearances. She reminded me, too, that I’ll need to plan the next wild journey I embark on that hopefully will become fodder for another book.

      Why, then, knowing that I have one foot out of town, am I unable to stop thinking about Presley, talking to Presley, and wanting to get to know Presley again?

      As my mom waits eagerly to learn what deep thoughts kept me up, I know I can’t tell her it was because of a girl. That would only get her hopes up. I won’t do that to her, because I’m not staying.

      I’m leaving, because that’s what I do.

      I go.

      I give her a smile instead. “Work stuff. Just some prep for my next shoot. Utah desert. Scaling cliffs. I’m kind of ridiculously excited, even though I’ve gone there before. But I can’t wait to return.”

      She sighs, and it’s sad, but understanding too. “You really do love what you do.”

      “I love it as much as I loved Satchel.”

      “He was a good dog. Speaking of dogs we love madly,” she says, then turns to the back door that leads out onto the porch. “Franklin!”

      A few seconds later, a tan-and-white corgi/border collie mix charges in, panting and wagging his tail. Franklin’s the rescue mutt she adopted recently from Best Friends, an organization in the city.

      After he sits at her feet, she pats his head and tells him he’s a good boy. “I’m going to take this rascal for a walk. Maybe visit the horses too. He loves horses.”

      “You and that dog are one and the same.”

      “We are.” She steps closer to me, rubbing my arm. “Hunter, I want you to live a long and happy life. I worry about you every day. I want you to be safe and in one piece, and I won’t stop trying to get you close to home.” She takes a breath and offers a small smile. “But I also know you’re your father’s son, and I’m probably fighting a losing battle.”

      I drop a kiss onto her forehead. “I love you, Mom.”

      I’m turning down the hall to take a shower when she calls out, “Oh, one more thing. There’s a gala this weekend in the city, at Sorvino’s on the Upper East Side. Vikas is receiving an award for his charitable contributions, and his wife invited Jesse and me to attend. They have some extra tickets. It’s a fundraising event for the children’s hospital. Would you want to come along? You’ll still be here for the project, so it would be a nice chance to see everyone.”

      “Sure. Count me in.”

      “If they have an extra ticket, should I hold on to it for you? I could invite Marisa’s daughter. Or Denise’s daughter. Did I tell you she’s a marathoner? Oh! Idea!” She raises her finger in the delight of discovery. “You could take up marathoning. Maybe do all the big marathons in the United States. Boston, New York, Chicago.” She rattles them off. “That sounds quite adventurous.”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “You already have my yes to the gala.”

      Rubbing her hands together, she mutters like a movie villain as she and the dog head to the front door. “I’ll keep working on your other yeses.”

      She will. I’m sure of that. She said it herself—she’s on a mission.

      And on that count, it’s safe to say I’m a lot like her too.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After I’m showered and dressed, I slide into the back seat of the car and text my cousin on the ride into the city.

      

      
        
        Hunter: Guess what? I did that whole “say you’re sorry” thing and it didn’t work.

      

        

      
        Josh: Did she smack you upside the head like everybody else wants to do?

      

        

      
        Hunter: Good guess. But no. The apology didn’t work FOR ME.

      

        

      
        Josh: What do you mean?

      

        

      
        Hunter: I don’t think that’s my regret—whether I’d said I was sorry. Don’t get me wrong. I needed to say it. But that isn’t what’s messing with my head.

      

        

      
        Josh: Which brings us to “What’s behind door number two?” I suspect I know what it is.

      

        

      
        Hunter: Me too.

      

        

      
        Josh: So you realized you regret ending things because you still have a whole lot of feelings for this woman?

      

      

      

      I lean back against the seat, reading his words, staring at the stark truth of them. Maybe I knew that ever since the near-fatal jump, but perhaps I needed to see it written in black-and-white.

      I know now why she won’t leave my head.

      Because my heart still beats for this woman. Too bad she made it clear there’s no room in her life for me.

      

      
        
        Hunter: Seems I do. And that’s a whole other kettle of fish.

      

        

      
        Josh: But shouldn’t you know how to catch those?

      

        

      
        Hunter: Trouble is, I don’t think I can catch this one.

      

        

      
        Josh: My condolences, then. Nothing worse than wanting someone you can’t have.

      

        

      
        Hunter: Indeed.

      

      

      

      Soon the car pulls up to a mansion in Lenox Hill.

      When Presley comes into view, the words are on the tip of my tongue. I’m not over you.

      I’m not over you one bit.
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            Presley

          

        

      

    

    
      I read the email again, now that I’m wide awake.

      Nine in the morning would be perfect, and we’re so delighted to have you visit.

      As soon as I saw the message at dawn, I texted Hunter, asking if he could meet me at nine.

      He replied with a fast yes, saying he was out for a run but would be ready in time.

      Exercise sounds wise to me too.

      I get out of bed and go straight to the archery range. Alone, I take aim. My vision narrows to a tight, neat line. Nothing exists but the target in my crosshairs. I am a sniper. This is what I need to do before I see that man.

      With the precision that comes from ten years of practice, ten years of habit, I pull back the bow and let the arrow fly. In less than a second, the head of the arrow lodges into the center of the target with a satisfying thwack. I let out a soft “Yes” that only I can hear.

      I never set out to be an archer. Archery wasn’t on the long list of things I wanted to learn: how to speak Mandarin (everyone needs to, I’m convinced), how to pick a lock (this would be a fun party trick), and how to do a killer smoky eye (because . . . sexy).

      But shooting an arrow? Nope.

      Archery found me instead, and I stuck with it because the routine turned out to be the best therapy. I showed up at the range. I learned how to fire an arrow. I refined my technique. Archery gave me structure when I wanted to curl up and cry. I’ve always done well with structure. That’s why I liked school—for the order and the organization.

      Nowadays, order is the counterweight to my chaotic, uncontrollable career, and structure balances this wild heart of mine.

      I love all stories, because I love understanding human nature. That’s why I studied art history, a prism of real stories. My field shines a light on what makes people tick through the things that they hold precious: their art, their artifacts, and their collectibles.

      Like the letter.

      The letter from Edward and Greta feels precious.

      Just thinking of it sends tingles down my spine.

      The letter might lead to some new spark of an idea for a book.

      Like Hunter said last night.

      You’re going to be a superstar. It will happen. Mark my words.

      I don’t believe he’s right, but still—his unwavering faith in me is addictive. I want to inhale it, bathe in it, roll around in it.

      Maybe the proposal I should be writing isn’t about heists; maybe it’s about the things we hold precious. If I can nurture that idea, perhaps I can put Highsmith back on the map, and, by extension, myself. Maybe then, when I’ve accomplished something interesting, something fascinating, I’ll start hearing back from places like the Whitney. It’s been radio silence from them, so that’s yet another job I likely won’t nab.

      I need to stay the course on this assignment. It’s my first big chance in ages.

      All I have to do is keep this uncontrollable heart of mine in its cage a little longer. Because Hunter stands between the present and the future I want.

      I center myself, roll my shoulders, and take a deep, fueling breath.

      Let go of the kiss. Let go of him.

      I reach for another arrow, laser-focused on the center of the target.

      The arrow flies, and it misses by a mile.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As I leave my apartment that morning, I run into Francesca on the stairwell.

      She purses her ruby-red lips then shoots me a simmering stare, since that’s her favorite kind. “Tonight, tonight,” she sings. “Will I see you tonight at the fiesta of mind-bending art?”

      “It’s tonight?”

      “Yes, tonight is Friday,” she says, and evidently the days of the week are blending into each other like pools. “You should come. So many single art-loving, brilliant male conversationalists who are exceedingly eager to meet captivating women.”

      “Do you run an art gallery or an adjunct arm for a matchmaking site?”

      “Perhaps both,” she says coyly.

      “Then I really do want to come to your event.”

      “Of course you do,” she says, fluttering her hands for dramatic effect, I presume. “It’s good for the brain and the heart, and maybe certain other organs,” she says, her voice low on the last statement.

      Figuring it’ll take my mind off Hunter at the very least, I shrug gamely. “I’ll come to your sausage fest, then.”

      “You won’t regret it for a second. I’m expecting some rather handsome and cosmopolitan members of the opposite sex. And I’ve no doubt by the end of the night, you’ll have met a delicious creature you want to take home and bang so loudly, I’ll cheer you on from next door.”

      I raise a brow. “Will you though? Root for me?”

      She nods savagely as we reach the street. “Absolutely. I’ll shout Go, Presley through the paper-thin walls.”

      Laughing, I wave goodbye.

      With Francesca and her sausage promises in the rearview mirror I head to meet Hunter.

      As I picture him, my nerves skyrocket. I’m a jittery, fluttery mess.

      But this won’t do. I need to stay the course with him too. So, I turn to someone steady. Truly, texting her as I walk.

      

      
        
        Presley: Sooooo . . . here’s the thing. What’s your advice on how to get my power back after I gave it up last night?

      

        

      
        Truly: Gave it all up? Is there something you’re hiding from me? Because I need to know what you gave up, girl! And was it good, or oh so good?

      

      

      

      Cracking up, I stop at a crosswalk, replying to my friend.

      

      
        
        Presley: Sorry to get your hopes up, pervy girl. That probably sounded tawdrier than it was.

      

        

      
        Truly: I love tawdry tales. Please tell me something thrilling and exciting.

      

        

      
        Presley: As if your life isn’t already thrilling and exciting. You’re about to pop out a baby.

      

        

      
        Truly: That means it was thrilling and exciting eight months ago when this baby was made! I left my tawdry days behind me when my belly started imitating a Mack Truck. But enough about me. Tell me what you gave up last night, and how the hell was it?

      

      

      

      Sighing, I cross the street, marching up Park Avenue as morning rush-hour traffic chugs along.

      

      
        
        Presley: Picture this. The first time I saw him, I was Colonel Badass, keeping all my secrets close to the vest. Last night, I was Sergeant Serve It All Up. I told him that I wasn’t involved, that I don’t have a boyfriend, and that my career hasn’t quite panned out the way I wanted. I told him that he broke my heart. I told him the truth.

      

      

      

      Two seconds later, my phone trills.

      I answer.

      “Hey,” she says softly.

      “Hey.”

      “So, what happened?”

      “I don’t know, Truly. We started talking and it was always so easy to talk to him, and I tried to be tough and strong and not let him in, but the truth is I kind of like letting him in.” Saying that feels like a crime against my past. But it also feels freeing.

      “Oh, sweetie.”

      My shoulders sag. “I’m screwed, right?”

      “No, you’re not screwed. I feel for you. It’s hard to be tough all the time. It’s hard to keep people at a distance when you want the opposite.”

      “I know,” I say, stopping at the corner a block away from my destination. “I wish I felt nothing for him.”

      “What do you feel for him? Not nothing, I presume?”

      “It’s definitely not nothing. It’s definitely something. Something too real. Oh, have I mentioned we kissed?”

      She shrieks. “What? Why didn’t you tell me that first? Go back to the start. I want to know everything about the kiss.”

      I laugh, then tell her what transpired. She likes hearing it, and I like telling it. “Is it just desire I feel for him?” I ask when I’m done with the kissing story.

      “You tell me. Is it?”

      I spot him standing in front of the red-brick building, next to a canopy of trees, looking rugged and also completely at home on this most picturesque of New York City blocks, the adventurer relaxing on a glorious brownstone-lined street at the edge of the Upper East Side. Hunter fits in everywhere—city, country, mountains, valleys. He’s one of those people who’s comfortable in his own skin wherever he is.

      My pulse spikes as I consider the cut of his jaw, the flop of his hair, the build of his strong, sturdy frame. “I feel a lot of that,” I say quietly to my friend, as my heart thunders. “But I don’t think that’s all. I feel something more. Something that’s harder to define. Something that doesn’t really make a lot of sense. Maybe it’s just because he’s easy to talk to and he has this positive attitude. This faith in people and in me and in humanity. It’s kind of addictive.”

      “He has a very strong personality and a very upbeat one. Be careful. Or don’t be careful.”

      “Wait. Which one should I be? You’re not being helpful,” I say with a playful pout.

      “I’ll always want to protect your heart because you’re my friend. But I also want you to be a happy gal. What do you need to be happy?”

      I breathe out, remembering this morning, the range, my goals. “I need to be strong. That’s what I need.”

      “Then focus on what you want most.”

      With that in mind, I say goodbye and walk toward my partner in this wild-goose chase.

      What do I want? What do I need?

      I want to walk into the Exploration Society to find where this letter takes me.
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      I don’t tell her I’m not over her.

      That’s not what she wants to hear. She made that clear last night. I need to respect that, and I need to remember why I’m here—my job, which supports my family. My life makes everything possible for my mother, and that’s the least I can do for the woman.

      “Can you believe I’ve never been here?” I gesture to the Exploration Society flag hanging above the entryway of the four-story red-brick brownstone in the Lenox Hill neighborhood of the Upper East Side.

      “Shame, shame.”

      “I know, right? Nor am I a member.”

      “You should be. Weren’t you the first to cross the Bering Sea in an inflatable raft?”

      I wave that off, keeping the conversation focused on work. “Yeah, but this is the big stuff. Being the first on the moon, to the North Pole, to Everest. What I do is more adventure, less exploration. These guys—they’re the real deal.”

      “Their membership isn’t only for epic firsts. It’s for science and fieldwork. For innovative expeditions.” She nudges my side with her elbow. “I bet they’d take you. Want me to petition for your membership?”

      “Oh yes, please do. Let’s make this all about me.”

      She lifts an eyebrow. “Well, you are the guy with the camera.”

      “And I’ll record you and your smart aleck comments with it.”

      “Let’s do it.” She tips her chin toward the stately door of the mansion that one of the society’s earliest members bequeathed to them.

      On that note, I do take out the camera and record us heading inside. Last night, when we planned this, a part of me pictured us assuming secret identities, as if we were Tom Cruise–type operatives sneaking into a government building in a foreign city.

      But we’ve entered the way we’re supposed to—with an appointment.

      As we walk up the dark wood steps, I shoot the images on the wall: a man wrapped in a fur hood, leaving the Exploration Society flag at the North Pole, and an astronaut famously doing the same on the surface of the moon. It’s heady, being in the presence of so much greatness. These men and women must have had stories worth telling and retelling.

      As I read the plaques, my heart aches the slightest bit because there is so little left to uncover. The world has been discovered, flags have been planted, peaks have been touched. The remaining undiscovered lands are mostly below the ocean or beyond the atmosphere, and that’s not what I do. All I can do is show some of what makes Earth so fascinating.

      I tuck the camera away when we reach the second floor, where we’re greeted by a massive mahogany desk in front of an unlit fireplace. Red leather chairs face the desk, and an old-fashioned green-shaded lamp with a chain sits on the wood surface.

      Bookshelves run from floor to ceiling next to the desk. Everything about this place screams Home to the Rich Old Boys Club of Manhattan, with its high-backed chairs and everything-must-be-leather look.

      But that’s what many private clubs started a century ago are.

      “It sort of makes sense that he would send his kids here in the letter,” I say softly as we wait for the receptionist to return. “Since he founded this place.”

      “It’s quite fitting. It all adds up.”

      When the receptionist returns, her blue-gray eyes peer at us over horn-rimmed glasses. “Good morning. Welcome to the Exploration Society. I’m Melody Warner.”

      Presley extends a hand. “Good morning, Melody. I’m Presley Turner. Highsmith Auction House. We emailed last night. Thank you for the quick response.”

      Melody’s face lights up, and her gaze flicks from Presley to me. “But of course. As soon as I heard who you were working with . . .” Her voice trails off as she turns to me, covering her mouth briefly as she giggles, then clasping her hands to her chest. “Mr. Armstrong, I am such a fan of your show. I’ve seen every episode. Including the one where you slept under the stars in the rain forest.”

      “We actually went to a motel that time,” I admit.

      She waves a hand. “You did not. You’d never do that.”

      I nod. “We did. There was a dangerous storm warning, so it was safer that way.”

      “I refuse to believe it,” she says, and out of the corner of my eye, I notice Presley’s jaw is tight, and I know what she’s thinking—her impressive credentials didn’t get us in so easily. This woman’s fangirling did.

      “Presley and I appreciate you making the time for us, and for our Valentina project,” I say, emphasizing that I’m here with a companion.

      “We were excited to hear from you. Emails like that—well, they’re the kind you live for in my position,” she says, still fawning, and I bet Presley is fighting every instinct to roll her eyes. “And you can shoot anything you want.” Melody ushers us back to the stairs. “The Valentina collection you want is on the third floor. Just head up the stairs.”

      “Thank you so much,” I say, and Presley adds her thanks as well.

      Once we’re on the stairs and out of sight, I touch her arm. She turns around, her expression unreadable.

      “Hey,” I say.

      “Yeah?”

      “They let us in.”

      She laughs, shaking her head. “I’m not stupid. They let you in. I’m also not upset. Not really. I wanted in. We got in.”

      “Are you sure? You seemed annoyed.”

      She sighs. “Maybe a little, but there’s no point. You’re a star. Might as well use your star power to lubricate the path.”

      I wiggle my eyebrows. “Talk to me more about lubrication.”

      She rolls her eyes. “There you go again, making it impossible to stay mad.”

      “Do you want to stay mad?”

      “Actually, I don’t. I like this.” She gestures from me to her. “Being friends. It feels right.”

      I’d like to be more than friends.

      But she doesn’t.

      I should respect that.

      I really should.

      But the trouble is, I think, as we reach the landing, I’m also a man on a mission. As much as I know I’m not catching anything in this kettle of fish, I still want to toss out the line.

      When you realize you regret letting someone go, you want a second chance like crazy.

      I reach for her arm, clasping it now. “You look incredible today,” I tell her, my eyes roaming up and down, taking in the black pants, the pink shirt, the thick chestnut hair.

      She stops. “You’re not too shabby yourself. But don’t try to distract me again.”

      “I would never do that,” I say in a flirty, dirty whisper.

      “You’re already trying to do it.”

      “Is it working?”

      “Hunter,” she chides.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” I step a little bit closer, moving into her space on the landing, getting so goddamn near to her that I’m nearly drunk off her fresh ivory-girl scent. “I’m not going to kiss you. I just wanted to say something.” I move in closer, tucking a strand of hair over her ear, so I can whisper, “This is one hell of an adventure, and I’m glad I’m exploring with you.”

      She turns her face, her cheek touching mine, and whispers, “Me too.”

      The closeness to her, the contact, makes me groan.

      That sound seems to be all she needs. In less than a second, her hands are on my face, and she kisses me.

      It’s not the same kind of ferocious, fierce kiss that we had yesterday. It’s not a kiss that says Why did we ever stop this? It’s a kiss that says I want to find new ways of kissing you.

      It’s a kiss that says I shouldn’t be doing this, but I’m doing it anyway. It’s full of passion and tenderness and curiosity.

      Her mouth travels over mine, her lips gentle. Every instinct tells me to haul her in close, push her up against the wall, and have my way with her.

      But she seems to need something a little softer, a little sweeter. I don’t mind the slow burn of this kiss. I don’t mind it at all. I want to kiss her all day, have her all night.

      When we stop, she shakes her head. “That was . . .”

      “Necessary?”

      “Yes. Completely. But I swear I’m trying not to kiss you.” She holds up a hand like she’s taking an oath.

      I wink. “Keep trying just like that.”

      The sound of footsteps a floor below breaks the connection. We continue up, and I take out my camera once more, recording our journey as we pass maps of expeditions, sepia-toned photographs, and articles of clothing worn by early twentieth-century explorers, until we reach the floor with the collections.

      Endless shelves of books and archives line the walls, a grandfather clock standing imperiously in a corner. We head to the Valentina collection at the back of the room, stopping at a framed photo of Edward Valentina in the jungle, his arm draped over his friend Jack Caribaldi, both of them smiling in sepia tinges. The image hangs above a table with an antique wooden globe on it. The shelves next to it, marked with his name, must contain records of his expeditions. Perhaps those are the lost accounts, pointing the way to the treasure. Hell, maybe the treasure is hidden somewhere in here. The ultimate safe hiding place.

      “All right.” I pat the shelf, ready to start. “So we’ll go through each book and portfolio?”

      Presley’s gaze locks with mine, the corner of her lips twitching. “Or we could start at a place near and dear.”

      Frowning, I sweep my arm from the floor to the ceiling, indicating the whole house-turned-society. “I thought this was the place near and dear? The society itself?”

      She smiles like the Mona Lisa. “Yes and no. The five-mile stone was the key that led us here, because the society is in Lenox Hill. So the ‘near and dear’ part likely refers to something else.”

      She sets her hand on the globe, spins it around, once, twice, her eyes sparkling.

      “Is there a magic number of spins? Like in Jumanji?” Then it hits me like a beam shining from above, illuminating the clue in plain sight. “Behind a place near and dear.”

      Pressing my hand on hers, I stop the globe, my palm traveling to South America. The site of Edward’s expeditions. “This was near and dear to his heart.”

      Her grin is magnetic. “The lost city he found.”

      I rap my knuckles against Brazil, and half the face of the globe opens.

      A secret compartment.

      Am I expecting a treasure map? Photos from the lost city in the Amazon? Something else entirely?

      I peer inside, and the spark of possibility in me ignites into a full-blown flame. I can imagine how this would play out on camera—beautifully, giving me everything I wanted when I agreed to this job.

      “You do the honors,” I tell Presley.

      With a wild glint in her eyes and a smile as wide as the city, she dips her hand in, reaching for the envelope inside. She opens it and takes out three sheets of paper. Three letters.

      Her reaction is priceless: utter, unabashed glee, as she unfolds the first page and reads the date out loud.

      

      
        
        From Edward Valentina

        September 1920

      

      

      

      She takes a breath, swallows, and reads.

      

      
        
        My Dearest Greta,

      

        

      
        I am so far away from you but know that you are never far away.

      

      

      

      She takes a moment to scan the letter, wonder in her eyes. “I don’t think there is buried treasure. This is the treasure.”

      I slowly nod, understanding at last what they left for their children. “Edward and Greta left them their love story to discover.”
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        September 1920

      

        

      
        My Dearest Greta,

      

        

      
        I am so far away from you, but know that you are never far away.

      

        

      
        It is late where I am, and it is cold. I cannot warm up, for you are not here.

      

        

      
        The only thing that keeps me warm at all is the memory we share and the hope that I can find my way back to you. Sometimes on nights like this, when I can’t sleep, I think of the day we met. Do you remember it?

      

        

      
        I recall every detail as if it were a photograph.

      

        

      
        Under the big top, I waited as the ringmaster told me you had arrived. I expected you to be a terrified nymph, the brand-new target girl. The one I had worked with for years had left The Most Amazing Big Top under the Sun. Who would this new girl be?

      

        

      
        I expected doe eyes and a quiet disposition.

      

        

      
        You had neither. Your sharp blue eyes were shrewd and clever.

      

        

      
        The ringmaster introduced you. You nodded, said hello, and parked your hands on your hips. On your lips you wore the reddest gloss; in your eyes sparked a fire burning brightly like I’d never seen. You were so determined, and later I learned why.

      

        

      
        You held up your wrist with a slim silver bracelet on it. “This was my brother’s. It means a lot to me. Don’t slice it off.”

      

        

      
        I gulped. Not because I was scared of hurting you. I knew I wouldn’t. I was precise. I swallowed roughly because, in those first words you uttered, I was struck with the realization that I had to make you mine. You were so fearless.

      

        

      
        “I won’t take a thing that you don’t want to lose,” I said, and your lips twitched in the hint of a smile.

      

        

      
        You arched a brow. “Good. That’s the way I like it. It should be my choice.” So challenging you were.

      

        

      
        “Always,” I replied. “Always your choice.”

      

        

      
        “As choices should be.” You winked, turned around, and marched in your high heels, wearing your silver-sequined leotard and a crisp pink ribbon tied in your hair. At the wall, you turned, raised your hands above your head, and said, “Let’s see what you have.”

      

        

      
        I’d never been so enthralled. I imagined the crowd on your first night. I imagined they would be equally captivated by your nerves of steel.

      

        

      
        Was that even possible though? Could anyone be as captivated as I? Because I was entirely taken with my target girl. You were so confident, so daring.

      

        

      
        I needed to show you that I was worthy, that I alone was the sharpest, most precise knife-thrower you’d ever worked with. All my years as a boy learning from my best friend Jack would pay off.

      

        

      
        I would be your match, the Silver Blade to your Pink Ribbon Girl.

      

        

      
        I lined up my knife, sharp and glittery-edged, took ten paces, narrowed my eyes, raised my arm, cocked my wrist, and then one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine.

      

        

      
        I threw each one at you, my intrepid Greta.

      

        

      
        One lodged next to your thigh. Another between your legs. Still another by your shoulder, stabbing a neat line into the wood behind you. You were a statue, a gorgeous, implacable statue.

      

        

      
        And one more. I threw the tenth blade cleanly into the pink ribbon above your beautiful blonde head.

      

        

      
        When I was through, I walked over to you, removing each blade one by one. I met your eyes, those gleaming irises, and you whispered to me, “Do it again.”

      

        

      
        I shuddered. That was the only time I shuddered, and it was from you. Never from the knives, never from the risk. But from your fire, your daring heart, your adventuresome spirit.

      

        

      
        I was determined to find a way to make you mine forever. I still am.

      

        

      
        Do you remember that night too?

      

        

      
        Love,

        Your Edward
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        September 1920

      

        

      
        My Dearest Edward,

      

        

      
        Do you have any idea how strong my nerves of steel truly are? Did you know that the moment I met you, the second you accepted my challenge, I trembled?

      

        

      
        Because of you. I knew from your eyes, your fearlessness, and your will that I would fall for you, and that was the only thing that ever scared me.

      

        

      
        But I had to stay strong. I’d only ever worked with my brother, and when he passed, I had to be stronger, tougher, able to pair up with someone new. Someone I’d never known. For a woman to support her family was unheard of. But that was my purpose there, to take care of Claudia. Who else could but me? Our parents are gone.

      

        

      
        You needed a new target girl; I needed someone who’d throw blades at me without nicking an eyelash. It wasn’t your skill that won me over. It was your heart, later that night, so tender and so freely given.

      

        

      
        You might remember how you didn’t slice off my bracelet, but I recall the moment when I learned you did indeed have nerves. You came to my trailer, knocked on the door, and said hello.

      

        

      
        I opened the door. Your hands were behind your back, and when you revealed them, you held a bouquet of daisies, and your fingers shook the slightest bit. That was the only time I ever saw your hands shake, when you said, “Good evening, Greta. I would like to take you to dinner.” And that—that little shudder in your wrist—was what told me that you had both the fearlessness that I longed for and the heart I never knew I wanted.

      

        

      
        The heart I couldn’t live without.

      

        

      
        I still can’t.

      

        

      
        I still feel like half my heart is gone with you.

      

        

      
        Does it feel that way for you?

      

        

      
        When I get lost in the ache, I close my eyes, and I imagine we reunite. Under a new sky, another big top . . . somewhere.

      

        

      
        We were quite the act, weren’t we? Dazzling crowds, cheating death, growing ever more daring every night, every week. We had to be more fascinating than monkeys and elephants! We moved beyond simple knife throwing. You put me on the wheel of death, and you spun me round, throwing your blades as the wheel spun faster, then faster still. And never, not once, did you miss.

      

        

      
        Some nights as I circled upside down before those crowds and they cheered, gasped, and held their collective breath, I’d wonder if this would be the night when you stabbed me by mistake. But all I would think was he loves me too much to miss.

      

        

      
        You never missed.

      

        

      
        But now, now I do. I miss you terribly and awfully, and I fear I will never see you again.

      

        

      
        Love,

        Your Greta
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      This is like cracking open a delicious book and sneaking a peek at a chapter in the middle. A chapter you can’t turn away from, as the hero pines terrifically for the love of his life, aching in his very soul for her. It’s poking your head into the theater and catching a glimpse of Scarlett and Rhett in the middle of the movie, a sliver of an epic love story that hasn’t yet played out.

      To learn they met in the circus, a place of dreams, a site for escape, is a fluttering kind of thrill.

      I’ve become that gif of the woman fainting to the floor, collapsing in a black-and-white fit of swoons.

      This is nothing like Corey Kruger’s love letter.

      This is something to cherish.

      When I meet Hunter’s eyes, his flicker with so much curiosity, so much excitement. I see that spark of adventure in them, a hunger to discover. “Seems Edward had some secrets,” he says, in the understatement of the century.

      “The man was a knife-thrower. Who knew?” I say, still amazed.

      “And who knew that she was his target? They kept this part of their history off the record for some reason,” Hunter says. “Why would they do that?”

      “I have no idea,” I say. “But this background? It fits, if you think about it. A man driven by adventure, exploration, and love? A man who takes risks? A woman who encourages him, who speaks up, who speaks her mind? Yes. Yes! Of course, in retrospect, it’s perfect. Of course this adventurer would meet the love of his life in a traveling circus, only to be torn apart from her.” I clasp my hand to my chest.

      “But somehow, he found his way back,” Hunter says.

      From a handful of letters written a century ago, I can picture the young lovers, like their story is playing out in a flickering, old-time film. One reel snaps to the next. The daring man, the brave woman.

      What drove them apart? What brought them back together? And most of all, why did they leave these letters for their children? Was it a game?

      Hunter scrubs a hand over his jaw, his voice deadpan. “I guess the toy collection makes a little more sense now.”

      I punch his arm. “I told you the collection would matter.” I count off on my fingers. “Monkey, elephant, pink ribbon. It’s all their history. Was it his friend’s circus? He said he learned to throw from Jack.”

      Hunter gestures wildly like a madman to the letter still in my hand. “Don’t leave me hanging, woman.”

      Unfolding the last one, I read it aloud.

      

      
        
        Dear Children,

      

        

      
        You found the place near and dear to our hearts! Brilliant! But do you know why the Lost City of the Sun means so much to us?

      

        

      
        Maybe you are starting to figure it out.

      

        

      
        We can tell you, or you can come along for the rest of the story.

      

        

      
        What happens next, you may be wondering?

      

        

      
        What happened when The Most Amazing Big Top under the Sun was sold to Baron Z’s Fantastical Showcase, and your mother went to one side of the country and your father was left jobless? What became of us? What would become of you?

      

        

      
        The next part of the tale might require you to find a curiosity near the boards with the greatest of ease.

      

        

      
        You know where all the best ones are in a particular district.

      

        

      
        Love,

        E & G, most affectionately known as Mom and Dad

      

      

      

      Brow knitted, I try to work the clues as I snap a photo of the letter. “Was The Most Amazing Big Top under the Sun actually the Caribaldi Extravaganza when they met? I wonder if his friend’s family sold the circus to this company or something? To this Baron Z?”

      Hunter’s already asking Google, trying to see if there’s a connection between Caribaldi and Baron Z’s Fantastical Showcase. “There’s nothing here about Caribaldi having a connection to Baron Z’s, and that circus was shuttered a few years later. Left for pieces on the side of the railroad. Picked over by other circuses for parts in 1924, like the Water for Elephants guy. As for Caribaldi, Jack and his family ran their circus till they switched, along with the Valentinas, to the theater business in the forties, so I don’t think Caribaldi was connected.”

      My eyes widen, and I clasp a hand to my mouth.

      “What is it?”

      “The Sun! The Lost City of the Sun! The Most Amazing Big Top under the Sun. Edward must have named the lost city he found after where he met his wife.”

      Hunter’s smile deepens. “That’s it. But—”

      A clock ticks loudly, portentously. I swing my gaze to the grandfather timekeeper. Nine thirty. We’re due at the house in an hour to catalog more of the estate.

      We fly down the stairs, past the receptionist, who waves madly. “Bye, Hunter! Bye, Presley! Hope you found what you were looking for!”

      “We did,” I call out.

      “So much good stuff, Melody. You’re the best,” he shouts, flashing her a movie-star smile that’ll surely make her giddy. “Thank you so much.”

      “It was so very good to see you. Can’t wait to hear how it all turns out.”

      “How what turns out?” I ask Hunter as we rush.

      “The Valentina house,” he says, like it’s obvious. Funny, how it almost feels like we’re working on something else. Something more personal and private.

      As we slide inside the limo, I’m tempted to say, Step on it!

      But this is New York City and traffic is real. There is no stepping on it.

      Hunter leans forward, asking Lenny to drive quickly and efficiently.

      “I’ll put on the turbo boost, but drive like it’s a Volvo,” Lenny remarks.

      Hunter thanks him, then presses the button to raise the partition, the tinted window sealing us in our portion of the car.

      “Is it terrible that I want to skip this house and spend the day chasing down these clues?” I ask, not feeling guilty in the least. I’m buoyed by the unexpected discovery of a love affair between two performers back in the heyday of the traveling circus.

      “Only if it’s terrible that I want the same,” he says wryly, and right here, right now, I’d like to play hooky of another variety. Say goodbye to the day, grab him by the shirt collar, and kiss the hell out of him until we’re doing so much more than kissing. Let the record reflect there is no bigger turn-on than a love story. Than someone else’s love story, really, with all its exquisite ache.

      But the clock doesn’t lie, and we’re on a deadline.

      Work beckons, and I should call my boss. I reach for the buckle of the seat belt. It sticks again as I tug it from the leather. Hunter stretches his arm across me, and this time he doesn’t hide that he’s brushing his hand down my arm, over my chest, then to my waist. He wiggles his brows. His eyes glint.

      His touch is electric, but I can’t give in at this moment. “I need to call Daniel and tell him what we found.”

      I expect a protest, but I get none. Only a nod of understanding. “Of course,” he says, dragging a hand through his hair. “Because these letters are priceless in a way I never expected.”

      Sparks race through me, the absolute delight of knowing that he feels the same damn thing I do. “But isn’t that the point of an adventure? You don’t always know what’s next.”

      “Look at you. Becoming my partner in adventure.”

      This feeling? It’s all bright and neon, like a bridge lit up at night. “I love that you’re excited about the letters. I thought you’d only be happy with rubies and sapphires.”

      His lips curve up in a grin. “The letters rock, and I’d like to cover them for the special. Can you even imagine?”

      His eyes glint with possibility—of high ratings, I presume—and my excitement dims. The show. The damn show. Intellectually, I understand why he wants to cover the letters. But emotionally, I feel strangely protective of the love story. “You do?”

      Except I have the same goals after all. A great TV special could make my stock rise when it comes to jobs and book ideas, and since I’ve been trading at penny levels, I might as well coattail off Hunter. It’s better if we get coverage for the letters. It’ll draw more attention to the collection and to my work. That’s what I’ve longed for—to be singled out for the art history work I love madly.

      “Hell, yeah,” Hunter says emphatically. “The letters are incredible. Better than buried treasure.”

      “But we still have to ask Corinne and Joseph.”

      “They’ll say yes,” he says, cool and unflappable.

      “No” probably isn’t in his vocabulary. Who says no to Hunter? He’s a man who gets what he wants.

      I call my boss and give him the 411.

      “That’s absolutely fantastic,” Daniel says in his cheeriest tone. “I knew if you were working with Hunter, you’d find something.”

      A knot of jealousy in my chest tightens, and I’m annoyingly frustrated with the man on the phone, and, by association, the man next to me. The too good-looking, too charming, too everything-comes-easily-to-him man. I bet Hunter can convince a cat to come when it’s called.

      “Yes, I found it,” I say to Daniel, instantly hating how petty I sound, but not hating it enough to backpedal.

      “Good work, Presley. This is going to be great for us.”

      Yes, the reminder I need. The project. My goals. My dreams. Highsmith, work, auctions. I don’t need the distraction of a man from the past. I don’t have the luxury of gorgeous love letters or of being bitten by the love bug. This is a J-O-B.

      “It is. It’s going to be fantastic for Highsmith,” I say, succeeding in diverting Daniel’s attention from his bromance with my ex. “Can you connect me to the client?”

      “Of course. But first, I’d like to join you there tomorrow. I think it’ll help as I woo Oliver.”

      “The guy in London?”

      “Yes. He’s quite keen on American art, and I’ve been telling him about our work on this house.”

      “Okay, join us,” I say, because if it helps Highsmith, it helps me.

      “Great. Let me try Corinne.”

      I signal to Hunter that Daniel’s putting me in touch with her, then set the phone on speaker.

      “This is Corinne Valentina,” an older Lauren Bacall-esque voice says while we drive away from Manhattan.

      “Hi, this is Presley Turner from Highsmith Auction House, and Hunter Armstrong is here with me. Pleasure to meet you.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Corinne,” Hunter chimes in, his voice sure to work its vocal magic on her with its warm, smoky tones.

      “We’re on our way to your grandparents’ house, and we’re finding some wonderful things at the estate,” I offer.

      She laughs. “Oh dear. I hope it’s not too dusty. We were never the cleanest family.”

      I pause for a second, since it’s odd that she’d mention the state of the home. Who cares if it’s dusty? “It’s an absolutely lovely house.”

      “Full of fascinating treasures,” Hunter puts in, and I smile, glad that he sees it the same way.

      “Have you found anything that you think we can auction off?” Corinne asks. “We’d love to figure out what’s finally worthwhile, and then perhaps make some donations to charity. Anything beyond the silly little items that my grandparents collected?”

      “Ah, but none of them are silly,” Hunter says, and I shoot him a look.

      “We did find some things,” I say, and then guide her briefly through the monkey and the bureau and the other items. “And we found a letter. It’s a bit like a treasure hunt they put together for the kids. For your dad, I believe.”

      “Ohhhh.” Her voice drips with curiosity and surprise. “Is that so?”

      I tell her about the letter and what we found in it. “If you want us to hand it over to you so you can see for yourself, of course we’re happy to do that. We went to the Exploration Society this morning because that seemed to be the first clue.”

      I cross my fingers, hoping she doesn’t want to play Inspector Poirot herself.

      She laughs, a deep, husky sound. “You are quite good at following the clues. I don’t know that I would’ve figured that out. Or frankly if I’d have the wherewithal. I’d rather polish the collection of compasses my father left me from Edward’s expeditions. Actually, I should send those to you. You might want to sort through them for your auction too. Lord knows I don’t need any compasses.”

      “Sure, definitely.” Compasses would be a welcome addition.

      “Let me know what you find. My grandparents did love a grand old adventure. Just let us know where it takes you. I’ll admit I’m curious. A little nervous, but curious too.”

      Hunter clears his throat. “We will. And hey, Corinne, I’ve got to think these letters would make for a fantastic TV special. The story is so captivating. Viewers are going to fall in love with your grandparents. I can even imagine the footage already, some terrific old-time images. I’d love, with your permission, to highlight the letters for the cameras,” he says, so damn convincing.

      Here, kitty cat.

      When she answers, Corinne’s voice is cloaked in surprise, like she’s been thrown for a loop. “Ohhh. I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “No worries.” His smile could reach all the way to her in California. “That’s what I’m here for. To find the angles.”

      Angles. He’s here for angles, not to chase down a love story. One that happens to enthrall me. I’m just like him though. I’m here for the angle—for launching my career to the next level.

      This is business, and I can’t let myself be wooed away by love letters.

      “I think we’d rather—” She cuts herself off. “I think I’d rather you find out what the letters are about first. I’m not sure we’d want them covered. Yes, that would be better, if we learn what they are.”

      My shoulders slump. Hunter’s do too.

      “Of course,” I say, disappointed. It would have been perfect, maybe even too good to be true if she’d said yes. But there’s no need to get down, because we have the true permission—to follow the clues—and surely once we uncover the story, we’ll be able to find a way to profile it for the special.

      “We’ll stop recording that part,” he adds.

      “Yes, that’s probably for the best,” she says. “Just focus on the dusty house.”

      I shuck off any frustration about Corinne’s no—it’s only a no for now—and focus on the bigger victory. We can find out what happens next. This adventure, the one Edward and Greta devised so many years ago only for it to lay forgotten, is officially ours. That’s where I should put my energy—learning where the next set of letters lies.

      I end the call and find I’m breathing a sigh of relief.

      “For a moment there, were you thinking she was going to take this away from us?” he asks, and I tilt my head, surprised that he read me so easily, but strangely glad too.

      “Yes. And I didn’t want her to take it away.”

      “I didn’t either.”

      “But I thought you wanted them for the show? And we didn’t get that.”

      “I did want her permission for coverage. Because it’d be good for both of us. Because it’d be good for your next book, your career too.” He narrows his eyes. “Don’t you get it? I want your dreams to come true.”

      My chest warms, approaching molten, because here he goes, shifting the balance once again. Making me feel like he’s in this with me. Like he’s my partner in a great adventure.

      “It feels like ours, Presley,” he adds, echoing what I was thinking. He lifts his hand, fingering a strand of my hair. That slight touch makes my pulse spike. “I meant what I said earlier. I’m having the time of my life.”

      I shudder, and now my heart beats overtime as I shove away what little annoyance remains. Who cares if he has angles? We all do, and none of our angles will matter in a few days when this ends.

      Right now, we have in our hands a love story we didn’t expect to find.

      “Their story, how they came together, what drove them apart. Writing letters. It’s all so wildly romantic.” My voice is laced with a longing I haven’t heard in ages. A longing I’ve only felt before with him.

      “It’s intensely romantic,” he agrees.

      That longing resides in my chest, terrifying me, but it energizes me too. I take one small step. “Are you disappointed she won’t let you cover them?”

      He swallows, staring at me with darkening eyes. “Yes, and I want to know where to go next. But right now, I’m not thinking about that letter.”

      “What are you thinking?”

      “How I’d be more disappointed if you don’t let me kiss you right now.” He places his hand on my neck, and I am lost.

      I give in.

      I give up.

      I sink into a haze of static electricity that crackles and hums deep in my bones, reaching far into my cells.

      This is like some sort of fevered dream. All I can do is lift my chin and whisper, “Kiss me.”

      He holds my face and gazes.

      Who does that? Who gazes so intently that your heart flips? That you want to throw everything out the window but what he’s about to give you?

      He does that.

      He makes me feel like I’m the only woman alive as he sweeps his thumb over my top lip then brings his mouth to mine.

      One touch, and I’m under his spell again.

      This kiss is sweet and deep, full of promise. Threading my hands through his hair, I bring him closer, needing contact, body against body. We kiss and it’s devastating, utterly devastating what I feel as his lips explore mine. The kiss obliterates all my reason. It runs roughshod over my intellect, my logic, my goals.

      And it’s so damn insistent. Nothing is going to stop this kiss.

      Nothing is going to stop us.

      Soon, we are clawing and grabbing at each other. Sweet and deep turns into hot and dirty.

      Seat belts unbuckle. Hands slide roughly under shirts. We groan and moan and murmur, reaching and squeezing and seeking.

      I don’t know where we’re going right now. But I don’t want to think. I want to feel his touch.

      His hands play at the waistband of my jeans, and we don’t need words. Our bodies know. We slide flat onto the seat, lying face to face, kissing like we can’t bear to have our lips not touch.

      His hands undo and unbutton and unzip.

      He slides his fingers inside, between my legs, and I die a thousand beautiful deaths. I sizzle and burn, and soon our sounds turn feral and carnal.

      “You always used to love this,” he murmurs as he strokes, taking me there quickly, so quickly that I’m teetering on the edge already.

      I find my voice for a moment. “I always loved everything you did to me.”

      “Let’s see if you still do.”

      I close my eyes, and I’m not even sure where I am. I only know this—when he kisses my neck, his soft lips remembering the exact spot that drives me over the edge, that’s where I am.

      The other side of bliss.

      Starbursts explode behind my eyes, neon and snow-blindingly white.

      I fly away in the most exquisite ecstasy of this moment. I find myself lost and found again in love stories from the past.

      And that’s a terribly dangerous place to be.

      Especially when, a few seconds later, his phone rings.
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      I ignore the call, leaning in to kiss her as it goes to voicemail. But as my lips brush hers, the phone trills again. I groan, glancing at the screen, then sit bolt upright.

      The call is from South America, so I answer it right away, just in case it’s a Mayday and Trevor is in trouble.

      “Everything good?” I ask, bracing for bad news but hoping for good.

      “Everything is good with this connection. Is this the best connection ever or what?”

      It is indeed, Trevor, coming through crystal clear, and I let out a long breath. “Asshole. Are you still in Chile, man? And you’re calling just to chat? I thought you might be hanging upside down in an ice crevice putting out an SOS.”

      “And you thought I’d call you rather than, say, the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Issue cover model to confess my undying love?”

      “Really, man? You haven’t told her yet you have a thing for her? You don’t deserve to be saved from an ice crevice.”

      “But if I tell her, I do?”

      “It’s called manning up, bro. Do it. Do it as soon as you hang up with me. Which brings me back to my point.” I cast my gaze at Presley, whose cheeks are the sexiest shade of après-orgasm pink I’ve ever seen. She’s tugging up her panties and zipping her jeans, a sight that makes me sad. She looks so damn good undressed. And half undressed. And one quarter undressed. “Are you calling to yammer?”

      “Please. I’m not loquacious. I’m calling to try this new satellite phone in the middle of the mountains. It is badass. The company asked me to test it and blog about it, so I’m testing it with you.”

      “It does sound like you’re calling from next door, so kudos to the company. But you called me to test a new connection? Gee, thanks.”

      “Well, were you busy? You’re just doing Antiques Roadshow.”

      “One, yes, I was incredibly busy,” I say, meeting Presley’s gaze briefly as she adjusts her top then turns her gaze to watch the town zip by outside the window. We’re not far from our destination. “And two, why are you testing it with me?”

      “Because you’re my partner, jackass. I mean, fine. I’m more like a junior partner. Wait, no, more like a peewee partner.”

      I laugh. “Now you’re getting cocky. I was thinking more like a little tyke partner.”

      “Thanks. Appreciate that.”

      But the reality is Trevor does appreciate what we’ve built. He’s joined me on many expeditions as my sidekick, and the benefit for both us and him has been tremendous. His star has risen as my show has climbed, and I couldn’t be happier that a good friend is reaping the rewards.

      “Anyway, I wanted to know if we could move up the dates on the Utah shoot,” he asks.

      “I can look into it. Why do you want to?”

      “Because I just snagged a huge opportunity. The company I’m testing these phones for? They want to do a series of videos showing how they work from anywhere in the world. And I get to test them in all the vids.”

      “That’s fantastic.”

      “Yeah, we’re talking Great Wall, Siberia, the Gobi . . .”

      “That’s amazing. How long will that last?”

      “A couple months. It’s when you’re shooting some of your solo specials and doing some book planning, so the timing should be okay as long as I can get it going sooner. They want to start in two weeks, so I’m hoping we can move up Utah.”

      “I’m sure we can work it out.” I'm thrilled for him. This is a huge chance for Trevor to grow his personal brand in the adventure-exploration world. “I bet we can even finish this estate sooner than planned.” I cover the phone and ask Presley, “How much more time do you think we need?”

      “One or two more days should be enough,” she says, crisp and businesslike.

      Okay, maybe I shouldn’t have picked up the phone after pleasuring her. But I feel like there ought to be an exception for calls from overseas when you think your friend might be dead.

      “Should be doable, but I’d need to check with Cammi to be sure,” I tell Trevor.

      “How about we conference her in right now?”

      I glance at Presley again, and her expression is unreadable, so I tell Trevor I’ll do it.

      “That would be fantastic. You’re the man,” he says, and I give Presley an I’m sorry and I’ll be off the phone soon shrug, but she’s already busying herself with her phone screen, so I chat with Trevor and Cammi, sorting out the details as Trevor makes the occasional joke with Cammi and she laughs easily with him.

      Before I know it, the car pulls up to the house as I’m saying goodbye.

      “Hey.” I set a hand on Presley’s thigh. “I had to take that.”

      Her small smile erases the tension. Most of it. “Sounds like good stuff is happening. I get it.” But her answer is clipped, a reminder that maybe I should have handled the call differently, so I try to sell her on it.

      “Good stuff is definitely happening, but that was great stuff back there in the—”

      Jared raps his knuckles on the window. I roll it down and he gesticulates wildly. “Check it out. I was strolling through the yard and found this buried treasure. It has to be worth something.”

      He thrusts out his open palm and shows me a penny.

      “You’re seriously a dick.”

      He laughs. “You ready? ’Cause my crew is raring to go. One of my guys has a preggo wife who’s due any second, so he’s chomping at the bit.”

      “Let’s get moving,” Presley says, stepping out of the car, smiling and heading into the home like I didn’t just have my fingers inside her, making her see stars.

      Then again, I have to act that way too.
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      And act I do, all day long, as we run a fine-tooth comb from room to room, sorting through furniture, antiques, and collectibles. I haven’t been able to grab a moment alone with her off camera to discuss what went down in the car, let alone the letter and where to chase our next lead.

      When the guys rewind to make sure they captured an expedition map, I snag a second to pull her aside, focusing on the letter as I whisper, “Where do you think the letter takes us next? The next part of the tale might require you to find a curiosity near the boards with the greatest of ease. You know where all the best ones are in a particular district.” I scrub a hand over my jaw, repeating those words in my head. “I keep thinking it’s referring to the theaters the Caribaldis and Valentinas own, ‘the boards’ being slang for a ‘stage,’ and the clue being ‘near the boards.’ But which one? The two families own a handful in the theater district. The Silverlight Theater, the Grand Fountain Theater, the Firelight PlayHouse, and so on. Do we just go to them all?”

      She sighs. “I don’t think so, because that’s the issue. It’s broad, rather than clear and specific. Which makes me wonder if it’s a decoy clue, pointing to something else. Something about ‘curiosity,’ like curiosity will take us to a certain district. A district in New York? In the city? Or is it supposed to be one of those hidden in plain sight clues?”

      “Like this is where we’re supposed to be? Right here? In this house? Because this house is full of curiosities?” I point to the floor. “Maybe they’re taking us back here. Because the first thing we found was under the boards. So maybe near the boards means the same place?”

      “But I doubt it’s near the same place. That’s too easy.”

      “We just have to keep working the clues. When the guys go to lunch, let’s put our heads together.”

      “Definitely.”

      But the crew skips lunch on account of the ticking timer of the bun in the oven. We move at a rapid but thorough pace, highlighting antiques we find upstairs, some maps at last, and a few journals from known expeditions. I tie that into some of the details from the Exploration Society, but as I do, I’m keenly aware that without the letters, I’m missing a part of the story I want to tell.

      There’s a nagging sense that I’m missing something else. Some detail that’ll be the key that turns the lock.

      And that something might be back at the Exploration Society. Near the end of the day, after we check the floorboards near the desk and come up short, I’m about to ask Presley if she wants to take a detour to the society when she looks at her watch and says, “I should close up shop soon. I’m meeting my friend Francesca at her event.”

      “What’s her event?”

      “An art exhibit. She curates at a cutting-edge gallery, and she’s showcasing some new wire sculptures as well as”—she stops, rolling her eyes as she slides a map into a tube—“single men.”

      I freeze. “Single men are on display?”

      “Well, not really. But she’s fixated on getting me to meet someone, so she claims a ton of hot single guys are coming tonight.” She laughs, then shrugs like this is not a big deal.

      But it is.

      It’s a huge deal.

      It’s furnace level.

      Because my skin is on fire with raging jealousy. “You’re not going for that reason, are you?”

      She looks up from the tube. “Is there a reason I shouldn’t?”

      She’s so matter-of-fact. So cool about it, as if my hands weren’t in her pants earlier today. Hell, it feels like they weren’t. It feels like we’re ten thousand miles away.

      I part my lips to answer, You wouldn’t and shouldn’t, because of the car, because of what happened, because we have unfinished business, but Jared raps on the door.

      “Think we can get a stand-up of you right now?” he asks. “Maybe outside the house. A quick little tour of the grounds would be good. Probably be thirty to forty minutes. Cammi said the director wants some shots like that.”

      I suck back the sigh of frustration. “Sure, yeah.” I drag a hand through my hair and turn to Presley. Her expression is businesslike, professional, reminding me that we’re supposed to behave that way. I’m supposed to behave that way. There’s no room for misplaced envy.

      “You can take the car to get to your event,” I say, gritting my teeth.

      “Are you sure? How will you get back?”

      I wave a hand. I’ll walk because I’m pissed and I need to burn off this anger. I have no right to stop her. No right to ask her not to go. “I’ll go see my mom,” I say.

      “That’s great. Thanks. We’ll talk later, okay? I’ll be thinking about the clues in the letter.”

      “Yeah, we have lots to figure out.”

      Why the hell am I pursuing a goddamn love letter? I’m a man of action. I’m an adventurer. I have a shoot in Utah and an expedition to plan for my next book. That’s what I do. I don’t track down silly love stories. Certainly not when the woman I want to chase them with is chasing other men.

      As I shoot my stand-up with the crew, my blood stays on boil, and I clench my jaw and tighten my fists.

      “This is great. You’re full of all sorts of coiled energy, like you want to pounce on the house,” Jared remarks.

      He’s wrong. I don’t want to pounce on a goddamn house.

      I want Presley, and as I head back to my mom’s place, all I can think of is about the guys Presley might meet tonight. Guys who are wrong for her, guys who will never understand her like I do. Dicks, dweebs, and pretentious prisses.

      And smarty-pants too.

      She’s too intelligent for her own good. She’s so damn book smart that she’ll lure that kind of guy. But she’s more than book smart. She’s streetwise, and she needs someone who’s seen the world, who shares the same love of it that she has.

      She needs me.

      And I need to impress her, so I call the Exploration Society and ask the sweet receptionist if she can let me in again.

      “We closed a few minutes ago at six, but I’ll make an exception for you.”

      “You’re a doll, Melody.”

      I tell my mom I’m working late and staying in the city, then I return to the house in Lenox Hill, studying the photo of the letter as I go.

      I keep circling back to the circus.

      The line the next part of the tale might require you to find a curiosity near the boards with the greatest of ease sticks out to me. “Greatest of ease” is a circus term; it’s in the song about the daring man on the flying trapeze. It’s become a slogan of many circuses, so that must be pointing to the Caribaldi connection. At the society, I read up on him, learning he came from a family of circus owners, that he bought the circus and later sold it at the height of its success, choosing to then invest the money in theaters in Manhattan alongside his good friend.

      Why the hell isn’t there a Caribaldi Theater? A Valentina Theater? That would be curious. That would make sense and would be a great spot to look for the next letter—near the boards.

      I look in other books, reading stories of other expeditions undertaken by other explorers, and something tickles the back of my brain. The seed of an idea.

      When I read about an explorer who finally found what he wanted when he looked in a different spot, it occurs to me that perhaps I’ve been looking in the wrong place.

      I’ve been looking in the past.

      What if I need to look in the present?

      It’s as simple as asking my phone.

      And when I see the results, I think I’ve got it.

      Excitement rips through me, and I call Presley, even though it’s well past nine. She doesn’t answer, and all I can think is one of those guys took her home.

      I burn and I seethe.

      And I move.

      I meet up with Josh, who’s at a dance club, of all places, since some of his NBA clients are here.

      “You look like you need a drink,” he says after a cursory glance at the set of my jaw, the hardness in my eyes.

      “That obvious?”

      “As obvious as lipstick on a collar.”

      I crack a smile. “Got lipstick on collars on your mind, cuz?”

      “If it’s Haven’s, I do. That’s the only lipstick that’ll ever be on my collar,” he says, wiggling his eyebrows.

      “Where is the lovely lady?”

      “Wheeling and dealing, like she usually is. She’s a tiger, and I love it.” We grab a spot at the bar. “But what about you? Do you need to tie one on since your woman is a no-go?”

      “That’s the thing,” I say as I order a shot of whiskey. “I’m not sure she is a no-go.”

      He arches a brow. “Did something change today?”

      “Let’s put it this way: things are becoming clear.”

      I tell him more, but then the deejay pumps up the music, and soon the noise drowns out any hope of conversation. After another drink, I can’t take the electronic music and the crowds and the citified vibe. Presley doesn’t respond, and I’m pissed, but I know she’ll want to know what I found.

      She’ll absolutely want to know.

      I say goodbye to my cousin, text my mother and ask her to hold on to that extra ticket, and then I do the only thing that makes sense.

      I head for Presley’s place.
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      Francesca was right. The company at the exhibit is fascinating. I talk to a goateed man in a leather jacket who restores old motorcycles and turns them into sculptures. Bender is a former juvenile delinquent, but totally reformed now, thanks to the power of art. He’s passionate and eloquent.

      I chat with a woman in a dashiki who worked in Europe, and she’s intrigued by my research into art theft. We chat about the Antwerp diamond heist, amazed at how they pulled it off.

      She introduces me to a man who loves to buy and sell what he calls absurdist art, and I have to admit his outfit—a green suit with illustrated playing cards on it—is equally absurd, but he calls it art too.

      All of the men and women are interesting. All of them make for a fascinating night of cocktails and banter, of quintessential New York chatter among the art cognoscenti. But none of the men make my heart scurry or my skin heat up. No one even makes me want to go on a date for a cup of tea.

      I’m part of this world, but I’m also inexorably drawn to a man who’s not part of it at all.

      A man I can’t have.

      A man who’ll go far, far away.

      I wish I didn’t ache for him.

      Especially since he made me feel something both tender and intense this morning. Something passionate and beautiful. Something that felt like more.

      Snap out of it.

      He picked up the phone after he finger-banged you.

      Right. Exactly. Thank you, brain, for reminding me.

      I should know better. We’re not falling in love again; we’re falling into old patterns. Sex and lust. We were good at that, great at that, and I can’t let it fool me.

      When Francesca whirls by, I tap her arm and thank her for the invite. “My mind is officially twisted from the wire art.”

      “And will I be knocking on your wall tonight and cheering you on?”

      “Doubtful. But you gave it the old college try.”

      “Not even Bender, the motorcycle artist? He seemed perfect for you.”

      “He’s great. Truly, he is.”

      She arches an impeccably groomed eyebrow. “But he’s not the one who makes your heart want to fling itself into his arms?”

      I sigh and shake my head.

      She hugs me once more. “Thanks for coming.”

      Once I’m home, I kick off my high heels, slide into my jammies, pour a glass of wine, twist my hair in a bun, and spend some time online with Caribaldi, figuring the clue has to be connected to him. Digging deep into Google, I’ve come across some potential leads when my sister pings me on FaceTime.

      “I just returned from my shift at the hospital, and I’m full of energy! Can you help me now?”

      “Of course,” I say, then walk her through where to hang the pictures.

      This is my life. Friday night, and I’m a picture-hanging consultant, all because I didn’t connect with a dude in leather or a hipster in playing cards.

      When we’re done, Holly twirls a strand of her blonde hair. “What’s going on with you? Have you found some fabulous new art thief to fall for?”

      I laugh, thinking of Beatrice. “What’s with the art thief obsession? My agent said the same thing.”

      “They’re sexy. Like highwaymen. Like adventurers. They’re daring and dangerous. You do like adventurers. You were always saying you were going to marry a pirate.”

      “That worked out real well for me. I’m single and pirate free.”

      “How is it working with the adventuresome Hunter?” she asks.

      I could tell her it’s both amazing and terrible. I could say he’s wonderful and vexing. I could beckon her close to the screen and say he gave me one of the best orgasms of my life in a car earlier today and he kisses like he’s conducting the New York Philharmonic and it’s all he’s ever wanted to do.

      But I don’t understand what’s happening with him. I don’t have the emotional energy to excavate my day. “It’s fine. We get along fine.”

      “Are you still in love with him?”

      I scowl. “No. I haven’t been in years.”

      “If you say so . . .”

      My phone buzzes with an incoming call, and the screen displays Hunter’s name. It’s nearly midnight. “I need to go.”

      She waves goodbye and I click over, but before I can say anything, he says, “I’m downstairs. Can I come up?”

      “You’re here? You just showed up?” And maybe I’m still annoyed. Maybe I have a reason to be.

      “Yes. Can you please let me up?” His tone borders on desperate, but it’s intense too, like he needs this.

      I take a deep breath, considering the options. Turn him away and wonder. Let him up and find out what the hell is going through his mind.

      “Fine.” I buzz him in.

      I conduct a two-second scan of my place. I could change. I could do the mad dash around and slip on jeans and a sexy top. But who cares? If something more was going to happen with us, he wouldn’t have answered that call earlier.

      I figure he’s here because he cracked the clue, and sure enough, when I fling open the door, his eyes sparkle with the thrill of discovery.

      “You figured it out?” I ask.

      His eyes stroll up and down my body. They take their time, lingering, pausing, gawking. He scrubs his hand over his jaw. “Yeah. I figured out this.”
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      He steps inside, shuts the door, and puts his hands on my face.

      My knees go weak. My stomach swoops.

      His voice is commanding as he asks, “Did you meet anyone tonight?”

      But I don’t let my body control me.

      I step back, shaking him off. “You can’t just walk in here and question me.”

      He soldiers on, determined. “Did you meet anyone?”

      I’m determined too. Determined not to melt. “I met a lot of people. What’s it to you?”

      “Anyone you like?”

      I cross my arms. “Maybe. Why does it matter? Do you want to know if someone finger-banged me in the car and then took a call?”

      He heaves a sigh and hangs his head. “I’m sorry. I’m so damn sorry.”

      “You’re sorry?” I toss back, even though I can tell he is. But still, he could have said it earlier.

      Dragging a hand through his hair, he takes a big breath. “Look, that was stupid. Trevor was calling from overseas, and I was worried that he was hurt. You think I wouldn’t rather have been kissing you like I started to when I ignored his first call?”

      He has a fair point, but I don’t want to read the tea leaves of men. “Hunter, I don’t know what you want.”

      “You don’t? You really don’t?” He sounds half pissed, half alpha, and it’s hella sexy, but I’m not giving in.

      I stand my ground. “No. Maybe you want to spell it out for me.”

      “Okay, I can do that,” he says, cool and matter-of-fact as he counts off on his fingers. “One, I don’t want you going home with anyone tonight. Two, I definitely don’t want anyone else touching you. Three, I want you to my-fucking-self. How’s that?”

      I smile inside, but only inside, as I make him work for me. “Your spelling isn’t bad.”

      He seems to rein in a grin. “So sassy, so fiery.”

      “Want to spell anything else out?” I ask, giving him the fire I feel, the fire he wants. “Like, say, why you’re here?”

      Because I know why he’s here.

      His tea leaves aren’t hard to read right now. He’s not here because of the letter. He’s here for me. His eyes blaze, and his want radiates off him, pulsing as if it has its own frequency.

      But he needs to say it.

      “I’m here for you.” The way he says “you” is coated in gravel, covered with need. It makes me shudder, against my better judgment.

      Or maybe my body is a good judge.

      Because my mind likes what he’s saying, and the order he said it in—first came the apology, then comes the want.

      “Is that the truth?” I ask.

      He steps closer and strokes his thumb along my jawline, eliciting a full-body shiver. “Yes. I’m here for you. Because you drive me crazy. Because I can’t stop thinking about you. Because the thought of you talking to other men makes me insane with jealousy.”

      I raise my chin. “Then I hope you haven’t gone mad. But I’ll have you know, no one interested me.”

      “Yeah, why’s that?”

      I shrug playfully. “I don’t know. Why do you think?”

      He slides a hand down my arm, around to my back. He travels farther, palming my ass, scooting me closer. I gasp as I press against the length of him in his jeans. “I think you want all the same things I want.”

      “And what’s that?”

      He brings his lips to my ear, whispering hotly, “You and me, honey. You and me.”

      I’m melting under his touch, positively melting. “Maybe you could prove it to me.”

      “Fine. I will.” He yanks me closer. Impossibly closer. Presses against me, hard and insistent. “Is that the proof you want of how much I need you?”

      “It’s not too bad. But maybe give me a little more,” I say, flirty now because all is forgiven and has been since he said he was sorry.

      “I’ll give you everything I have,” he says as he squeezes my ass then grinds against me, letting me feel how aroused he is. “Ever since I returned, I can’t stay away from you. I can’t stop thinking about you. I can’t stop touching you. Because you and me, Presley, we have something,” he says, his voice fierce and full of passion, part of his proof of how much he wants me.

      I want to be wanted.

      But I’ve heard words like this before. I felt the same way long ago. “We had something before too,” I say, the words ripped from my throat.

      “I know. Don’t you get it? I know.” He clasps my face harder, like he won’t let me go. “And this is what I regret. Because I’m not over you. Not one bit.”

      I don’t trust myself to speak. If I try to form words, I’ll blabber impromptu love poems, haikus like I miss you so too; take me tonight and always; have me, I am yours.

      He slides a hand through my hair, sighing, just sighing, like touching me is all he needs to live, to breathe. “Don’t you get it?” His voice is soft again, but just as strong. “I’m not over you, and that something we have means I don’t want you talking to other men. That something means I want you all to myself. And that something means if you say yes to me right now, I’m going to take you to your bed and make love to you all night long.”

      I’m speechless, lit from head to toe with flickering desire. I’m shaking, I want him so badly. Yes, he’s leaving again. No, we’ve made no promises, and even if we did, those promises could be broken.

      There aren’t a million reasons why sleeping with him is a bad idea—there is one. My heart.

      I want to protect it.

      But I don’t know if I can anymore.

      Or if I want to tonight.

      Maybe I’m going to let my heart break again, because right now, that feels like a chance worth taking.

      He’s a chance worth taking.

      I answer him with a strong and certain “Yes.”

      He scoops me up in his arms and carries me like a damsel, and I laugh. “This is ridiculous.”

      “It won’t be so ridiculous when my face is buried between your legs in about ten seconds.”

      Well, that’s probably true.

      He sets me down on my bed, and in two seconds, he yanks off my pajama bottoms then tugs off my panties.

      His big hands come up, spreading me. I’m open for him, my knees falling to each side as I make my intentions clear.

      Touch me, fuck me, love me.

      “Beautiful, so fucking beautiful,” he says, like he’s praying at an altar.

      I moan, and it sounds like his name. It sounds like falling, like getting lost in sensations that start with stubble on the soft skin of my thighs, that turn into a nip of teeth right there where I’m so damn sensitive, then transform into a delirious lick.

      I’m unraveling, turning from woman to liquid desire to pants and moans to wild, spectacular sensations.

      He licks and kisses.

      Flicks and sucks.

      But that’s not all.

      He eats.

      He feasts. He devours.

      He’s loud, moaning and murmuring as he works me over, groaning as he kisses me like he’s going to die if he doesn’t get his whole mouth on me.

      I arch and bow, my hips shooting up, my voice rising high. He spreads me farther, taking me there, and I fall apart, coming undone over and over against his face, his mouth, his glorious tongue.

      I can barely see straight. I’m not sure I can think. When I open my eyes, it takes a few seconds, but I register the gorgeous sight.

      Hunter stripping for me.

      “Take it all off,” I say, and it comes out in a purr as I sit up, ravenous. I reach for him, unsnapping the button on his jeans, unzipping them and freeing his erection.

      My mouth waters, and I’m so eager for him. I want to taste him, touch him, feel him. “Let me return the favor.”

      “No,” he says, tossing his shirt to the floor, kicking off his jeans.

      “Why not? You always liked my mouth.”

      “I fucking love your mouth, but Presley, I need to be inside you, and I need it now.”

      I shudder from the heat, from the savage need. “Then fuck me and make love to me.”

      He moves beside me, his mouth grazing across my earlobe as he whispers, “Honey, I’m clean.”

      “Me too. I’m on the pill.” I scoot up the pillows and he moves back and hikes my leg up, opening me. “Just like that. Fuck, just like that.”

      I shiver, waiting, and in that span of seconds where his eyes drink me in, scanning my whole body, I burn hotter for him. “Please.”

      “I just need to look at you,” he says, practically gasping at the end of his sentence, like he can’t believe I’m here with him, naked and waiting and needy. “You. Just you.”

      Then he’s pushing inside, only there’s no push involved. It’s all slide. A delicious, intense slide. I’m so ready for him that he fills me in no time, and when he’s seated all the way, there’s a moment when we both stop breathing.

      When life becomes distilled down to this instant.

      To me, to us, to the togetherness of us in bed again.

      This connection.

      “Take me, Hunter.” I know what he wants. He wants to have me. He wants me like I’m his adventure, his journey, and I want to be the path he explores. Even if it means I’ll be alone when it’s over. It’s worth it for this perfect moment.

      He moves, slow and luxurious like he’s rediscovering me. Then a little faster, like he’s found a rhythm, and the pace is so delicious it sends shock waves of pleasure to my belly, to my breasts, between my thighs. I am electric everywhere. I feel amazing in every cell.

      As he rocks inside me, deeper and farther, I’m nothing but sensation, nothing but white-hot bliss as he finds just the right angle. Then he slides his hand between my legs, and I cry out.

      He’s murmuring my name and calling me “honey,” and there are other words, words like fuck and yes and come for me and you, you, you.

      He says that last one like he still can’t believe I’m here falling apart beneath him.

      But I am falling into beautiful pieces as the man I once loved madly, the man I still want deeply, turns my body inside out in a way only he can.

      It is utterly annihilating to have one person who can do this to you. But he can and he does, and maybe I do it to him too, because in seconds, as I squeeze his firm ass and I hook my ankles tighter around his back, my bare heels digging into those gorgeous cheeks, he loses his control.

      It’s fantastic, the squeeze of pleasure. The exquisiteness of his desire. The way his eyes shut, his mouth parts, his breath falls.

      He’s gorgeous as he comes for me, in me, because of me.

      So gorgeous that I don’t care about anything except kissing him senseless and touching him, feathering my hands up and down his body.

      When he’s hard again a little later, I take him in my mouth, thrilling at the velvet feel of his erection as I draw him in, having a field day with his body until he lets go in a string of filthy curse words.

      We flop next to each other, spent, exhausted, and sated.

      “Come with me tomorrow night,” he says, running his fingers down my cheek.

      “Where?”

      “I have to go to this gala. My mom and Vik invited me. A fundraiser. I want you with me.”

      “Is that so?” I ask playfully as my hands travel down his chest, toying with the fine dusting of hair.

      “Yes. You belong with me.”

      “Do I?” I shiver at his possessiveness.

      He props his head in his hand, his brown eyes brimming with passion. “You do. Say yes. Go with me.”

      “Yes.”

      He kisses me again, soft and tender, and it feels like he’s thanking me for being his date.

      He doesn’t need to thank me.

      I want to be his.

      And that terrifies me.

      He pulls me closer and tells me he can’t wait for tomorrow night, and that he doesn’t want this time with me to end.

      I don’t either.

      Somewhere between the sweet nothings and We need to talk about this and What does this mean and I’m leaving again and I want to see you as much as I can and How will we do this and I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know, we fall asleep.
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      In the morning, he shakes me awake.

      “You’re so damn sexy, you made me forget what I came here to tell you last night. You seduced me in your pajamas, and everything else fell out of my head.”

      “My jammies are pretty smoking. I can see how they’d induce temporary amnesia.”

      “Your jammies, your face, and literally everything about you.”

      “So what is it? Tell me now,” I say with morning gravel in my voice, wondering if it’s the answer to the clue.

      A twinkle sparks in his eyes. “Did you know that next door to the Firelight PlayHouse on Forty-Fourth Street is a curiosity shop? It’s called Caribaldi’s Curiosities. It’s run by Jack Caribaldi’s son.”

      I blink, my mouth falling open. “Are you kidding me?”

      “Found it on Google. Sometimes the obvious answer is the answer. All the clues were spelled out in the letter, as it turns out. The next part of the tale might require you to find a curiosity near the boards with the greatest of ease. You know where all the best ones are in a particular district. The shop is in the theater district. Near the boards. It’s connected to the circus friend. It’s full of curiosities.”

      Thirty minutes later, we’re dressed and knocking on the green wooden door of a vintage shop on a quiet Saturday morning along the Great White Way.

      Caribaldi’s Curiosities.

      I hold my breath. Tension floods my cells. I don’t know what to expect, but I want to get my hands on another letter. I want to devour Edward and Greta’s words. I’m an addict already.

      The door creaks open, groaning from the years, as a bell jingles overhead and a truck carting newspapers trundles by.

      With the door cracked, a pair of eyes flicks from Hunter to me and back. The man pushing eighty, maybe more, shoves his glasses up his craggy face, his blue eyes sharp and piercing. “Who are you?”

      “I’ve heard great things about your shop. I’m Hunter Armstrong.”

      A grin tugs at the man’s lips but disappears just as quickly as it surfaced. “Come in, then. I’ve been expecting you.”
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      I’ve never seen so many skulls packed so densely.

      I’ve traveled to the catacombs in Paris, but they have nothing on this curiosity shop. This tiny, stifling shop is a model of the thimble-sized options in Manhattan real estate. It’s like someone said, “Hey, let’s see exactly how much crap you can jam into a couple hundred square feet in this city.”

      Voilà.

      You’ve got a shelf full of skulls.

      Another one is stuffed with taxidermy mice next to old . . . are those handcuffs? Maybe shackles?

      Another shelf holds jars and bottles like you’d find in an apothecary shop, eyedroppers and stoppers and antique bottles for beard products, and one bottle with calligraphy etched on green glass proclaiming the contents inside are some kind of mysterious pills. Above the grooming and “feel better” supplies is a display of insect curiosities: spiders in amber, illustrations of bugs, a compact with a butterfly.

      In my travels around the globe, I’ve visited many curio shops, and this collection of sundry items seems to be on par with them, but my thoughts are on long-ago lovers rather than bones, bugs, and bottles. All I can think about is the remark the man made when he opened the door. I’ve been expecting you.

      How the hell was he expecting us? I part my lips to speak, but Presley jumps in.

      “Excuse me, sir. Did you say you were expecting us?” she asks, evidently reading my mind.

      The old man dodders past a skull, patting it on his way. “Hi, Freddie.”

      I cast a sideways glance to Presley, mouthing, Freddie?

      Presley shrugs back, whispering, “No idea.”

      The man doesn’t answer as he shuffles toward a wall display of vintage signs, some in Spanish, others in French, still more in English. Street signs, road signs, and shop signs advertising moon pies for five cents and Coca-Colas for a dime.

      I shake my head, trying to process the oddities in here and, frankly, the lack of circus paraphernalia. At the very least, I figured there would be a crystal ball, maybe a turban for a fortune-teller.

      “Excuse me,” Presley tries again as the man says good morning to Freddie’s compatriot Martha.

      As if in slow motion, he turns around. “You were looking for something? Skulls? Martha is for sale, but Freddie is a family heirloom. Found in the Amazon.”

      A flash of light.

      Now we’re getting somewhere.

      “Where in the Amazon?” I ask, my fingertips tingling with possibility.

      He waves a hand airily. “Just some lost city. Truth be told, his name probably wasn’t Freddie. But his chin reminded me of my cousin, so I named him that.”

      “Was the skull from an expedition there?” I press on. I have a laundry list of questions.

      He rolls those sharp blue eyes so hard I bet it hurts. “Of course. How else would I have gotten it?”

      “Is it from the Lost City of the Sun?” Presley puts in, and her voice catches with eagerness at the end.

      The man shrugs impishly. “Perhaps.” He extends a hand to Martha, patting her cranium. “But this beauty? She’s from . . .” He whispers, lowering his voice, “Brooklyn. Found her in a garage sale.” He brings his finger to his lips. “Shhhh.”

      “I won’t say a word,” I say conspiratorially, letting him know I’ll keep the skull-is-local secret, but I’d really like to know why this quirky old shopkeeper was somehow waiting for us to arrive early on a Saturday morning.

      “Martha was Poor Yorick up on Forty-Second Street for quite some time.” He cups the skull in his palm, brandishing her like Hamlet holds the skull in Shakespeare’s greatest play. “A number of these were. She did her service for the bard.”

      Presley flashes a smile as he sets it down. “Your collection is lovely. Is it a family collection?” She speaks with the practiced air of a pro, someone who’s used to asking careful questions to elicit delicate answers.

      “Some of it is. Some of it comes from the Caribaldis, some from the Valentinas, and some from the garages of whoever’s home I find interesting.” He cranes his neck, regarding a moon-pie sign. “That was from a shop near Wall Street. Back in the day. Roaring twenties. My dad found that one.”

      Presley’s gaze flicks to mine, her irises lighting up. The man is a walking, talking name-dropper.

      “So you’re Jack’s son?” She practically radiates hope. “Jack Caribaldi, Jack the explorer, Jack the circus owner?”

      “Well, he’s not Jack with the beanstalk. Yes, I’m Pat Caribaldi. Been running this shop for too long. Since I was a teenager, I swear,” he says, extending a hand. “But we own it. We have forever, and no one can take it away from us.”

      I shake, and Presley does too, then I clear my throat, trying again to learn how the hell he knew we were coming. “You said you were expecting us, sir?”

      His wrinkled brow furrows. “I did.”

      “Why?” My desperation thickens the air. I need to know what’s going on. “Why were you expecting us?”

      Slowly, he turns toward a grandfather clock then points to the time. “It’s not even nine. Every now and then, someone comes by before the shop opens. Pounds like a madman, like you did.”

      “I don’t think I pounded like a madman,” I protest.

      One gray eyebrow rises. “I beg to differ.”

      “But that’s why you were expecting me? Because every now and then you have random visitors at odd times?”

      He parks his hands on his hips, his lips curving down in indignation. “Was I wrong to expect you? You’re here now. So it seems I was right.”

      I persist, despite the way he’s dancing around the question. “But why me? Why us?”

      “Someone’s always looking for something.” He points a gnarled finger at me. “You’re looking for something, aren’t you? You came here looking for something you need badly. I can see it in your eyes. I was like you. Looking for something. Needing it badly. Sound about right?”

      I don’t know what to say, now that he’s shifted from quirky shopkeeper to Yoda-esque philosopher. I don’t know what to make of him or the way he studies me, stares like he knows everything about me.

      In the span of my silence, Presley takes a small step forward, setting a hand on my arm. “We do want something, Pat. We want it badly.”

      The man smiles again, all wrinkled lips and crinkled eyes. “I thought so. I thought you’d want something badly. They always do.”

      “Who’s ‘they’?” she asks gently.

      “Those who come looking. Like you. Now, what are you looking for? A sign from the 1920s?” He gestures to the metal moon-pie sign. “A butterfly hair clip?” He points to a turquoise hair accessory. “An antique silver hairbrush?” He waves his fingers at a collection of brushes with silver handles blurred by time. “We have all the best ones.”

      Presley smiles and says, “Thank you for the suggestions. They’re so helpful, especially since I’m a historian and we’re cataloging the Valentina estate. We’ve been researching the family, sir, and by extension, the Caribaldis. They’re fascinating, with such rich stories to tell, much like the items in your shop. They all seem like they must have elaborate tales behind them. Are there any that stand out to you? Any we should know about?”

      Ah, so she’s trying a new tactic to figure out if he knows more than he’s letting on. I wait, watching her work.

      “Of course they do. That’s why I have them,” he replies.

      “Is there something here that was owned by either of those families?” I ask, trying again to get closer, to figure out what the hell we’re looking for.

      He narrows his eyes. “You don’t look stupid, young man.”

      I step back. “Excuse me?”

      He flubs his lips, shaking his head. “But you’re acting stupid. Of course this stuff was owned by the families.” He parks a hand on my shoulder, manages to point me toward the shop sign. “Car-i-bal-di’s Cur-i-o-si-ties.” He says it slowly, as if he’s spelling the words. “Read it. See? That’s me. That’s my family. That’s what I sell. Stuff my family and the Valentinas have amassed over the years. The long years.” He turns around, muttering as he heads toward a door at the back of the shop. “Young people. They don’t know what’s in front of them.”

      I turn to Presley, shooting her a look that says Please help because I’m tumbling backward off a cliff here, ’kay, thanks.

      She lifts her chin. “Sir, we’re researching the families, and we’d very much like to know if you have . . .”

      He wraps his hand around the doorknob and waves, dismissing us without looking back. “I have a call to make. When you’re ready to buy, you let me know. I don’t have time for nonsense in my life. You ought to avoid nonsense too.”

      The door snicks shut, and I turn to Presley, holding out my hands. “What the hell? I am not stupid.”

      “Don’t let him get to you.”

      “But what was the point of that?” I shove a hand through my hair, frustrated with the man and his seesaw attitude.

      “He was trying to rile you up, and it worked.”

      “But could he be any vaguer?” I ask as she peers at the shelves, studying the brushes. “Where are we even supposed to look? The letter doesn’t say what to do once we’re in here. The other letter did though. It said inside a home, up the stairs, and behind a place near and dear to your father. It was very specific. This one is basically tra la la la la.”

      “Or maybe it’s not,” she offers with a delighted smile, the kind that spreads like the sunrise across her features as she looks up, meeting my gaze.

      “What do you mean?”

      With a glint in her eyes, she points subtly to the nearest shelves. “Maybe it’s as plainly spelled out as the other one. Maybe it’s right in front of us.” She taps the shelf.

      “Spill, woman. And spill the beans now, because you’re killing me.”

      She purses her lips, studying the row of hairbrushes, picking up the first one, then the next, then another. Like they’re a fan of brushes, she brandishes them in front of her chest. “Which one is the best one?”

      “I have no idea,” I say, scratching my chin. “It’s a brush. I don’t even use a comb.” I waggle my fingers, showing her my homemade grooming tool.

      Softly but with determination, she presses. “Look closer, Hunter. You want to find the best one.”

      I peer, grinning when the weight of her words hits me. “Best one. Are you kidding me?”

      “He kind of gave us the clue, didn’t he? The clue from the letter.” She’s Ponce de León, discovering the Fountain of Youth.

      “What was it he said?” I snap my fingers, recalling the man’s words from moments ago as my brain buzzes with excitement. “‘We have all the best ones.’ Just like the letter. You know where all the best ones are in a particular district.”

      “Exactly,” she says, laughing and grabbing my arm. “Exactly, Hunter. He gave us the clue. He’s read the letter from the Exploration Society.”

      Her hand on my arm. Her eyes sparkling. Her nearness. I have no choice. I clasp her face in my palms and kiss her. She gasps, and then rises up on tiptoes, kissing me back with a tender fierceness that unravels me, that takes me apart. Hell, she takes me apart, with her lips and her breath and her teeth that nip at the corner of my mouth.

      Her hand slides up my chest, then presses firmly on my sternum, gently pushing me away.

      “Does this sort of treasure-hunting turn you on?” she whispers.

      My eyes drift down, then back up to take her in. “Evidently, this whole skull and bug-in-amber shop does it for me. Who knew?” I ask wryly, then my eyes dart back and forth, scanning the brushes. “Which one do we pick?”

      “I don’t think it matters. I doubt the skulls will shoot poisoned darts at us if we pick the wrong one. But I bet it’s one of these.” She runs her fingers across several brushes.

      I catch sight of something familiar on one of the hairbrushes. At the end of a scalloped handle is a pink ribbon, enameled on the design.

      I raise my hand and say, deadpan, “Or really, that’s the best one.”

      Her jaw drops. “Oh my God. I didn’t even notice that.”

      I close the distance, brush my fingertips against her cheek, then whisper, “Well, some things are hidden in plain sight. Like how I feel for you.”

      “Hunter,” she whispers.

      “You’re right. It’s not hidden. It’s pretty damn obvious.”

      “Is it?”

      “It better be,” I say, my eyes locked with hers. “Because last night was spectacular.” I’m emboldened by the hunt, driven by the need to share. “I want to tell you that now. I want to tell you before we find whatever comes next.” I run my thumb along her jaw. “Being with you again is like coming home.”

      Her eyes flutter closed. “What are you doing to me?”

      I skim my lips across her forehead. “Same thing you’re doing to me.”

      She shivers, then opens her eyes, running her fingers across the back of the hairbrush. “Oh.”

      It sounds like Eureka!

      She finds a latch and flicks it open.

      Inside are pages upon pages, folded over, and my excitement gleams like a ruby.
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        October 1921

      

        

      
        My Dearest Greta,

      

        

      
        Today was my last day of school! Who knew that a scrappy street rat such as myself could finish his education after all? But I did, and I have the diploma to prove it. This once penniless knife-thrower is now a college graduate with a degree in banking.

      

        

      
        Actually, there are no degrees in banking, of course. But my degree in math should come in handy, and the dean said he was impressed with how quickly I finished all my courses. He said, “I’ve never seen someone finish three years of college in thirteen months.” Don’t underestimate the power of motivation or the love of a good woman.

      

        

      
        You, my love, you are my motivation. You are my dream. I may not be under the big top anymore, but I have something better. Something that can take us away from it all, something to give us a future.

      

        

      
        Wish me luck as I embark on a job search to be—I still can’t even believe I’m writing this—a banker.

      

        

      
        It sounds like someone else’s life. Someone else’s story.

      

        

      
        But enough about me.

      

        

      
        Tell me everything. How are you managing? Jack has asked Tommy to look out for you, and I know he’s been doing so. It’s so good to have a Strong Man on our side. But even so, I worry about you every second of every day, working for that unsavory man.

      

        

      
        Soon, soon, I will save you from it all, from Baron Z, and we will take care of your family and your sister.

      

        

      
        I love you so very much, and more every day.

      

        

      
        Yours,

        Edward Wilkinson

        (Formerly known as The Silver Blade . . . hoping someday soon to be reunited with the Pink Ribbon Girl. Until then, please know I am always thinking of you.)
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        October 1921

      

        

      
        My Darling Edward,

      

        

      
        Don’t worry about me. I am doing fine! I played to packed crowds in Boise last night, and now we are on a train heading to California. I’ve always loved California, for it reminds me of you and where we met.

      

        

      
        The crowds should be fantastic in San Francisco. They do love a daring act in the City by the Bay!

      

        

      
        But of course, none of it is the same without you. How could it be? You and I had a special connection, a chemistry that the new ringmaster simply cannot replicate. He has not hurt me, not with the knife, nor in any other way. He’s not that kind of owner.

      

        

      
        He does, however, keep our paychecks and doles them out as he sees fit, giving us smaller amounts as he sends the rest home to our families.

      

        

      
        But I do not think Claudia is getting everything, and I still don’t have enough to take care of her on my own yet. He took my bracelet. The one that was my brother’s. He says he is safeguarding it for me. That he will return it once I am able to pay off all of my family’s bills.

      

        

      
        I don’t believe him, and I want it back. Beanie must hold my arms tight behind me some nights when I am tempted to go into his trailer and snatch it away from him. She wrestles me from my own teeth-gnashing desire to kick down his door and take the only thing left that’s my brother’s.

      

        

      
        I huff and sigh and then walk off. Someday I’ll call it mine again.

      

        

      
        Except for Baron’s Crew—that’s how we refer to the little coterie of performers he brought in himself—everyone here is in the same position as I. We all have family who rely on us, only us, and so we must stay.

      

        

      
        Poor Tommy. His mother’s health is worsening, and Tommy needs the money to pay for her doctors. Beanie’s father is struggling after injuring his leg, and he can no longer perform trapeze either.

      

        

      
        But enough about all the troubles.

      

        

      
        There is good news! Claudia has finished her studies, and I’ve managed to send her to nursing school, so that is something. I’m so proud of her—her brain will take her far, as long as I can get her through school. Maybe someday we will find a good man for my sister, someone who will love her and care for her, so she doesn’t feel all the burden. Soon, soon, I will have enough money saved to finish paying off my family’s debts. It will be fine! I swear. I’m a determined woman.

      

        

      
        I try not to let it bother me that I must work with Baron (We call him the Mustard Mustache because one day he had mustard in it, and we chose not to tell him! We were so delighted with our cleverness as he performed with a yellow glob on his prized possession.) I try to pretend he’s not the one throwing knives at my face.

      

        

      
        Yours is the face I’d rather see. Yours is the one I imagine every night, every show, every time.

      

        

      
        And you—I am so proud of you!

      

        

      
        You’ve finished your schooling! How exciting. How thrilling! Speaking of thrills, Beanie teaches me trapeze in the evenings when we have time. I’m learning new skills, and when I fly through the sky, I imagine a future for us, chasing adventures, exploring the world, getting far, far away from all the troubles we face here.

      

        

      
        Soon the troubles must end.

      

        

      
        Until then, I am ever and always yours.

      

        

      
        Yours,

        Greta Drumansky

        (Someday I will indeed be your Pink Ribbon Girl again. I dream of that day every single night.)
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            Hunter

          

        

      

    

    
      “The plot thickens,” I say, adding up the clues. “A shady ringmaster who was holding performers hostage.”

      “Who kept most of their money.” Presley assembles the pieces too, animated first by indignation, then by a myriad of emotions as this part of the puzzle takes shape. “It’s like a three-ring soap opera. So, the circus where they met, The Most Amazing Big Top under the Sun, was sold to some jerk ringmaster who apparently treated the performers like indentured servants.”

      Like she can’t contain herself, she paces among the skulls and bugs as she conjectures. “But he couldn’t keep Edward under his thumb, so he let him go and kept the performers who were strapped and had few options. Greta’s parents had died, and she had to take care of her sister financially. Tommy and Beanie seemed to be in similar situations.” Her shoulders curl in with such an evocative shudder, I can almost see her skin crawl. “I hate him already. Plus, that name. Baron Z.” She looks ready to spit on the dark hardwood floors of the curio shop.

      I’m with her on that. “It seems self-fulfilling. You can’t have a name like Baron Z and not be a dick.” I gesture to the letters in her hand. “But I want more. I want to know how Edward Wilkinson became Edward Valentina the banker.”

      Her voice falls to a whisper. “When did he change his name? Why?” She leans over, glancing around the corner. “Also, is Pat ever coming out again?”

      I chuckle. “I have no idea. I think he retreated to his lair.”

      “Almost like he wanted us to find the letters. Like he wanted us to have time to read them.”

      “Maybe he did.” I’m so jazzed about what’s next, about uncovering this romance for the ages with her, that I’m giddy. There’s a lightness in my chest I only get when I’m closing in on a summit, a much-anticipated destination. My fingers itch to touch the sky; my feet move ceaselessly. I stop for nothing, relentless. “Read. More.”

      “You’re like a kid with a bedtime story,” she says softly, as she unfolds the next letter.

      “And you like reading them out loud.”

      “You like reading out loud too. Might I remind you of your predilections?”

      I smile. “They were yours too, honey.”

      It occurs to me that we have so much more to discuss. We have us, and last night, and the absolutely insistent way my heart beats for this woman.

      But right now, we have this.

      A story told on delicate centuries-old paper, written by young lovers torn apart. A love story hidden away in nooks and crannies, tucked into secret compartments, and offered somehow to those seeking it in the same way you chase after a dream.
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        May 1922

      

        

      
        My Dearest Greta,

      

        

      
        It is amazing how much money you can save when you have a good friend like Jack. I’ve been staying at his place in New York City, tucking away all my salary so I can help your family. I’m quickly rising through the ranks at the Savings & Loan, making wise investments on the side for us, earning good returns, and saving it.

      

        

      
        Jack says he is happy to help me with free rent, and he feels he owes me after what happened when we were younger. But anyone would have done the same. When you see your best friend fall into a frozen lake, you go after him, right? You save him. No matter what.

      

        

      
        He says giving me an extra cot to sleep on is nothing. “It is nothing to repay a life debt.”

      

        

      
        I tell him there is no debt among friends, and he laughs at me. He is laughing at me right now. In fact, he is reading this letter as I write it under the green lamp at his desk overlooking Wall Street.

      

      

      

      
        
        Hiya Greta! It’s Jack here. Tell him I do owe a life debt and that is fine by me. I would have been a frozen chunk of boy underwater with the fishes, but now look at me! I’m here, alive and well, and determined to make the best of everything.

      

        

      
        Speaking of the best . . . how is your lovely sister, Claudia? What? I wasn’t supposed to write that? Well, I did. Edward showed me the picture you sent. She’s a pretty one, and she looks smart too. I’d love to meet her someday.

      

      

      

      
        
        Hello, my love! I’ve wrestled the pen away from Jack. He’s keeping busy running the finances for the Caribaldi Extravaganza. He says it’s doing quite well, but his parents miss the theater. Perhaps they will sell it someday and return to the stage. Maybe we’ll all do it together! Run theaters—can you imagine? Who knows? All I know is this: I am getting closer.

      

        

      
        Every day, I’m closer to coming for you.

      

        

      
        Every night, I think of you. I remember our times together—the shows we performed, the meals we ate, and the late-night conversations where we shared all our hopes and dreams for our families and for us and the adventures we’d have.

      

        

      
        You told me of Claudia and how you cared for her when your mother was too ill.

      

        

      
        I remember you telling me of your sister’s every little accomplishment and how they felt like yours too. When she did well on her English exam, when she treated your brother’s broken arm, how she snuggled with you on Sunday morning.

      

        

      
        And most of all, I recall the night we spun the globe instead of the wheel. We spun it, picking all the places we wanted to travel to someday. I showed you my favorites, told you my plans. “We’ll go to the Amazon and find treasure.”

      

        

      
        “We’ll go to Paris and see the Moulin Rouge,” you said.

      

        

      
        “We’ll travel to China and walk along the Great Wall.”

      

        

      
        “We’ll go to Vienna and hear the orchestra.”

      

        

      
        “We will do it all. We will travel the world.”

        You placed your palms on the globe, I covered your hands with mine, and we kissed over the world.

      

        

      
        All those stories you shared, I keep in my heart, locked tightly in a secret compartment that belongs to you. When we reunite, you can tell them to me again, and they will never grow old.

      

        

      
        For I know we will reunite.

      

        

      
        I never doubt that soon, soon, I will find my way back to you and give you the life you deserve.

      

        

      
        Only ever yours,

        Edward Wilkinson

        (It’s a good banker name, no? It sounds so official. Soon, I will be Edward Wilkinson, industrialist, and perhaps, after hours, a midnight rider who gallops on horseback through the circus to steal away his girl for a lifetime of new adventures.)
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        Dear Edward,

      

        

      
        A midnight rider? Ooh. Now, I am intrigued.

      

        

      
        Tell me more about this horse and this plan. I love a good escape. Will you hoist me on the horse, and shall I wrap my arms around your waist as we race away under a starry sky, no one any the wiser?

      

        

      
        Or will you storm into the big top, ride past, and lasso me from the wheel of death right before a blade slices me? It will be a story told for generations, of course. The intrepid knife-thrower-turned-banker-turned-midnight-rider who rescued his woman from the clutches of an unsavory ringmaster? I can picture it now.

      

        

      
        We’ll change our names.

      

        

      
        We’ll start a new life.

      

        

      
        We’ll begin a brand-new adventure.

      

        

      
        You and me.

      

        

      
        And we’ll make sure Claudia is taken care of. We’ll make sure my family is safe for all time.

      

        

      
        That will be our great escape.

      

        

      
        Ah, that will be the bedtime story I tell myself tonight.

      

        

      
        For now, I sit in front of the mirror, applying my makeup, turning my lashes long, my face pancake white, my lips red.

      

        

      
        I brush my hair.

      

        

      
        I tie a red ribbon in it, for I no longer wear pink. I am only the Pink Ribbon Girl with you. With him, I am the Woman in Red, and I long for the day when I can shed that identity and leave this servitude behind.

      

        

      
        Yours now and forevermore,

        Greta Drumansky

        (The woman who longs to be in pink again.)
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        December 1922

      

        

      
        My Dearest Greta,

      

        

      
        The time is coming. Please know I will be there, and you will never have to worry again.

      

        

      
        P.S. It’s been so long since I’ve seen you. What if you don’t remember what I look like? How I kiss you? What if you no longer love me? These are the things I worry about when I can’t sleep.
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        December 1922

      

        

      
        My Dearest Edward,

      

        

      
        You are a silly man. Do you think I love you for your face? I love your heart. Your big, beautiful heart. I love your iron will. It cannot be broken. I love your steel determination. Most of all, I love your soul, and when I see you again, I will fall into your arms and kiss you so madly, the world will wink off. It will be you and me, and it will feel like we are the only ones alive.

      

        

      
        Until then, I will be thinking of you.
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        January 1923

      

        

      
        My Dearest Greta,

      

        

      
        I will see you next month. To say I cannot wait would be an understatement. I feel like a soldier must when returning home after years away. You are my home, and I’m returning for you. Wait for me.

      

        

      
        It’s you. It’s always been you.

      

        

      
        P.S. It’s always been you.
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        Dear Children,

      

        

      
        We knew you could do it. We knew you’d know exactly what was near the boards. Of course you know how close we are to the Caribaldis. We are like a family, all of us. But the life debt? It’s so silly. Who believes in life debts? You see a friend drowning, you help him. Jack always thought there was more to it—to your father saving his life when they were only children. But you don’t save a life to extract a debt. You save a life because it’s the right thing to do.

      

        

      
        Jack, though, was determined to give back. To repay a debt that was not due to the dearest of friends. Ah, to have friends like that . . .

      

        

      
        Well, you know the ending. We were all eventually reunited and remained the best of friends.

      

        

      
        Along with a certain someone else. Your Aunt Claudia.

      

        

      
        Can you believe my sister married my husband’s best friend? It was like a dream, the four of us, together.

      

        

      
        But dreams are not won easily.

      

        

      
        Love is not merely for the plucking, like flowers in a field.

      

        

      
        Love must be worked for.

      

        

      
        Like the night your father came for me. I want to tell you it was easy. But nothing worth having is.

      

        

      
        Do you want to know the final chapter of the story? If you do, then you must go to the site of our last show together. You will find it there, but it’s not what you think. It might seem like a grand chronicle, but it’s not a tale of our ride by the silvery light of midnight, nor the story of our daring great escape.

      

        

      
        It’s something else entirely.

      

        

      
        Love,

        E & G, most affectionately known as Mom and Dad
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            Presley

          

        

      

    

    
      “Well. Looks like you found something you want to buy.”

      My skin prickles as I gulp, caught red-handed.

      “Yes,” I say, my voice strong, masking the holy shit underneath. Because, hello, I’m holding a letter that was tucked into the hairbrush.

      Tucked into the hairbrush.

      A wave of understanding sloshes over me, and I reach for the shelf to steady myself as it hits.

      I’m not holding just any hairbrush.

      This is Greta’s hairbrush. She used it the night she wrote one of these letters. Wonder surges through me like sunlight. This is the brush she was using when she was prepping to perform. This very object tells their history.

      This is why I do what I do. I’m like an archaeologist, uncovering the stories of people long past, and I’ve never felt so connected to a thing before. My heart expands, aching to tell the tale of this object. Longing to write about the precious artifacts of their love.

      But right now, I’m in a shop in the theater district, with something in my hands that shouldn’t be there.

      Pat Caribaldi stares at me over chunky glasses, narrowing his eyes. “Huh. Seems you found something. What have you got?”

      Hunter clears his throat, squares his shoulders. “We found some letters in the hairbrush.”

      Pat chuckles loudly, like that’s the height of tomfoolery, like we can’t possibly have said that. He reaches for the letters. “Let me see that.”

      “They’re very old.” A motherly protectiveness tears through me, and I clutch them close to my chest. These feel like mine. I must keep them safe.

      He sighs, rolling his blue eyes. “Miss, I’m very old. You think I don’t know how to handle something ancient?”

      “I didn’t mean anything impudent by it,” I say, but I still don’t want to relinquish them.

      He pats one of his shoulders, then the other. “Every day, I handle this here old body. Every day, I go to work. Every day, I know exactly how to treat things with care. Now let me see.” He thrusts out his hand, waggling his fingers, making it clear I need to give up the booty.

      Uncurling my fingers feels a Herculean task.

      Somehow I find the will, and I let go, handing the letters to him like a child forced to relinquish her favorite Princess Leia figure.

      He sets the letters on a shelf, mumbling to Martha as he gingerly folds them up like precious origami art. “Damn young people. Bet they can’t fold a map either.” He chuckles to himself, smiles at the skull. “Bet you knew how to fold a map. But these days? Everyone relies on GPS and texts. No one even sends a letter.” Once he finishes, he tucks the pages away in the brush again, clicking it shut, a cupboard sealed once more.

      Holding the brush to the dim light, he regards it as if it’s Aladdin’s lamp, full of mysteries and wonders. “This is the best one. Come to think of it,” he says, stopping to scratch his jaw, “it shouldn’t be out here for sale. You can’t buy this one.”

      We can’t record the letters for possible use on the show, and we didn’t even get to take a photo of the letters for personal reference this time, and I’m desperate for another hit of their love story. “But what about the letters? The letters in there. Do you know Edward and Greta’s love story?”

      A scoff the size of the Empire State Building flies from his mouth. “Do I know it? What do you take me for? Some sort of fool? Of course I know it. Of course I’ve heard it. And of course I get it. Now, are you here to buy or just to blabber on about love letters? Because the letters aren’t for sale.”

      “Did their children ever find them?” I ask. “Did they get to see this story Edward and Greta wrote for them?”

      Pat cocks his head, scratches his jaw. “Now that’s a damn good question.”

      “Do you know the answer?” God, I hope the children found them. I hope they understood what their parents went through to be together.

      “I know lots of answers,” he says with the same twinkle in his eye that was there when he opened the door.

      But in a flash, it’s gone, and he’s waving a hand dismissively. “I don’t have all day. I have things to do, places to be. I have a date with my wife, Janice, tonight, and I need to get ready for it. Even old men still take their women for a night on the town. Are you going to buy something? That moon-pie sign is awfully nice,” he says with a you should buy it now grin.

      Hunter doesn’t hesitate. “Sure. We’ll take it.” Hunter dips into his wallet, fishing for bills.

      “Smart man,” Pat says, then gives him the price for the sign. “You seem like a smart man.”

      Hunter cocks an eyebrow. “A few minutes ago, I seemed stupid. Now I’m smart?”

      Pat winks. “I guess we’ll see.”

      Hunter hands him the money, and when Pat heads for the register, desperation grips me one more time. I need answers. I can’t leave without them. “Do you know where their last show together was? Greta and Edward? We need to find out. It’s important.”

      An ancient drawer in an antique register groans open as Pat glances back. “Why is it important?”

      “We need to go there. We have to find the final letter.”

      “You have to?” he asks.

      It will feel like death if I don’t find the next letter. The death of their love story. “I do,” I insist.

      Hunter slides a hand around my waist. “We do. It’s necessary. Can you help us, Pat?”

      Pat counts the change and hands it to Hunter, who surely doesn’t care right now about the change or receipt he stuffs into his wallet. “Last show, you say?” Pat says. “Edward Valentina? The great explorer? Founder of the Exploration Society?”

      “Yes.” If it sounds like I’m begging, it’s because I am.

      “The businessman whose investments funded his explorations? He had a last show?” The arch in his gray eyebrow screams skepticism.

      Then it hits me. He might not know. We didn’t know they were performers. No one knew. That’s the secret part of their history. “You haven’t read the letters?”

      Pat doesn’t answer me, he just scoffs again, like he has a surplus of scoffs to throw around. “The man who traveled to the Amazon? The woman who was a patron of the arts? Who loved going to museums, theater, and the ballet? You think they were performers too?”

      A patter of laughter comes next. He’s not laughing with us. He’s laughing at us.

      “They were,” Hunter says, coolly confident in the face of Pat’s doubt. “They were secret circus performers. They kept it hidden, and we’re following the letters they left behind. Corinne knows we are.”

      “Ooh, secret performers. Next thing you know, you’ll be telling me they found buried treasure.” He shakes his head. “Listen, kid. Some things are just folklore. Thank you for coming in. I hope you enjoy the moon-pie sign. Maybe you’ll find a secret compartment in it.” Gesturing to the door, his hands signal vamoose as his lips say, “Have a great day.”
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            Hunter

          

        

      

    

    
      This moon-pie sign must have a secret hatch somewhere.

      Outside the shop, I inspect it closely, studying every square millimeter.

      News flash: there is no secret compartment.

      “Damn. I was sure a letter would fly out of the sign,” I remark dryly.

      Presley bumps her shoulder against mine. “You know what Freud said. Sometimes a moon-pie sign is just a moon-pie sign.”

      “Hmm. But is it?” We walk down the block, past the Firelight PlayHouse. “There has to be something about this sign, what with the way he was dropping hints.”

      “Like the brush. It was like he wanted us to find it. Don’t you think?”

      “Yes. He definitely wanted us to find it. And he disappeared once we had it. Then he came back out, all piss and vinegar.”

      “And he said he knew their love story, Hunter. But he wouldn’t say if he’d read the letters. And then he just wanted us gone.” She holds her hands like a scale to be balanced, tipped one way then the other. “But at the same time, he absolutely wanted you to buy this moon-pie sign.”

      “Like moon pie is a clue.” I stare at every angle of the sign, but I can’t riddle this five-cent sign. There’s nothing on it, nothing in it, nothing here but an illustration of a moon pie. “It’s official. I’m nominating Pat for the most curmudgeonly eccentric I’ve ever met.”

      “Of all the people you’ve met in all the years, he’s worthy of that accolade?”

      “He’s up there, wouldn’t you say?”

      “He’s definitely salty. But perhaps spending all day with dusty taxidermy mice and spiders in amber has that effect. I was sure he was going to say, Now you whippersnappers get out of my shop.”

      “But he was weirdly dropping hints with his little suggestions and specific words, and then all of a sudden—bye-bye, see you later.” We turn into the alley that cuts between Forty-Third and Forty-Fourth. There, I hoist the sign above my head like a mirror in the desert, catching the light. “Oh great sun, please reveal unto us the secret trapdoor inside this flat metal sign.”

      Presley imitates me, turning her voice into a booming call to the gods of secret compartments and trapdoors. “Or please just send us a case of moon pies.”

      She lowers her arm as I lower the sign and tuck it under my arm. “You’re making me sad and hungry. I haven’t had a moon pie in ages.”

      “They don’t have moon pies on Everest?”

      “Hey, I go places other than Everest,” I say as we stroll across the alley. “Don’t make it seem like I’m such a homebody, hanging out on the same peak all the time.” I gesture to a bench outside a café and we grab it, parking ourselves, and I set the sign on the ground.

      “How many times have you climbed it now?”

      I look at the cloudless sea of blue above, considering the question.

      Her jaw unhinges. “Are you kidding me? You have to think? You’ve climbed it so many times you don’t know the number?”

      I arch a brow. “Is four a lot?”

      Her sea-blue eyes widen to teacup-size, and she holds up a finger. “One is a lot, Captain Adventure. One.”

      I grab her finger, bring it to my lips, and nibble on it. “One time up Everest is a piece of . . . moon pie.”

      Yanking her finger back, she laughs then slumps against the bench with a sigh. “Where haven’t you been, Hunter? You’ve seen the world. You’ve visited the sky. Where do you want to go?”

      Scrubbing a hand across my jaw, I click through a mental slideshow of the land I haven’t touched. “Socotra Island in Yemen has these weird plants that look like aliens. I wouldn’t mind checking them out. Or maybe Ittoqqortoormiit, Greenland. It’s this picturesque, tiny town where you go to see the Northern Lights. What about you?”

      “I’m a simpler woman. Take me to Paris and I’d be the happiest camper around. You’d find me lost in the halls of the Louvre or the d’Orsay. Take me to Florence and I’ll spend days in the Uffizi.” Her eyes go a little hazy, and I suspect she’s off in Europe right now, visiting her favorite paintings. She turns to me. “You’d be terribly bored as I stared at art, but I could do it all day.”

      I quash that notion. “I wouldn’t be bored, because you don’t just stare. You study it and soak it all in. It’s fascinating watching your reaction to art and artifacts. Even the hairbrush. You held it like it was a thing of wonder.”

      “It felt that way to me,” she says, then gazes in the distance. “But so many things do. There’s also a part of me that would love to explore this country. Take a road trip. Stop in small towns. See all the little artifacts and art and collectibles that tell you about the people there.”

      The slideshow becomes a movie reel—the open road, a red convertible, the top down. We’d stop in towns with flags hanging above storybook general stores and drive along main streets with fat clocks on green streetlamps. The concrete ribbon would unfurl, and neon signs above diners would beckon from the exit ramp.

      “That sounds exactly like your speed. I can picture it. I can picture us,” I say, because I can.

      She shoots me a curious look but sidesteps my idea, asking, “But what about you? What would you actually do if you visited the plants in Yemen or the tiny town in Greenland? Don’t you like to be moving, going, doing?”

      I noodle on her point for a few seconds, humming. “You may be right. Maybe that’s why I haven’t gone to either place.”

      She sets a hand on my thigh, resting it there, and I can’t look away from her hand on me as she talks. “You don’t want to see things,” she says. “You want to do things. You didn’t go to Svalbard to see polar bears. You went there to trek across icebergs. You didn’t go to Indonesia to take photos of the Mount Kerinci volcano. You went to hike up it, even though it might have erupted. You can’t slow down.”

      “You think I can’t?” I ask as I stare at her hand on my leg, wondering if she placed it there out of a long-ago habit, or if this is our new normal after last night?

      “No. You can’t, and you know it. It’s who you are. It’s your intrinsic core self.”

      “And your intrinsic core self is that woman in the shop, driven to understand the significance of a hairbrush.” I settle my hand over hers, threading our fingers together. She lets me, opening easily, and this feels important. A gesture that means the something between us encompasses more than last night. It’s about holding hands on a bench. It’s about understanding each other. It’s about savoring every second we’re together.

      She gasps, letting go of my hand and snapping me out of my head. “The hairbrush! The globe! How did I not see this at first?” She grabs my arm, squeezing hard. “The globe in the Exploration Society. It has to be the one they talked about in the letter, where they put their hands on the globe and talked about all the places they wanted to go, and then kissed across the world.”

      A smile ignites inside me. This woman. The way her mind works. “You’re brilliant. Everything has been hidden in things that mattered to them. The next one must be too. But in what? Not a moon pie, we’ve learned.”

      “They hid the letters in places that would last. Did you hear Pat say he’d owned the shop forever? I bet they hid it in his shop because they knew he’d never be kicked out, since he owns it. So, the last one has to be someplace similar. Except I don’t think we’ll know till we figure out more of the clue. We’ll put our heads together today as we go to the house. It starts with ‘last show.’ They clearly performed again, no matter what Pat says.” She grabs my knee. “Is this the miracle knee?”

      “It’s magic,” I say with a crooked grin.

      “You are such a lucky bastard. You don’t even have a single wound.”

      “I have scars from plenty of other near misses; rockfalls; and close escapes from bears, gators, and very angry rivers, thank you very much.”

      “Again, lucky bastard.” She takes a beat, then her lips curve up. “But that’s a good thing. I’m glad you’re able to run from bears and rivers. I want you to do those crazy things.”

      “You do?” I ask because . . . holy shit, she does? No one has ever wanted me to. No one in my life sees it this way.

      “Of course.” She’s matter-of-fact about it. “Those crazy things make you happy. They make you you.”

      And that’s when I know.

      That’s when I’m certain. This is my second chance. This is my mulligan, and I can’t let it pass me by.

      “Let’s do the road trip. Then we’ll get on a flight to Paris. We’ll go to Florence.” I swear, a ray of sunlight bursts in my chest. I can see it so clearly, can picture her there, picture us everywhere. I don’t know how, but we’ll figure it out.

      “We?” Her eyes are full of question marks.

      “We. I’ll take you everywhere,” I say, and yes, this is how we do it. We write a new adventure. This is my second chance at what I botched ten years ago.

      “Hunter,” she says, and the message in my name is clear—Don’t go there unless you want to stay there.

      “I mean it,” I say firmly, gripping her hand.

      She shakes her head. “I don’t want to do this right now.”

      “When, then? When can we get into this?”

      She nibbles on the corner of her lips. “You can’t just say all these things. This is crazy. We’re not those people.”

      “We’re different people. We’re these people.” I can’t live without the woman I regret leaving. I can’t stand not loving her. I slide a hand into her hair, look her in the eyes, and say, “We can do this, because I’m in love with you, Presley.”
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      No way.

      There is no way he said what I think he said.

      I’m dreaming. I’m hallucinating.

      Perhaps I have a fever. I’m a little warm. Maybe my temperature has spiked to 104.

      “How?” I ask, shaky. It’s all I can say. All I can think.

      He grips my hand harder, like he’s trying to impart his certainty to me. “I’m in love with you the way a man loves a woman when he can’t stop thinking about her, when he can’t stop touching her, when he can’t stop wanting to be with her.” His gaze never strays from mine. “That’s how I’m in love with you.”

      Is this real? Or has New York City turned to an emerald-green land with lush waterfalls and dappled forests? Because his words are as incongruous as a tropical paradise in the middle of Manhattan.

      Yet . . . that’s what he’s offering me, and I’m dying to dive in.

      “In less than a week?” I ask, incredulous. “You fell in love with me in less than a week?”

      He laughs and tucks a strand of hair over my ear. “Ten years, six months, one week, give or take.”

      My heart thunders, a wild herd of horses galloping in my chest, reckless and dangerous. “What are you saying, Hunter?”

      “I’m saying I was in love with you once upon a time, and I’ve fallen in love with you again. Being with you like this, seeing you, spending time with you . . . it reminds me that it’s always been you.”

      My chest swoops. My heart grows wings and soars, luxuriating in this big, wonderful feeling. This foolish and spectacular feeling.

      Be cautious. You’ve been here before.

      I try to tap the brakes. “Are you saying that because of Edward and Greta?”

      “You mean, is the way I feel a side effect of their romance? Like secondhand smoke?”

      “Yes, is this secondhand love?”

      He laughs and rests his forehead against mine, a move that’s so tender, so sweet, I nearly fall apart right here. “Secondhand love has a nice ring to it. But no, this isn’t because of them. It’s because of you. And yes, hearing their story reminds me there are people I don’t want to lose.”

      I feel like I’ve drunk starlight and am glowing from light-years away. I so want to tell him I love him madly too. But I’m petrified that something will go wrong. Something will fall to pieces.

      Because . . . he’s made these promises before. He’s told me before that we can stay on an island, drink from coconuts, and bask in afternoon naps in hammocks.

      How is this different?

      How?

      “Hunter?” I ask, softly, tracing lines down his bare arm. “How is this different than last time?”

      “Because I’m not that stubborn, ambition-or-bust twenty-seven-year-old. Because I know myself now, and I know what I want. I know what it’s like to lose you, and I can’t let that happen again.”

      His words are as beautiful as a picture, but he’s given me words before, and their looks can be deceiving.

      I close my eyes, trying to hold on to intellect, to reason. When I open my eyes, I tell myself to think rationally.

      I survey the scene around me. Caribaldi’s Firelight PlayHouse. Down the street is the Silverlight one. On the next block, just around the corner is The Great Escape Theater.

      I repeat the names in my head, and everything comes into focus.

      I snap my gaze back to Hunter, whispering the words I’ve memorized. “Do you want to know the final chapter of the story? If you do, then you must go to the site of our last show together. You will find it there, but it’s not what you think. It might seem like a grand chronicle, but it’s not a tale of our ride by the silvery light of midnight, nor the story of our daring great escape. It’s something else entirely.”

      “What is it?”

      Standing, I flap my hands wildly. “Silverlight Theater. Great Escape Theater. The Grand Fountain Theater. Those are mentioned in the letter. For all intents and purposes.”

      His eyes pop as the pattern becomes clear, like words levitating from a page and making themselves known. “They named the places where the letter isn’t. We just need to figure out which ones aren’t mentioned.”

      “That’s easy. We’ll Google the theaters they own. Then we’ll have to come up with a plan to . . . canvas a handful of Broadway theaters tonight?” I laugh, floating on the thrill of this new clue revealing where to go next. “But we can do it.”

      “We definitely can. And I bet one of them has a sign in the lobby selling moon pies,” he offers, the corner of his lips hooking into a grin.

      “Yes! That has to be it.”

      “And this . . . this is why I love you. Your brain. Your beautiful, gorgeous brain never stops working, and I love it. I love it, and I love you.” He grabs my face and presses hungry lips to mine like he’s devouring my resistance as he kisses me. He probably is.

      He definitely is.

      I break the kiss, laying a hand on his chest. “You can’t say these things. You’re trying to make me fall in love with you all over again too.”

      “Good. It’s working, then.” His devilish grin makes my stomach flip. “And we need to figure out which theater the last letters are in.”

      “We do. But do you know what this means?” I ask, energized by the chase once more.

      His lips twitch. “I do, smarty-pants. It means Edward and Greta performed again.”

      “That’s the height of romance.” I can feel that swoon coming over me once more as I think about their love story.

      Hunter’s phone trills. He grabs it from his pocket and sighs. “Lenny. He’s looking for me. Driving around, wondering where to pick me up.”

      My eyes widen. “And Daniel wanted to join us at the estate today.”

      “We’ll talk on the way,” Hunter says as he replies to Lenny with our location.

      But talking on the way doesn’t happen. Daniel calls me, asking us to swing by and pick him up.

      We don’t catch a moment alone all day, not with Daniel as our third wheel, and he’s utterly delighted by everything in the home as we finish up the job.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Later, Daniel slides into the car to return to the city, and I tell my boss I’ll join him shortly.

      Outside the house, I grab a moment with Hunter.

      “I’m going to head to my mom’s house since it’s a few minutes away,” he tells me. “My tux is there. But I’ll see you tonight for the gala. Can you meet me early, in the theater district? We can search there in the three remaining theaters.”

      “I thought you’d never ask,” I say with a coy smile, even though I don’t feel coy in the least. I feel buoyant and also terrified. I don’t know which one will win out.

      “Good. And I want to talk tonight. We need to figure out what we’re doing,” he says as a warm breeze blows through the maple trees outside the Valentina estate. “I’m leaving in two days, honey.”

      That’s the problem.

      He’s leaving. He’ll always be leaving.

      And I’ll always be staying.

      And really, nothing has changed.

      He’s still promising we’ll somehow magically make it work.

      I want to believe him, but I’m ten years wiser, and magic doesn’t make love last.

      Work does.

      For now, I give him a professional goodbye and head to the car, where Daniel chats animatedly about how well this project has gone, the calls he’s fielding because of it, how it’s definitely putting Highsmith and us—he keeps saying us—back on the map again.

      “That’s so great,” I say, because it is, because this is what I’ve longed for professionally.

      But personally, my mind is elsewhere.

      Once I’m back in the city at my apartment, I try to breathe, but I’m finding it nearly impossible.

      Not when Hunter’s told me everything my traitorous heart longed to hear.

      I shut and lock the door behind me, march to my bed, yank the nightstand drawer open, and read his note from years ago.

      

      
        
        Dear Presley,

      

        

      
        You.

        I think of you.

        I dream of you.

        I want so much more of you.

      

      

      

      I trace the words, wondering how Greta felt when Edward told her he was coming for her. Is Hunter my Edward? Or is he still the man who broke my heart? Does he simply want more of me, or is he willing to figure out how to have me?

      I have no idea, so I call reinforcements, dialing Truly. When she answers, I blurt out, “Can people change?”

      “What happened, sweetie? Tell me everything.”

      “He said he loves me. He said he’s fallen in love with me again. He said . . .”

      I don’t finish because she tells me she’s already hailing a cab.

      Fifteen minutes later, I buzz her up.

      I’ve never been happier to see my friend, especially because, in a heartbeat, all these emotions bubble up, spill over, and turn into a sea of tears.

      “Do you love him?” she asks as we settle on the couch, a glass of wine in my hand, raspberry tea in hers.

      I lick my lips and shrug.

      “Liar.”

      “Why is that a lie?”

      “You know why. This is not a question you’re unsure about. Do you love him?”

      I gulp in all the air in the city. “I think I do. That’s the problem.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t know if he’s changed. He’s promising the same things he promised ten years ago. It’s all stories and hope. But what if he breaks my heart again?”

      “Only you can decide whether to take that risk. All I can say is cross-examine his ass and make sure he’s changed before you say yes.”

      I don’t know if he has.

      But I know this: I have. I’m going to protect my heart before I give it away again to someone who already has the lock and key.

      First, though, I have to do something.

      After all, there are certain rules a woman should always follow.

      Definitely never show up to see the ex unless you can walk in like you own the place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            32

          

          

      

    

    







            Hunter

          

        

      

    

    
      There is hardly time.

      But where there’s a will, there’s a way.

      I adjust my bow tie, bound down the steps, and give my mother, dressed in her champagne gown, a peck on the forehead. “You look beautiful. I’ll see you there, Mom.”

      Fiddling with her bracelet, she jerks her gaze to me curiously. “You’re not going with Jesse and me? I was thinking the extra ticket you asked me to hold might be for Hillary, Marisa’s daughter.”

      I wiggle an eyebrow. “No, Mom. I found my own date.”

      She gasps. Audibly gasps. Doesn’t even try to hide it as she smacks my elbow. “Tell me more, you little rascal.”

      Franklin barks from his spot on the kitchen floor by her feet, weighing in. “He feels the same way. He wants to know. Who is she?”

      I give her an impish shrug. “No time to get into the details. I have plans to put in motion.”

      She clasps her hands in prayer. “Are you moving home?”

      I give her a salute. “See you later, Mom.”

      Then I spring out of the house, down the steps, and into my waiting Lyft. Once inside, I unfold my letter. The one I keep with me. I skip straight to the lines I need to brand on my brain.

      

      
        
        There are some chances that only pass your way once, and you have to grab them. You have to seize them, clutch them, and hold them tenaciously with all your might.

      

      

      

      I need to give the woman what she wants. I call my cousin, since he knows everyone, and Josh answers right away.

      “Are things becoming even more clear?” he asks.

      “Like crystal. And I need your help. You know everyone in New York, right?”

      “Pretty much.”

      I tell him what I need and ask how quickly he can line it up for me.

      “I’ll make some calls right now.”

      “I need it ASAP.”

      “No shit, Sherlock. I figured that much. Did you forget I’m used to dealing with billionaire athletes who need everything yesterday? I’m on it.”

      He hangs up, and I check my phone every few minutes for a message from him while the car makes for Times Square.

      Then, as we weave down Broadway, my phone pings with a text message.

      

      
        
        Josh: Working it. Almost there.

      

        

      
        Hunter: Knew I could count on you.

      

      

      

      Tension spreads through my bones because I want hard facts now. I want to prove to her that I’m serious. But I’ll have to wait a little longer.

      As the car pulls to the curb on Forty-Fourth, I thank the driver and get out.

      It’s Saturday night in Manhattan, and the streets are swimming with theatergoers, some in charcoal suits and black dresses, some in yoga pants and jeans. That’s Broadway for you.

      I scan the throngs, searching for the woman I’m willing to make changes for.

      Then I see burgundy, the color of a cabernet sauvignon. All the breath rushes from my lungs as my eyes travel up the dress that hugs the curve of her hips, the swell of her breasts. Then up farther to pink-glossed lips and eyes like a cloudless sky. Her hair is pinned up in a twist, and her neck . . . my God, her neck.

      Presley doesn’t see me at first. She’s scanning the crowd. There is something so tantalizing about catching a glimpse of your woman before she sees you, catching that moment of surprise.

      I walk over to her, my hands itching to touch her, my lips needing to kiss that delicate skin. She must sense me because she turns as I reach her.

      “Hi,” she says, taking me in. “Nice tux. I bet you own it.”

      “A man should.”

      “It’s working for me. The whole look is working for me.”

      “Every single thing about you is doing it for me.” I run a hand down her arm, savoring the feel of her skin.

      Then we kiss. It’s soft and tender, and it completely blows my mind. The lip-gloss taste of her, the honey smell of her hair, the feel of her melting against me—this is a chance worth taking. This is what I can’t lose.

      When the world’s greatest kiss ends, she blinks, breathes, and says, “Hi, again.”

      I don’t waste time. I don’t need to wait for Josh. I’ve got this. “I’m getting a place in New York. My cousin is helping me. When I come home, I can see you.”

      Her eyes widen, glowing like a neon sign. “You are?”

      “I know that’s presumptuous. But you asked how this is different. This is how. When I’m not on the road, I’ll come here instead of Los Angeles.”

      “You will?”

      In her question, I hear uncertainty. I need to respect that.

      “It’s not often, Presley. I’m on the road a lot. I have months of shoots and travel already on the schedule, but I want to make time for us. I want to do it right and find a way to make us work. Home will be here, where you are, and we’ll start from there. Let’s make a go at it for real, no last-minute changes.” I set my finger against her lips, since I don’t want her to feel pressured to answer. “Think about it for now. But I want you to know what I’ll do for you. For us. To show you this time is different.”

      “Hunter.” My name is a plea. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Don’t say anything. Let’s go exploring.” I take her hand in mine.

      She squeezes back. “I do have something to say.”

      “The floor is yours.”

      She dusts a kiss onto my cheek—the sweetest kiss. “Thank you.”

      And like that, I’m floating on hope.

      A few minutes later, we head to option number one. The Castle Theater is currently home to Raiders of the Lost Ark: the Musical, a huge production known for its spectacle and its big rolling boulder.

      “I bet the Valentinas never imagined the theater would house such a huge show,” I say.

      “They probably couldn’t conceive of it,” she adds.

      Something about that nags at me. Something I don’t want to be true. But I soldier on. “Want to slip inside and grab some Junior Mints and moon pies?”

      “Let’s go moon-pie hunting.” She steps into the lobby, but I catch sight of a plaque outside the theater, bronze and gleaming like it’s new, sitting proudly to the left of the marquee.

      And yep. The nagging hunch was correct.

      The year of the theater’s founding is etched on the plaque: 1991.

      My heart sinks as I tug Presley's hand and pull her over. “It’s not this theater. Edward and Greta died in the late seventies. We didn’t check the dates the theaters opened. This one is too new.”

      Her shoulders sink low, then she blows out a stream of air and props herself back up. “It’s okay. It’s fine. There are two others.”

      As we walk to the Atlas Theater, a block away, I google it. Reception is sluggish here, but I don’t need a search engine to tell me what I can see for myself as the theater comes into view. It’s built inside a hotel. It’s too new.

      “That leaves us with one more theater in their holdings,” Presley says. “The Folklore.”

      I flinch like someone just shocked me. “Folklore.” It tickles my memory, not a rare word, but not a common one either. “Didn’t Pat say something about folklore earlier today? ‘Some things are just folklore.’”

      “That has to be it,” Presley says, and speeds her pace. “The way he was feeding us clues, that must be where it is. It’s right around the corner.” She searches for the founding date as we race.

      “It opened in 1941. This could be it. It’s one of the old-time theaters here.”

      When the marquee comes into view, it advertises Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.

      “That show was done recently,” she says, breathless. But her brow furrows. “Or . . . was it?”

      There are no crowds. No throngs of theatergoers streaming in.

      She gulps. “I’m guessing The Folklore isn’t simply the only theater without a Saturday-night show.”

      “Looks like there isn’t a show here any night.”

      A sign strung across the lobby doors says it’s the future home to a three-story shopping center, anchored by a Forever 21 store.

      There are no more theaters for the Valentinas’ last performance.
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      My breath comes too quickly, like it’s racing to escape my body. I’m shaking with frustration. Or maybe it’s sadness. My stomach twists like it did when I learned The Forgers had been remaindered, but worse.

      Because this matters more.

      Which scares the hell out of me.

      I shouldn’t care so deeply about a bunch of old love letters.

      I shouldn’t, and I can’t, and I won’t.

      Raising my chin, I tell myself it’s fine.

      I say it aloud, so I can convince myself. “It’s going to be okay. It’s just a letter. It’s just a story. It’s just words intended for someone else. We’ve found enough,” I say flatly as we walk away, the shuttered theater falling behind us.

      I can’t even look back at it, knowing Edward and Greta performed there, knowing this couple who—stupidly, ridiculously—feel like patron saints of true love, of second chances, stepped foot in that place.

      Did someone else find the last letters? Have they already been scooped up? Or will they wither beneath a store that peddles midriff-baring tops and thigh-skimming skirts?

      Wincing, I imagine the tale of Edward’s return to Greta crunched in the maw of a bulldozer or tossed haphazardly into an industrial-size dumpster.

      “A goddamn mall,” Hunter mutters as he marches toward—where else?—Caribaldi’s Curiosities. He points to the shop like he wants to stab it. “He could have told us. He could have told us The Folklore was closed.”

      He’s right, and in a split second, his fury becomes mine. I drink it down in one thirsty gulp.

      “Exactly,” I spit out. “It was like he wanted us to find a dead end while unloading that pointless moon-pie sign on us.”

      “That sign is a joke. He jerked us around to make a sale.”

      My heels click angrily against the sidewalk. “I’d like to stuff a piece of moon pie in his face.”

      “I’d like to leave a whole carton of moon pies stacked outside his door so he can’t open the shop tomorrow,” Hunter says, flashing me a furious grin.

      He’s in this with me. He wanted this as much as I did. He’s mad as hell too, and ready to get some answers.

      Too bad the sign slapped on the front door says “Returning Monday morning. Until then, follow the path that points to curiosity.”

      “Oh, please,” I growl, shooting balls of fire at that hokey sign from my angry glare alone.

      Hunter sneers at it. “As if I need his Yoda-isms.”

      “If I wanted affirmations, I’d get on a Pinterest board,” I say.

      “Please. That’s not worthy of a dime-store coffee cup.”

      “Why don’t you follow this path to curiosity?” I say to the store. Then I do something out of character. I flip the bird. To the sign. To a freaking sign. Because Pat led us on a wild-goose chase with goose shit at the end.

      Hunter joins me, flubbing his lips at the notice, gesturing dismissively. “Enjoy your date night, Pat. I hope your wife likes it when you talk in circles.” Hunter turns to me, his mouth softening, his anger fading. “Except . . . I wanted the letters, Presley.”

      The way he says it, it’s like he’s cracked his rib cage open for me. All my frustration drifts into the breeze. I let it go. “Me too.”

      “I wanted them so damn badly. I never thought I’d be chasing love letters. But here I am, wishing we’d found them.”

      “Why did you want them so badly?”

      He brushes the backs of his fingers along my cheek, leaving a trail of want in his wake. “I wanted to show you what we could do together. What we could accomplish. The adventures we could have. Now we’ve been thwarted.”

      Despite myself, I laugh. “Thwarted.”

      “What’s so funny?”

      “It’s a funny word, ‘thwarted.’”

      His lips curve into a grin. “It fits, then, because I’ve had more laughs with you than I’ve had in a long time.”

      I lift a shoulder and give him a coquettish look. “Maybe you need to hang out with funnier people.”

      “Maybe I do. And maybe that’s why I wanted the letters. They brought me back to you. And I wanted to finish their story with you.”

      His words are wondrous, but terrifying, as an awful thought skids into my head. I worried before—is this secondhand love he’s feeling? Is he falling in love with me because of these heartfelt letters from a century ago? Will he fall out just as easily when we go home empty-handed, bereft of the final chapter in their love story?

      “But what if we never find them?” I ask.

      He shrugs and holds out his hands, showing they’re empty. “Sometimes I want dessert. Doesn’t mean I love the meal any less.”

      A laugh bursts from my chest. “Am I the meal?”

      “Honey,” he says, his eyes twinkling with mischief as he takes my hand. “You’re the champagne, the appetizer, the dinner, and the dessert.”

      I scrunch up the corner of my lips. “You’re kind of setting me up right now to say Eat me up. You know that, right?”

      He smacks his lips. “You seem to enjoy being eaten, if memory serves.”

      This man.

      He makes me laugh, he makes me swoon, he makes me think, and he makes me feel.

      But thinking is what I have to do most of all. I have to think about his offer.

      “Let’s get to the gala,” I say. “If we can’t have letters, at least we can have champagne.”

      “Champagne is an excellent start.” He hails a cab easily, and when we’re inside, he takes my hand. “You know, Presley”—he runs a thumb along my knuckle—“we can do things like this. We can go to events or museums or dinners.” Then across my wrist . . . “Or we can stay home and just do nothing together, or nothing but each other. We’ll figure it out.” Over my palm. “Even if it’s only the occasional long weekend for the next several months. But we start there and build on it. See where we are when my travel lightens up, and then decide what’s next, together. Hell, we can write letters.”

      He’s not promising me everything.

      But I don’t want him to give up what he loves. I want what I wanted before. For him to come home to me.

      I don’t know if this will be enough. But maybe he’s right and it’s a start. And if letters worked to keep the flame brightly burning for Edward and Greta, perhaps they can work a century later.

      I stop thinking. Because I’m feeling. I’m feeling everything as he touches me.

      This isn’t ten years ago.

      He’s not making empty vacation promises.

      He’s stepping closer to me. He’s showing his hand and asking for mine.

      Do I want more of him than an occasional long weekend? Hell, yeah. Will a night or two a month be enough for this ravenous girl? Probably not. But this is the man I’ve fallen in love with. Plenty of women and plenty of men have made long-distance relationships work. Why can’t we?

      If I’ve learned anything from the patron saints of true love, it’s that you have to work for it. It doesn’t arrive packaged on your doorstep. You fight, and you try, and you learn, and you grow.

      And you make a choice.

      Sometimes all you have is a little something, and you’d be a fool to let that go.

      Maybe that’s the lesson of the love letters. We’ll never find that last one, but their story changed my heart.

      And now it’s been unlocked, freed from its cage. It flies to him. It’s always been his. Maybe the reason I’ve have bad luck with men is I never wanted to fall for anyone else. Maybe I couldn’t. Because my heart was given a long time ago. It’s been his for years.

      I run a hand through his hair. “I’m done thinking,” I say, as the cab slaloms past a bus.

      His smile lights up the night. “And your conclusion is?”

      “You’re mine. I want more than a weekend with you. But if that’s all I can have, I’ll take what I can get. For now.”

      His smile is magnetic, bursting with joy. “And if you liked my love letters before, wait till you see what I deliver now.”

      Remembering his swoony words from the first time around makes my insides flutter. “I can’t wait.” I’ve also learned the power of the pen on paper when it comes to holding a couple together.

      “And I’ll make those weekends worth your while, I promise.”

      “Hell, yeah, you will.”

      “I’ll take your ‘Hell, yeah,’ and I’ll raise it to a place in Murray Hill. Josh came through. He already snagged it for me from a realtor friend. I just heard from him. We won’t see each other often enough, but we can make this work. Because you’re mine too.”

      “We definitely can,” I say, sending a quiet thank you to two lovers from long ago.

      Then Hunter arches a brow. “Actually, I have an idea.”
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      When she says we can do anything, it hits me. There’s more we can do. More I can do.

      As the cab winds along Central Park, I meet her gaze. “This might be crazy, but would you want to come with me?”

      She blinks. “What?”

      “On my expeditions. We’ll have a blast. We can be together more than an occasional weekend.”

      She shoots me a look like I’ve gone nuts. “I have no interest in Everest or the Bering Sea. No matter how good in bed you are.”

      I shake my head quickly. “I know, but you wouldn’t need to climb anything or cross any river or what have you. But we could be together more. We could travel together, and you could work on your next book. You could explore art and artifacts all over the world and write about them. You could go to Paris while I do the Alps.” I smack my forehead. “You could go to Florence, and I’ll do extreme heli-skiing. This is brilliant. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before. It solves everything.” She has to say yes. How can she say anything but yes?

      She sighs sweetly. “I think that sounds lovely, but I like my job. Highsmith has struggled, but we’re starting to turn it around. I want to keep working in auction houses and museums.”

      All the air leaks out of me. “You don’t want to write?”

      “I do. Of course I do. But I’ve only wanted to write to further my career as an art historian. A book makes me more credible, increases my value. I’m not like you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’ve done everything. You’ve climbed every mountain, you’ve written massive best sellers, you produce and star in your own TV shows—you’ve left your mark. My God, you’ve saved a life. Probably more than one. But me?” She taps her chest. “I’m still trying to figure out what my mark is. I’ve been radioactive in my field, it feels like, but finally my luck might be turning.”

      “We can make new luck together,” I urge, hoping she will reconsider. There has to be a way. Another path. “Maybe you can take a sabbatical. You can do some research from the road. We can be together that way. It’s crazy, but maybe not. Maybe it’s what Edward and Greta would have done. What if my next book is some journey I embark on in the US? Some place you’ve been wanting to go for your research. We can be together more.”

      She purses her lips, takes a breath. “I want to be together, Hunter. But this is a lot to think about. You’re asking me to quit.”

      “No,” I say, my voice rising in volume because I want to make us work. I need to find a way. “I’m saying maybe take a few months off. We can figure it out.”

      She takes my hand. “You live in a world where you have complete control. I live in a world where I get a paycheck. And don’t tell me you’ll provide my paycheck, because neither one of us wants that.”

      I hold up my hands, surrendering that point. But I won’t stop trying. “Think about it.”

      The cab pulls up to Sorvino’s on Sixty-Second Street and Fifth Avenue. The address tugs at my mind, but I’m not sure why.

      When we get out of the car, I point to the building. “Does this address seem familiar to you?”

      Her eyes turn playful. “Maybe it’s an old moon-pie factory?”

      I snap my fingers, grab my wallet, and fish out the receipt from this morning. The frequency seems to change; the air starts to buzz. “The price of the sign was sixty-two dollars and five cents. And we’re on Sixty-Second and Fifth.”
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      The sky is raining caterpillars.

      Bus tires are made of yarn.

      Tree branches droop from the weight of titanium leaves.

      And Pat fed us another clue?

      The last feels more unlikely than the most unlikely of scenarios.

      We’ve already figured out where the last letter was. So why on earth would he drop that detail? That random, pointless detail?

      “It has to be a coincidence,” I say, trying to make sense of this new wrinkle as I stand on Fifth Avenue outside Sorvino’s.

      “But that’s a helluva coincidence.”

      “Yes, true. But how would he know we’d be here? And look, even if he did—maybe we mentioned it somehow—this place is not and never was a Broadway theater.”

      “We didn’t mention the gala, Presley,” Hunter says, low and ominous. Cue the foreboding music.

      “What are you saying, Hunter?”

      His eyes swim with questions. “I’m saying something is up. It’s like when I’m out in the wilderness, and I can sense someone or something nearby.”

      “But life is full of coincidences. We met in the first place because of coincidence. We happened to be in the same museum at the same time.”

      “True.” Then he shakes his head, doglike. “Enough about Pat.” He takes my hand. “Let’s talk about all the things I’m going to do to your beautiful body on those long weekends when I’m back in New York.”

      As we go inside, he whispers possibilities in my ear. My mind swirls with images of midnight encounters, stolen Saturdays, and Sundays lolling in bed with this man. We’ll wander through Central Park, and pop into art galleries and museums. He’ll have to leave for work, and I’ll put him on a plane, my heart heavy but also full, since when he returns, he returns to me.

      Once we’re inside, a waiter circles by, and Hunter grabs two glasses of champagne then toasts to us. As the bubbly tickles my nose, I watch a woman with big brown eyes drop a kiss on a man’s cheek then swing our way solo, sweeping Hunter into a hug. She can only be his mother. She has the same eyes. Chocolaty, warm, inviting.

      “Mom, I want you to meet someone. This is my date. Presley Turner,” he says, proudly. “Presley, this is my mother, Barbara.”

      I clear my throat and straighten my shoulders. I’ve never met her before, and I want to make a good impression. I want to be worthy in her eyes.

      She turns to me, her smile knowing. “Pleasure to meet you, Presley. I’ll have to introduce you to Jesse as soon as he’s done.” She gestures to the man she just kissed.

      “It’s lovely to meet you, and I look forward to meeting Jesse too,” I say.

      As Barbara extends a hand, Hunter continues talking. “Actually, Presley is more than my date. She’s the woman I’m in love with. I leased a place in the city so I can see her more when I’m in town.”

      His mother squeals then covers her mouth. “Forgive my exuberance,” she says when she drops her hand. “Does this mean you’ll be cutting back?”

      Hunter chuckles. “You’ll never stop, will you?”

      His mother’s smile exudes hope, and she echoes, “Does it?”

      I step in to answer for him. “I don’t know that anyone can pry him away from his adventures. Or that anyone should. I’m just glad I’ll get a little bit of him. But I’ll share him with you.”

      Barbara casts her eyes toward her son. “I like her. Keep her.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      We make small talk about the event for a few minutes, then a tuxedoed man with brown skin and a dazzling white smile strides over. Vikas Winters claps Hunter on the back then pulls him in for an embrace. “So glad you could make it,” the older man says. “Did you narrowly race across a collapsing bridge before catching your plane?”

      “No. It was a bridge on fire. But I saved the whole crew,” Hunter says.

      “Not the neighboring town too? Slacking off, eh?”

      “Clearly I’ll need to up my game.”

      When they separate, Vikas cuffs him on the shoulder in that affectionate way fathers have with sons. Hunter was right. Vikas hasn’t replaced his dad, but he’s clearly become vital in his own right in Hunter’s life.

      “You look strange in a tux,” Vikas says.

      “You’re one to talk,” Hunter says.

      After introductions, Vikas kisses my hand. “I’ve heard a lot about you,” he says in a lovely British accent.

      He surprises me—not the accent, because I knew he was born in New Delhi, raised in London—that he knows about me. “I hope it’s all good.”

      “It’s all great.”

      Hunter offers a sheepish shrug. “Remember when I told you I reached out to Vik about something recently?” He asks, reminding me of our conversation at the diner.

      “Yes, but you didn’t say what it was.”

      “It was the chute, and how after it malfunctioned, I couldn’t stop thinking about you. I asked him for advice. Asked him what to do about the fact that I couldn’t get you out of my head.”

      My skin warms, and I lift my chin toward Vikas. “And what did you tell our wild adventurer?”

      Vikas grins impishly, like he has a secret. “It’s not what I told him that matters,” he says. “It’s what he tells you.”

      Hunter squares his shoulders and answers Vik, but he looks at me. “Don’t you worry, old man. I told her I love her. I told her I want to be with her.”

      The grin on his mentor’s face ratchets up ten more degrees. Vikas looks as pleased as the devil. “You’re a smart man.”

      Hunter wiggles his eyebrows at me. “Told you Pat was wrong. I am smart.”

      “You’re brilliant,” I say, dotting a kiss to his nose as his mother watches, looking thrilled.

      “On that note, we’ll excuse ourselves for a refill. So glad you’re in his life,” Hunter’s mom says to me, and I reply, “Me too,” then she tugs Vik away.

      A few seconds later, someone taps my shoulder. Expecting Hunter’s mother has something to add, I turn.

      But it’s my boss.

      What’s he doing here? “I didn’t know you were coming.”

      Daniel is practically bouncing, his blue eyes like sparklers. “Given our Vikas connection, I thought it was vital. So I snagged a last-minute ticket. And then I came to find you. I have extraordinary news. It’s about Oliver, the London businessman.”

      “The gentleman you’ve been talking to?”

      “Yes. He handles a number of high-end estates here in the US, and I just struck a deal to partner with him. We’ll be able to expand. I’ll be able to start a whole new division dedicated to exactly the kind of work you’ve been doing on the Valentina estate—archival hunting through American art and collectibles.”

      Now I’m ready to bounce too. “That’s fantastic.” I’m beaming, I can feel it—this is a far cry from Corey Kruger letters.

      Daniel points at me. “I want you to head it up.”

      This is the kind of opportunity I’ve been searching for. Something big, something meaty. This is why I busted my butt—in hopes that someday I’d have this.

      “I’d love to,” I answer. Because what else would I say?

      He rubs his palms together. “Great. I hope you don’t mind that it involves some travel.”

      “Travel is cool.”

      “Actually, more than some,” he amends. “You’ll be on the road nearly all the time. Traveling all over the US. Visiting estates. Cataloging them. Going to small towns. The schedule will be unpredictable, and you’ll be working a lot of weekends. But there’s no one better to do it.”

      I glance at Hunter, and we exchange a moment of keen awareness at what this means.

      We now have two complicated jobs. Two complicated schedules. It will be twice as hard to make this work.
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      It’s not a lie, I swear.

      It’s the truth when I meet her gaze and say, “I’m happy for you. Take it.”

      When I say, “I’m so damn proud of you,” that’s the farthest thing from a lie.

      Same when I haul her in for an embrace, whispering into her ear, “Told you you were a superstar.”

      And I mean it when she pulls back, lashes wet, with a question or protest on her lips, and I say again, “Take it.”

      Then Daniel tugs her away, saying he wants to tell her about the job, to call Oliver, to share more details.

      “Go,” I tell her with a smile. “I want you to.”

      But that . . . that is the lie. I don’t want her to go.

      And yet, I have to let her. This is her dream. I thought it was writing books, but I was wrong. Her dream is more houses, more art, more history. It’s cuffs rolled up, pencil on her ear, iPad at the ready. It’s recording details, learning, cataloging.

      Her words from earlier today echo a reminder of her true heart’s desire.

      There’s also a part of me that would love to explore this country. Take a road trip. Stop in small towns. See all the little artifacts and art and collectibles that tell you about the people there.

      This is her chance, and I can’t stand in her way. I’ve had so many opportunities, and I’ve seized them all, bitten down and savored every morsel with no regrets.

      But my selfish heart is heavy because I don’t know how we’ll make this work. So I do what a man’s gotta do.

      I head for the bar, where Vik waves me over, a drink already waiting for me.

      He eyes my attire. “Your tux is better than mine.”

      “I’ve told you, you need to own one.” This is helpful. Distraction is helpful. Vik’s a charmer and always good for a chat.

      “I do own it, you little brat,” he says with a smile.

      “Brat? This is the thanks I get after I saved your life?”

      “Are you still on about that?” He bows obsequiously. “Thank you, thank you, a thousand thank yous.”

      I laugh. “I require a thousand more, don’t you know?”

      The heaviest sigh in the world falls from his lips. “Lord help me. I’ll never get over this life debt.”

      I stare at the ceiling, considering. “No. You probably won’t.”

      “In that case, I see no reason not to add to it by asking for your jacket.”

      I look at him like he’s gone mad. “Why do you want my jacket?”

      “I like it better. I want to wear it when I accept my award.” He nods to the stage in the adjoining ballroom. “Do an old man a favor, will you?”

      “You’re not that old. And I don’t think we’re the same size.”

      He proffers a bicep like he’s Arnold Schwarzenegger. “I’ve been pumping iron.” He waggles his fingers. “Hand it over.”

      The woman I love is taking a job that’ll make it damn near impossible to see her. The last letters from Edward and Greta are gone. And an old man I don’t know led us on a wild hunt for who knows what reason.

      I knock back my whiskey, shrug, and take off my jacket. “Here you go.”

      His lips twitch as he removes his and hands it to me. It’s heavier than I expect. “A thousand thank yous,” he says.

      He slides his arms into my jacket, and it’s a little big, but he salutes me and turns on his heel, then pauses to say, “Now don’t snoop in my pockets.”

      He heads into the ballroom, and I follow, grabbing a seat at a table in the back where Presley can find me. I glance around, and she’s no longer in the lobby. Daniel must be chatting her ear off. Another look around, but I don’t see my mom either.

      Hmm.

      Well, there’s one more thing to do.

      Find out what the hell is weighing down this tux.

      I pat the material, sliding my palm over the satin lining on the inside jacket. Something round and circular sits inside the pocket. That’s odd.

      Well, there is that saying: follow the path that points to curiosity.

      Perhaps I should.

      Yes, I will.

      I reach inside and find metal.

      I take it out.

      It’s a compass with a latch on it.

      And the inscription . . .

      “It’s just folklore.”
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      I do the logical thing. The emotional thing. The only thing.

      I open that goddamn compass.

      Guests mill about, looking for seats. No one will notice.

      I flip it open, and my heart stutters.

      Paper. Letters.

      Yes.

      I glance around once more for Presley, but she’s nowhere to be found, and I have to know. I’ve always been a curious bastard. What’s in the box, what’s down the path, what’s over the hill?

      Gingerly I open the tightly folded sheet of paper and read the salutation. This is the buried treasure I was looking for.

      

      
        
        January 1923

      

        

      
        My Dearest Greta,

      

        

      
        It is time. We have made all the arrangements. We have handled all the transactions. We will arrive during your Valentine’s show in Chicago next month. When the show ends, Jack will take Baron for a drink, ostensibly to discuss business, one circus man to another.

      

        

      
        You must be ready.

      

        

      
        While they are out, we will depart on the last train.

      

        

      
        Please forgive me if I sound businesslike and too serious, but I can’t emphasize how critical the timing is. We must go immediately. There will be bedlam once we’re gone. I rely on you, wholly and completely, to do your part.

      

        

      
        I know you will. I have all the faith in the world in you.

      

        

      
        By the way, have I mentioned I cannot wait to see you again?

      

        

      
        Be prepared to be adored every day for the rest of our lives.

      

        

      
        I am only ever yours.

      

        

      
        Edward

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        January 1923

      

        

      
        My Dearest Edward,

      

        

      
        Adored, you say? I am willing indeed.

      

        

      
        And I am yours, wholly and completely.

      

        

      
        But to your point. You are not too serious. You are exactly as serious as one must be in this situation. And I promise—you have my undying word—I will do my part as I have always done.

      

        

      
        Everything will be ready.

      

        

      
        We will be at our trailers. Bags packed. One each. Only essentials. When you give me the word, we will go. We will run, faster than we’ve ever run.

      

        

      
        Don’t you worry—I am a master of timing, and I won’t get hurt.

      

        

      
        I shall see you on Valentine’s Day, and you'd better be prepared too. I’ll be kissing you for days.

      

        

      
        Always,

        Greta
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      “What do you think? You could travel around the country. We already have some great houses lined up. Some wonderful estates with fantastic collections,” Daniel says, his voice filled with sapphires, rubies, diamonds.

      What do I think?

      I think so many things. Too many things.

      I gulp. “I think it’s amazing.”

      But if it’s amazing, why, then, does it feel like my heart is cracking?

      This isn’t how you feel when you land your true desire.

      My hands are clammy; my throat is tight. That makes no sense, because I want this so damn badly.

      But I want something else too.

      I want that man, and if I take this job, I won’t be able to see him much, if at all.

      “Would you be able to start in two weeks?”

      He needs to know now? I have to stall. “Would I be home at all?” I ask, keeping my voice even so I don’t give myself away.

      “You’d mostly be on the road.”

      God, it sounds like a dream. Like an incredible, incandescent dream. I’d be a fool to turn it down for a weekend here or there. Wouldn’t I?

      “It sounds incredible,” I say, buying time to think.

      Hunter wants me to take it. He wants me to have this.

      I should be over the moon. But I can’t shake the feeling that I’m making the wrong choice.

      “Daniel, can I—”

      A voice cuts in. “Presley.”

      It’s Hunter, and the knot in my chest loosens just seeing his face. He sets a hand on my elbow, directing his words to my boss. “I hate to do this, Daniel, but can I steal her away for just a few minutes? I swear I’ll give her back to you. Pretty please?”

      Ever the charmer.

      “Of course.”

      He’s a knight on a white horse—I need saving from having to give an answer, so I’m glad to see him ride in on his steed.

      He tugs me down a quiet hallway, his steps urgent. “I found the letters,” he whispers.

      “What?” My voice shoots up ten octaves.

      “They were in a compass in Vik’s jacket.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know. But read them with me.”

      There’s nothing I’d rather do.
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        February 1923

      

        

      
        My Dear Claudia,

      

        

      
        I am coming home!!! I will see you in a few days. I won’t even send this letter. I will hand it to you. But I want to tell you the story.

      

        

      
        On Valentine’s Day, I performed as the Woman in Red. Baron threw his knives at me. It was the hardest performance ever, because I was counting the seconds until it was all over, and I feared I would slip, move a millimeter, wobble.

      

        

      
        All I could think was how once the show ended, my life would change. Our lives would change.

      

        

      
        As long as everything went according to plan.

      

        

      
        When he finished the act and that night’s show, Baron left with Jack Caribaldi, having arranged to discuss business matters and potentially buy some of his circus. (Wait till you meet Jack! He is just your type.)

      

        

      
        We didn’t have a moment to spare.

      

        

      
        Not a single second.

      

        

      
        I raced to my trailer, grabbed my bag, turned around.

      

        

      
        And there he was.

      

        

      
        My love.

      

        

      
        The love of my life.

      

        

      
        A few years older, a few years wiser, but still the same. Brown eyes, dark hair, and a heart that beat for me.

      

        

      
        I gasped, and he gathered me in his arms. One quick kiss was all he allowed me. One wondrous kiss that turned my knees weak.

      

        

      
        There was no time for weak knees. He took my bag, and I shut the door. Only when I was down the steps did I realize I was missing something.

      

        

      
        My bracelet from our brother.

      

        

      
        Baron had it, the only thing I have from our brother. I told Edward. He drew a deep breath, glanced around, and then rushed me to Baron’s trailer, but it was locked. Edward grabbed his knife, picked the lock with the blade, and whispered, “Go.”

      

        

      
        I rushed in, snatched the bracelet from Baron’s bureau, then flew out of there.

      

        

      
        I grabbed everyone. All my friends, all my fellow performers who’d been trapped.

      

        

      
        Beanie and Tommy. Millie and Jo. George and William and Davey.

      

        

      
        And we ran. We ran through the night, down a dark street, along a hidden path. We ran to the train depot, and we piled into a car, and my heart didn’t stop beating at a rabbit’s pace until the locomotive rang its bell and we chugged out of the station, heading toward freedom.

      

        

      
        What’s freedom, you say?

      

        

      
        Freedom is when the man you love pays off your family’s debt so you’re no longer beholden to someone like Baron.

      

        

      
        But love? True love is when he does it for all your friends. He made enough money to free all of us from our debts.

      

        

      
        We call that train ride the Folklore Ride.

      

        

      
        Do you want to know why?

      

        

      
        Because our disappearance will become folklore. The missing circus performers. The trapeze artist who escaped, the strong man who ran away, the target girl who was a target no more. We’ll become merely tales.

      

        

      
        We’ll change our names, start new lives, free to begin again.

      

        

      
        Our old lives, our old debts, will simply be folklore.

      

        

      
        I cannot wait to see you again. But for now, I am here with Edward.

      

        

      
        And when I finish this letter, I shall turn to him, place a hand on his cheek, and say thank you.

      

        

      
        It will never be enough for what he did.

      

        

      
        He didn’t come only for me. He came for everyone.

      

        

      
        And that’s how I know I’ll love him madly for the rest of my life and beyond.

      

        

      
        But right now, I will be kissing him.

      

        

      
        And kissing him.

      

        

      
        And kissing him all night long.

      

        

      
        My love,

        Greta

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            40

          

          

      

    

    







            Presley

          

        

      

    

    
      I clasp my hand to my heart. “Oh. My. God.”

      “Yes.” Wonder paints his tone. “That’s the . . .”

      “That’s the real deal.”

      “That’s the biggest gesture I’ve ever heard of.”

      “And it makes such perfect sense.” My voice cracks. "What she said in the last letter about how the ending isn’t what you expect. Yes, it was an escape. Yes, it was a rescue. But he didn’t just rescue her.”

      “That must be why Baron Z’s shut down a few months later. Remember?”

      “Yes.” I nod quickly. “Edward liquidated his indentured servant circus.”

      “That’s why they changed their names. So Baron wouldn’t know who did it. Jack was the cover, and Edward paid all their debts. So he could free her.”

      I snap my fingers as the next realization strikes. “That’s why the other letter said it’s not the story of ‘our’ daring great escape, ‘our’ midnight ride. Because it wasn’t.”

      “It was everyone’s great escape.”

      His voice. It’s so rich so full of passion and admiration, and I still can’t believe that he feels as strongly as I do about their story. But he does, and it feels like ours. We’ve discovered it together.

      But there are details—like how and why—that don’t add up. “I still don’t understand how you found this in Vik’s pocket.”

      “I don’t either, but there’s one more letter.”

      We open it and read it together.

      

      
        
        Dear Children,

      

        

      
        So now you have the full story.

      

        

      
        But you may have questions. What happened next?

      

        

      
        Well, you know the basics. Jack finished his nightcap with Baron, bid him adieu, went to his car, and drove as fast as he could to meet us on the train when we crossed into Indiana.

      

        

      
        As for Baron, I can’t say. I imagine he returned to the grounds to find the performers’ quarters ransacked, only his people left—and the notes. Your father left the banknotes for Baron, the ones saying we were free and clear of our debts. Baron no longer had a hold on any of us.

      

        

      
        His circus limped along for a few months, maybe more, until it was picked over on the side of the road, a carcass of a creation.

      

        

      
        Beanie went home, glad to be with family.

      

        

      
        Same for Tommy.

      

        

      
        No more debts.

      

        

      
        No one to lord over them.

      

        

      
        They’d been freed.

      

        

      
        And so had I. I was free to return to Claudia, to take care of her. But she didn’t need much because as soon as she met Jack, they fell fast in love.

      

        

      
        Your father and I changed our last names. Took on a new one to celebrate the day we were reunited, against all odds.

      

        

      
        Valentine’s Day.

      

        

      
        We became the Valentinas.

      

        

      
        It was such a good performer’s name. It called to us. With a last name like that, it was a fait accompli—we had to perform again.

      

        

      
        Though not right away.

      

        

      
        We were too busy raising a family, and your father continued to build businesses. Did he miss performing? Sometimes, but he was happier to be with me, to take care of you, and to know that the others had their own fresh starts.

      

        

      
        But don’t worry—his thirst for adventure took him to South America with Jack. Such explorers. Such men who loved to conquer the world.

      

        

      
        You know the rest of our story. We raised you, we supported the arts, and your father went on expeditions.

      

        

      
        And yes, it is true, your father and I could not resist the call of the circus.

      

        

      
        When we invested with Jack in the theaters, we would sometimes moonlight at The Folklore.

      

        

      
        No names. Not even stage names. We couldn’t give away who we’d been—The Silver Blade and His Pink Ribbon Girl. Or who we became—the Valentinas.

      

        

      
        We were performers in disguise, simply known as The Knife-Thrower and His Target Girl.

      

        

      
        We loved those rare nights when we performed, but we loved them most of all because they kept us close to our story, to how we met and fell in love.

      

        

      
        Why did we leave this story for you?

      

        

      
        To remind you that love is a choice.

      

        

      
        That love is always worth choosing.

      

        

      
        Always worth fighting for.

      

        

      
        Always worth sacrificing for.

      

        

      
        Love is the greatest choice you can make.

      

        

      
        And we love you madly, deeply, always.

      

        

      
        Love,

        E & G, most affectionately known as Mom and Dad
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      Some decisions are easy. Some are hard.

      And some are hidden in plain sight.

      I tuck the letter safely away in the compass, slide it back into the jacket pocket, and take out my phone.

      “I have a call to make.”

      Presley blinks back her surprise. “You do?”

      “Yeah. Stay here.”

      A few seconds later, Trevor answers. “Hey, boss man. What’s up?”

      I waste no time. “What would you think about taking over my show?”

      “What?” It has twenty syllables.

      Presley’s eyes widen.

      “You be the frontman. You do the adventures. I’ll do the specials.”

      He jumps on it. “Um, yeah, but why?”

      “Sometimes a man has to do something else,” I say, meeting Presley’s gaze, giving her a smile.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m making another choice.”

      “Dude, you’re being awfully cagey.”

      “Do you want to take over or not?”

      “I do. I absolutely do.”

      “I’ll give you more details later.”

      I hang up, tuck my phone in my pocket, and take her hand. “I’m not going on the road all the time. I’m not chasing Everest again. I’m not going to spend my life away from you.”

      She presses her hands to her temples like she can’t fit my words into her head. “But, but, but . . . I wasn’t even sure if I was going to take the job.”

      I scoff. “Are you crazy?”

      “Crazy in love.”

      I laugh. “Good. Stay that way. But why on earth were you thinking of turning it down?”

      She shrugs simply. “Because it would mean less time with you.”

      I reach for her, pressing a kiss to her sweet, sweet lips. “God, I love you. I fucking love you. But you’re not turning it down. You’re doing it. And I’m doing less.”

      “But you love adventures.”

      “I love you more. How many times do I need to climb Everest? Five? Please. I’m good. Been there, done that. Have the T-shirt.”

      “It energizes you though,” she says.

      “And I’ll get by on a couple hits. I’ll do specials. I’ll do less. But you know what I won’t do?”

      “What?”

      “I won’t give you up. I won’t lose you. Deep down, something in me hasn’t been complete since we split, and it took me almost dying to realize it. How the hell could I read those letters and not put you first?”

      “Oh, God.” Her voice catches. “Is this just because of the letters?”

      “No. It’s because those letters gave me perspective. It’s because I choose you. You’re what I want most in the world. Now and forever. Tell me you’re down with this idea and let me kiss you again.”

      “You’ll really follow me around?”

      I nod emphatically. “I’ll go with you and I’ll be a happy bastard.”

      “Yes. I say yes. I say a million yeses.”

      I slide a hand through her hair, bring her close, and seal that promise with a kiss.

      A kiss for all time.

      As a promise of forever.

      One that says love is the first choice I’m making every damn day.

      When I break away, she’s holding my face. “Thank you.”

      This is right. This is good. “It’s time for you to chase your dreams, honey.”

      “You’re my dream.”

      The sound of applause rends the air.

      “Well, it seems someone found what I left for him.”

      I turn around to see Vikas. He’s here, and so is my mom, along with the woman from the Exploration Society, and Corinne. And Pat Caribaldi.
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      “Fancy meeting you here,” I say, wondering why the hell everyone is gathered around us looking like they just found million-dollar bills in their underwear.

      “You missed my speech.” Vikas frowns.

      “How was it? Did you wow them with your crazy tales?” I keep it cool while I gage what, exactly, is up.

      He smiles as he answers. “I did. They clapped and cheered and threw flowers and candy at me. And you? You were busy playing hooky?”

      “As a matter of fact, not only did I skip your speech, I snooped in your jacket.”

      “Find anything interesting?” The question comes from Corinne in her warm, smoky voice.

      Presley chimes in. “Actually, we found a compass. Funny thing, Corinne. You mentioned you were cleaning your collection when we spoke yesterday. Any idea about that?”

      The woman gives a cat ate the canary and a canary pie too grin. “I see you’re connecting the dots.”

      “Yeah, about that.” I point from Vikas to Corinne to my mom to Pat to the woman from the Exploration Society. “I get the distinct feeling you’re all in on this.”

      “Maybe you are smart after all,” Pat puts in, one gray eyebrow shooting up. “What gave it away? Was it, say, when I mentioned ‘the best ones’? Or was it when I disappeared ever so conveniently to let you read love letters in my shop?”

      Presley can’t stop grinning. “Just the fact that you sold us a moon-pie sign whose price turned out to be the address for this place.”

      “I did?” Pat says scrubbing his chin. “Hmm. Interesting.”

      “And you hinted at the brush,” I add pointedly, but I’m not mad anymore. What I am is downright curious, a dozen cats’ worth. “And the ‘folklore’ bit. Not to mention the sign on your store. Follow the path that leads to curiosity. You were talking about the compass with that sign, weren’t you? That sign was for us?”

      “Was I?” Pat acts shocked. “Was it for you?”

      “And the compass hint was too.” Presley turns to Corinne. “Is your brother in on this? Is Joseph going to join us?”

      Corinne waves a hand. “He’s in Prague, seeing Cirque du Soleil. He and his wife love to travel and go to shows. You can only imagine where that came from. But he said to send his regards. He was the one who suggested I mention, if you called, that I was cleaning the compasses.” A sly grin sneaks across her face.

      Presley grins too. “You were all guiding us, weren’t you?” Presley’s eyes roam from Corinne to the woman from the society, Melody. “That’s why you answered our email so quickly, Melody. You made sure we got in right away. You even said emails like mine were the”—Presley stops to sketch air quotes—“‘kind you live for.’ Why would an email like that excite you so much unless you were waiting for us?”

      “Waiting for you? What a concept,” my mom says, that knowing tone in her voice. “How would they know you’d find it? How would they know you’d be looking?”

      I heave a sigh and hold out my hands. “Obviously, you guys were all in on it.” I waggle my fingers. “Give me the goods.”

      Vikas steps forward, a twinkle in his eyes. “Remember that time you saved my life?”

      I roll my eyes. “I thought we were over that.”

      Vikas taps his sternum. “And yet, I can’t seem to get over the fact that I’m still here. And when you told me about Presley a few months ago after your parachute incident, when you told me how you couldn’t get her out of your head, it occurred to me that I could return the favor.”

      My brow furrows. “How so?”

      Vikas’s voice is warm and thoughtful as he gestures to the woman by my side then back to me. “It seemed you needed saving. From yourself. From your own ambitious, driven, incredible, but sometimes hardheaded self.”

      “So you repaid the life debt. You know you don’t owe me a life debt.”

      His eyes twinkle. “I wanted to do something for you. Something you needed desperately. You’ve accomplished so much, lived so hard, so well. But once you told me about Presley, it was clear what was missing. You were longing for her, Hunter,” he says, setting a hand on my shoulder. “You regretted leaving her. It seemed obvious to me you wanted a second chance, and you’re so damn pigheaded that God forbid anyone in your life suggest you actually pick up the phone and apologize.”

      “Hey!”

      Presley laughs, nudging me. “You are a little stubborn.”

      I shrug, conceding, “Fine. Maybe a little.”

      “So I thought perhaps there was a better way to show you. A way that would appeal to a man who loves adventures. And that’s why I felt you would be a most perfect candidate to receive a certain story that some of us here have been keeping to ourselves for this very reason: to bring two people together who needed a little nudge. Or a big one.”

      My gaze swings from him to my mom to Corinne. “This whole thing was orchestrated?”

      Vikas scrunches his nose. “Yes and no. The project was real.”

      “Yes, I absolutely wanted the home cataloged,” Corinne stresses. “But once the project was assigned . . .”

      Vikas picks up the baton again. “Then your involvement was orchestrated. But not guaranteed. You had to impress Daniel on your merits, though that wasn’t hard.”

      My mom raises her hand. “That was my job. Once I heard about the estate from Vikas, and the possibility of the letters, I passed your name to Daniel, since I know him and he’s a friend. I knew he’d want you for the project with your credentials. But that wasn’t my only role. Daniel knew nothing of the letters, so I made sure to mention secret compartments in old furniture several times, and he became quite fixated on those details, passing them on to Presley. So perhaps you had secret compartments in your head from the start.”

      “Subliminal messaging,” Presley muses.

      “In a way.” Corinne takes up the story. “But from the way they were set up, we were sure you’d find the first letters. And once you did, I played dumb when you asked about them. But I knew everything. And they wanted you to find them.” She gestures to Vikas.

      “Wait,” Presley cuts in with a hint of worry. “Was I hired just for this reason? So you could play matchmaker?”

      Corinne laughs, shaking her head. “No, darling. That was legitimate. We wanted Highsmith from the start. And once Highsmith was on board, and I happened to mention to my dear friend Vikas what we were working on, that brings us full circle to Vikas’s plan for Hunter. He suggested we find a way to get Hunter involved. He thought it would be the perfect opportunity to introduce him, and you, to a love story you needed to experience.”

      Vikas holds his hands out wide. “Welcome to the Secret Society of the Valentine’s Night Love Letters.”
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      This I have to sit for. We head into the ballroom and grab an empty table in the back as guests mingle after the awards ceremony.

      “I want to know everything about this secret society. But first, I need to know this—are the letters fake?” I clench my fists, desperately praying they’ll say no. I need that no so damn badly that I’m holding my breath. Edward and Greta are thoroughly real to me, and I can’t bear to learn their love was a mirage. “Have we been chasing a make-believe love story as part of an elaborate matchmaking ruse?”

      “They’re real. Incredibly real,” Corinne offers, fingering a silver chain around her neck, tugging it from her cleavage. A locket hangs on the chain, and she clicks it open.

      I freeze.

      I’m back in time.

      I’ve traveled into their story.

      There in black-and-white is the couple whose images were in the Exploration Society.

      Whose images are in books.

      But not this image.

      This is from before they reinvented themselves. Pre–Folklore Ride.

      In it, a dark-haired man stands tall and proud, dressed in all black, his hand poised by his head, his fist tight.

      A beautiful blonde in a silver-sequined leotard stands against a wheel. Arms spread. Legs wide. A knife lodged through a ribbon in her hair.

      The knife he just threw at her.

      I. Have. Chills.

      Hunter shakes his head in disbelief. Or maybe in belief.

      Because holy hell. “That’s them,” I whisper to him.

      “The Silver Blade and His Pink Ribbon Girl,” Hunter says.

      “My grandparents,” Corinne says reverently. “If they hadn’t written those letters, if he hadn’t found his way back to her, I wouldn’t be here.”

      My throat tightens, clogging with emotion, flooding with the prospect of tears. I bite them back. “They’re beautiful.”

      Corinne shows us the other side of the locket, and it’s another photo of Edward and Greta, smiling and leaning against each other next to a big top.

      “The place where they met,” I say.

      “Their friend Beanie took these photos.”

      “Beanie,” I say in awe. “Even she seems real to me.”

      “They’re all real,” Corinne says with a happy sigh. “Including the letters to my parents—their children.”

      “Did they find them? Did they go on the last adventure Edward and Greta crafted for them?” I ask, hoping she says yes. “The story is too beautiful to be hidden.”

      Corinne nods proudly. “They did. They found all the letters.”

      I sigh with relief, surprisingly grateful that we weren’t the first to discover them. This story is meant to be told, meant to be shared.

      I press on. “And then what happened? How old were they?”

      “Teenagers, and they loved it. My grandparents loved treasure hunts, and so did my parents, who had a gas finding the letters. Back then, they couldn’t share their story with the world. They didn’t know what Baron might do to them or the others. So the letters became a game and my parents formed a secret society. They didn’t know how long the society would last.”

      “Or who’d be involved,” Pat puts in. “But sometimes a man needs a kick in the pants.”

      I raise a brow in question. “Did you? Did you need one?”

      He chuckles. “I wasn’t always this easygoing. I was stubborn as a mule back in the day. My dad tried to get me to see the light about my high school sweetheart, but I had blinders on. So he had me find the letters.”

      “And your mom, Claudia?” I ask eagerly.

      Pat scoffs. “Mom? Of course. She was a total romantic. She was as crazy about him as he was about her. God bless ’em. Glad they set me on the right path, and those letters were all I needed to get my head out of my rear end. I married my high school sweetheart, Janice.”

      "Is she here tonight?” I ask. “You said you had a date with her.”

      “She’s out there with Jesse. They’re having a grand old time chatting. We didn’t want to overwhelm you two with too many people. But to your point, after I married Janice, I became one of the keepers of the Valentine’s Night love letters. And I’ve known a few pigheaded turkeys over the years who needed reminding of the power of love. So we picked them to experience the letters.”

      Melody raises a hand. “I was a recipient.”

      “You were?”

      “About ten years ago. My husband and I hit a rough patch, and Pat wanted to help out. He and his wife arranged for us to find the letters. To experience the power of that kind of love again.”

      “Did it work? Please say yes,” I add with a hopeful smile.

      “Very much so. It strengthened our bond when we needed it.”

      Hunter clears his throat. “So all of you protect the letters now? Da Vinci Code–style or something?”

      Vikas laughs. “Exactly. We’re exactly like The Da Vinci Code.”

      “But what about you? How did you come into this?” I ask Vik.

      He taps his temple. “The same way I come into anything. Knowledge, learning, listening.”

      “You’re being evasive again,” Hunter chides.

      He looks at the man I love. “I was aware of the story through Corinne. But no, I was not a recipient. I am glad that Corinne and Pat thought you’d be a worthy candidate when I made my case for you.”

      Chuckling, Hunter swats him on the arm. “You love ribbing me.”

      “It is one of my greatest passions,” Vik says. “But was I right? It seems I was, but I don’t want to assume.”

      Hunter turns to me. “So right that I’ve already made plans to follow her around as she embarks on a whole new phase in her career.”

      My insides go warm at the echo of his promise. We’re finding our way again.

      His mother squeaks. “You’ll be closer, and you’ll be safer. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

      “Glad you’re happy, Mom,” he says, then brushes a strand of hair from my cheek. “I have everything I’ve ever wanted too.”

      Shivers rush through me as he delivers a chaste kiss to my lips.

      “So, what’s next with this secret society?” Hunter asks the crew.

      “Do we take an oath?” I chime in. “Sign a pledge? Learn a secret handshake?”

      Vik chuckles. “No, but it would be an honor if you two would become a part of it now. And if you’d be willing to protect this love story until you encounter somebody who needs its power to realize what’s right in front of them.”

      I squeeze Hunter’s hand, speaking for both of us, since I know his heart on this matches mine. “We’d be honored.”

      “I have a question,” Hunter says. “Why is it still secret?”

      “Would it have changed your life if it were public knowledge? Something easily googled?” Vik asks.

      “No,” Hunter and I say together.

      “That’s why,” says Vik. “Some stories are better shared privately.”

      “And that’s why we didn’t want the letters to be filmed,” Corinne says. “You made that a bit complicated for us, dodging your request to film it.”

      “I understand completely. We’ll follow your lead,” I say, and Corinne reaches across the table to squeeze my hand. She’s wearing a silver bracelet, and I know it’s the one Greta went back for.

      It’s a precious artifact, something that tells the story of this family. “Your bracelet is beautiful. A true treasure.”

      “It is. Thank you for saying that.”

      “I have another question,” Hunter says. “How do we deal with The Folklore being shut down?”

      Pat shakes his head, sighing that whippersnapper sigh. “Improvise, kid. You use your head. That’s what we did. We sent you to a new place—a proxy for The Folklore. And we made sure the last letters wound up in your stinking hands.”

      “You don’t like me, do you?” Hunter says.

      Pat waves a hand. “I like you a helluva lot. You remind me of someone I like even better. Me. And we both needed a kick in the pants.”

      “You got yours. I’m getting mine. Can’t deny it worked,” Hunter says, with his cocky charm.

      I lean in and kiss his stubbled jaw. “It worked incredibly well.” Then I turn to Vikas, the man who whisked Hunter off to Antarctica all those years ago. I never thought I’d think this, let alone feel it, but I’m glad Vik hired him way back when.

      “Thank you for stealing this man away from me ten years ago. I don’t think we were truly ready for each other then. But we are now. So thank you for taking him. And for sending him back.”

      Vik dips his head. “You are most welcome.”

      Funny, how life has a way of offering all sorts of second chances.

      The trick is to look for what’s hidden in plain sight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Presley

      

      Eight months later

      

      The kettle gleams in the morning sun streaming through the windows of the old farmhouse.

      Hunter shoots it a scathing look. “It’s a teapot.”

      I give a c’mon glance right back at him. “It’s not a teapot. Just like the xylophone wasn’t merely a xylophone.” I grab for the copper kettle.

      He holds the object above his head playfully. “Are you sure you want this little teapot?”

      “You know it’s not just a teapot. Admit it, Hunter Armstrong. Tell the truth.”

      Hunter turns to the camera—his phone—and sets it on a holder on the kitchen counter. “Fine, fine. She was right. The xylophone wasn’t just a xylophone. It was used in The Folklore Theater’s many musical productions.”

      “And those shows had rave reviews.”

      “So does this teapot have rave reviews?” he asks, winking at the camera.

      Hunter and I do a little web show now. It’s a fun every-now-and-then chronicle of our adventures together and we call it, appropriately, “Hunter and Presley’s Everyday Adventures.” He’s persuaded me to take on some of the crazier things he does. Note: rock climbing is hard as hell, but makes your arms ridiculously toned. I’ve also taken up hiking, mountain biking, and white-water rafting.

      “Taken up” is a phrase I use loosely. I do those activities as a novice with him. But that works for us because he does this with me. Sometimes he accompanies me on my work, going to homes where I catalog estates and items.

      Today, I’m sorting through a home in Chicago, owned by a famous chocolatier. I waggle the kettle. “This is a chocolate pot and it was used by one of the best-known chocolatiers in America.”

      He turns to the camera. “Do you think she’ll make me some chocolate?”

      “It’s an antique. I’m not making you chocolate in it.”

      He turns off the camera. “Do you think there’s a love letter hidden in the bottom somewhere?”

      The idea makes me a little wistful. “No such luck.”

      The xylophone, though, was used for more than musicals. It was played in the opening number for The Most Amazing Big Top under the Sun.

      We learned that little detail after we dove into some additional research for the auction of the items from the home. An auction that, incidentally, was heralded in the art world for its “clever, unique, and captivating” finds.

      So many of the knickknacks we discovered in the house hearkened back to the Valentinas’ days in the circus, but they also symbolized the adventures Edward later went on. Pretty cool, in a way, that the antiques often had a double meaning. That enabled me to write up the details for the auction without giving away the private love story. The circus connection was simply attributed to the couple’s closeness with the Caribaldis, while the adventure angle was for the world to see.

      Part of me longed to write their love story, to let the tale unfold in a book. After all, I was looking for inspiration and I absolutely found it. But their story is personal and private. Instead, I wrote a proposal for a book of a different nature, and a new publisher accepted it. I don’t think it’ll be a best seller, but I don’t need it to be, because this job feeds that part of my soul. Besides, the book I’m working on in my spare time feeds it too. I’m crafting a collection of private love letters, and my publisher and I have invited people to send me their personal correspondence, letters they find in the attic, swoony text messages, scintillating emails, and so on. Let me say—there are some words that’ll make readers melt.

      After I set the chocolate pot down, I tell Hunter I have a gift for him.

      He arches a curious brow.

      I reach into my purse and hand him a sheet of paper.

      “What’s this?”

      “Open it.”

      I grin as he unfolds the letter from the Exploration Society then reads it aloud.

      

      
        
        In light of your accomplishments crossing the Bering Sea in an inflatable raft, cresting the Seven Summits many times over, and especially showcasing history, adventure, and exploration for millions, we are delighted to invite you to become a member of the Exploration Society.

      

      

      

      “You petitioned for me?” he asks.

      “You bet I did.”

      He gathers me in for a hug. “Look at you. Making my dreams come true.”
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      A little later, we head out into the bite of the Chicago winter evening.

      Hunter takes my hand, warming it between his as we walk to the car we rented.

      “You’re leaving soon for your next special?” I ask as I settle into the passenger seat.

      “Sri Lanka awaits. But then I’ll be back following you around. Like a dog.” He lets his tongue loll out, panting.

      He’s been true to his word, hosting specials, writing books, filming intros for Trevor, but that’s all. The episode covering the Valentina house was a hit, especially since Hunter changed his approach to it. He used that episode and the treasures in the house as a prism to dive into Edward’s explorations, with Trevor recreating some of the expeditions that Edward embarked on. Viewers loved it, leading Hunter to do more features on famous explorers. Still, I’d say he’s dialed down his work by 60 percent, and I love getting that much of him. I love, too, that he kept the apartment in New York that his cousin found for him—kept it because we moved into it together. We’re not there often, but when we are, we make the best of the city where we met, where we fell in love the first time, and where we fell in love all over again.

      I pat his head. “Such a good dog.” I draw a deep breath as he turns the engine. “Are you ever bored?”

      He shakes his head. “I am ridiculously fulfilled. Now let me show you something I found.”

      We go for a drive, and thirty minutes later, we’re pulling up at an abandoned train station. It’s old, a tiny little depot overlooking an empty field.

      “What’s this?”

      He gets out of the car and takes my hand, and we walk up the steps and stand at the edge of the abandoned tracks.

      And it hits me. I clasp my hand to my mouth, speaking in a whisper. “This is where they took the Folklore Ride. On Valentine’s night.”

      When I turn around, Hunter’s already down on one knee.

      It’s cold, but I’m warm all over when he looks in my eyes, flips open a jewelry box, and says, “You know that letter I carried around with me for years?”

      “Yes. Yes, I do.”

      “And my father’s words to me: There are some chances that only pass your way once, and you have to grab them. Seize them, clutch them, and hold them tenaciously with all your might.”

      I nod, my heart flooding with love as he continues.

      “I’ve taken a lot of chances in my life, and with you, I finally learned that taking a chance on love is just as important, if not more so, than taking a chance on anything else. I choose love. And I hope you’ll choose us for the rest of our lives. Will you be my wife?”

      I bend down, throw my arms around him, and kiss my yes to his lips as tears rain down on Valentine’s night at an old train depot, where another couple opened a new chapter in their love story years ago.

      Tonight, we start the next chapter in ours.
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      Hunter

      

      Five years later

      

      Some people don’t always see what’s in front of them. I didn’t. It took a near-death experience, a wise friend, my mom, and some good old-fashioned luck and coincidence for me to reconnect with the woman who makes my heart sing and my skin sizzle.

      But I’m damn glad I had that crew.

      Now it’s my turn to give back, and I’m good and ready. One snowy evening, five years after Presley and I got married, I call a meeting at my mother’s house.

      We gather round her kitchen table.

      Vik; Melody; my mother; Corinne; Joseph; Presley; our baby girl, Gretchen, and our infant son, Eddie; and Pat’s son, James. The old man passed on a few years ago, the day after his wife died. He had a good, long life.

      But his son took over for him at the shop and here with us, and it’s good to have the connection to the original families, especially since the younger man has the same salt and wit as his pop.

      Jesse, my stepdad, is here too. My mom married him a few years ago, and she’s as happy as she’s ever been.

      “So, it seems someone is in need of a little assistance,” I begin.

      Presley smiles as she bounces Eddie. “A lot of assistance. He’s pigheaded. Like his mentor.”

      “Gee, I wonder what that’s like,” Vik deadpans.

      “No idea,” I say, and then we roll up our sleeves, because it’s time to help my buddy Trevor along in the greatest adventure of all: love.

      I’d thought for the longest time he’d go for the Sports Illustrated swimsuit model. But it turns out he’s been in love with my assistant, Cammi, and she has a thing for him too.

      Here we go.

      Sometimes a man needs a little help from his friends.

      Or help from the Secret Society of the Valentine’s Night Love Letters.

      “So this is the plan . . .”

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      Sign up for my newsletter to make sure you don’t miss my next new book! DEAR SEXY EX BOYFRIEND is coming soon and it’s a hilarious and sexy best-friends-to-lovers fake fiancé romance that you’ll devour! Preorder it everywhere at a discount!
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      Let me just say -- none of this was supposed to happen. 

      I didn't expect the letter to go viral. I didn't think anyone would figure out who Dear Sexy Ex was. And I especially never thought he would find out about it. 

      Yeah, bit of a miscalculation there.

      But see, I need the money to fund my brand new venture. And Dear Sexy Ex, well, it turns out he needs me to save his business. 

      By becoming his fake fiancée.

      Yup, that's the pickle I find myself in -- pretending to be madly in love with the charming, brilliant, and utterly infuriating man known as Dear Sexy Ex.

      Only, it's not an act. And he can never know.

      

      Preorder DEAR SEXY EX-BOYFRIEND everywhere at a preorder discount!
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        FULL PACKAGE, the #1 New York Times Bestselling romantic comedy!

      

        

      
        BIG ROCK, the hit New York Times Bestselling standalone romantic comedy!

      

        

      
        THE SEXY ONE, a New York Times Bestselling standalone romance!

      

        

      
        THE KNOCKED UP PLAN, a multi-week USA Today and Amazon Charts Bestselling standalone romance!

      

        

      
        MOST VALUABLE PLAYBOY, a sexy multi-week USA Today Bestselling sports romance! And its companion sports romance, MOST LIKELY TO SCORE!

      

        

      
        WANDERLUST, a USA Today Bestselling contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        COME AS YOU ARE, a Wall Street Journal and multi-week USA Today Bestselling  contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        PART-TIME LOVER, a multi-week USA Today Bestselling  contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        UNBREAK MY HEART, an emotional second chance USA Today Bestselling contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        BEST LAID PLANS, a sexy friends-to-lovers USA Today Bestselling romance!

      

        

      
        The Heartbreakers! The USA Today and WSJ Bestselling rock star series of standalone!

      

        

      
        P.S. IT’S ALWAYS BEEN YOU, a sweeping, second chance romance!
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      I love hearing from readers! You can find me on Twitter at LaurenBlakely3, Instagram at LaurenBlakelyBooks, Facebook at LaurenBlakelyBooks, or online at LaurenBlakely.com. You can also email me at laurenblakelybooks@gmail.com
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