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      Belize, 5:00 p.m.

      Alec Brodie snapped a picture and looked down at the camera. The sun glared overhead, blocking out the preview screen. He squinted and brought one hand up to shield the viewer from the intense light. He hoped to complete the mission fast to go back home to England. However, he wouldn't stay for long before he had to leave again. Such is the life of a spy.

      His thumb found the button that would upload the picture through satellite and then delete it from the camera. Someone had carefully engineered safety precautions. This was the second time in recent months they had sent him to Belize. It wasn’t standard procedure to send the same man back into an area for surveillance, but he had a well-established cover. That was the only exception to the rule. He pulled a bandana out of his pocket and wiped his forehead. Another day in this heat with the tropical flies was one too many in his mind. He wanted to go home where the temperature was milder and the humidity didn’t suck the life out of him. He never cared much for tropical climates, nor did he care for days and days of endless sunshine. It was supposed to be the rainy season, but so far he had seen no rain. Over two weeks, he’d been here, waiting on his target to show up. Two days ago, the boat arrived, ready to be loaded down with cargo. As much as he hated what they were doing, he was glad to see it pull in so he could finish up. If luck was on his side, he would finish his work by the end of the day and head back home by morning..

      The mission was simple; take photographs, do not engage anyone. So far, so good. CORE was sanctioned to take care of the arms trade in this area, but no one went in without recon first. He wiped his face again and looked around, trying to find something touristy he could snap a few shots of. He’d been on the bridge taking pictures of the boats for too long. It was time to move on. The canal below him had warehouses and businesses on either side, which wasn't really the touristy side of town.. Smugglers used this location to store and transport their goods in the cover of darkness.. Most of the cargo that he monitored was going to Havana.. From there, it’d make its way to Miami and on into the United States. Alec wasn’t concerned about America too much, but arms trading, that was a different story. America was a leading buyer, even though they denied it. It didn’t matter which country the weapons ended up in, but in Central America, it was a tremendous deal. He’d watched his share of drug smuggling throughout his assignments.

      He'd personally like to work with Marcus more and bring some of those rings down, but his orders were to survey any extra movement in the arms trades. Word was out there was an uptick in activity.

      

      While it was dangerous to go into territories where arms deals were hot, most of his assignments had been easy and uneventful. He blended in like a tourist and played the role of photoblogger well. He snapped a few shots of the east end of the canal before walking back to the other side of the bridge for one last glance at the cargo being loaded onto the boat. Movement in the alley close to the docks caught his attention.

      Shit! Had he been spotted? Two men were making their way up the small slope towards his location. Should he head the opposite direction, or towards the men, being casual like he was returning to his room? Damn! The feeling in his gut told him they were coming for him. He didn’t need any altercations when he was so close to being done with this assignment. He headed towards them. With any luck, his gut feeling was wrong and he could keep up the facade of a tourist. Problem was, his gut was rarely wrong. He snapped a few more shots of various landmarks to keep up the appearance, the sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach growing stronger.

      

      As the men drew closer, he could tell by the look in their eyes they weren’t going out for coffee. Play it cool, he told himself as the distance between him and the men closed in. He took a deep breath and tried to sidestep them as they approached. Neither spoke as he passed. He felt a grip on his arm just before they spun him around to face the largest one. The smaller man stood behind him.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      The man’s foul breath accosted Alec’s nostrils. His stomach churned at the stench of liquor, garlic and poor dental hygiene. It was that or the man had just eaten dog shit. Looking at his filthy appearance, it wasn’t a farfetched thought. “I was thinking about dinner. Care to join me?”

      “This ain’t the tourist section.”

      “No shit!” The smart ass in Alec reared its head. He waited for the backlash. When it didn’t come, he spoke again. “I don’t like the overcrowded spots. I enjoy being around the locals. Get more feel for the area that way.”

      “See, that, my friend, can get you hurt. People might think yer lookin’ for trouble wandering ‘round in places you don’t got no business bein’ in. A man like that could find himself in the wrong place and then he’d get all messed up an’ ruin his little vacation.”

      Alec looked down at the man’s hand as he tightened the grip on his arm. He glanced over his shoulder at the other man and then looked back at Dog Breath. Alec wasn't sure if the man behind him was armed or not, but he had to act soon. “Man, I’m just checking the place out, taking some pictures to show the family back home.” Alec wanted to tell him he was the one looking for trouble, but he held his tongue. No sense starting a fight if he didn’t have to.

      The guy behind him grabbed the camera. The rough nylon strap grazed down his bare arm. He suppressed the urge to take the guy out for touching his stuff. He watched as the man stepped up beside Dog Breath and shuffled through the pics on the camera.

      Dog Breath looked up. “I see you like pretty women.”

      “What man doesn’t?” Alec asked with a half smile.

      “Maybe yer down here thinking yer gonna get lucky with a few of them?”

      Before Alec could answer, the smaller guy looked up. “He takes boring pictures. Pretty women, yeah, but more buildings and landmarks. There’s only a few of some birds, the ocean and the usual tourist spots.”

      Dog Breath looked at Alec. “I think it’s time for you to leave. Don’t let me see your face around here again.”

      “What about my camera,”Alec asked, glancing towards the small guy.

      “That’s the price you pay for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Maybe you won’t make that mistake again.”

      “Fair enough,” Alec replied as he glanced down at the man’s hand still holding onto his arm. “You gonna let me go?”

      Dog Breath released his grip, pulled his arm back and showed with a nod of his head that he should start walking.

      

      Alec didn’t waste any time taking the opening. He didn’t get in a hurry, but he headed off toward his bungalow. Once he got closer to the area where the tourist shops began, he glanced over his shoulder. The men were still standing there, watching him. Dog Breath smashed the camera, and both men headed in Alec’s direction. He instinctively took off running to stay ahead of them. He was sure it made him look guilty of something, but he’d pushed his luck once. No point in pushing it again.

      He ducked down an alley towards the beach where a row of shabby bungalows was tucked up in a line of trees and shrub bushes. After two weeks with time on his hands, he’d gotten to know the area pretty well. He hoped his pursuers weren’t familiar with the place. Judging by their accents, they were Cuban. Likely, the only area they knew around here were the docks at the canal. He slid into some bushes next to one bungalow and listened. When he couldn’t hear any footfalls from the men chasing him, he breathed a sigh of relief, but stayed low to the ground. His buddy Marcus had taught him to never stick his head out too soon. The enemy was always willing to wait you out, just like a lion waiting for its prey to come out into the open again. The minutes ticked on.
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        * * *

      

      He closed his eyes and listened. A chair skidded across the room in the bungalow he was leaning against. A woman’s voice started pleading with someone. He opened his eyes and looked over his left shoulder, spotting a small window, and eased himself up to peer in. Dammit! He didn’t need to get mixed up in what was going on inside. This wasn’t the time to play the hero. He looked through the window again and shook his head. “Why this and why now,” he whispered to himself. Of all the days to find this, it had to be today. No Alec, it couldn’t have been yesterday or the day before. It had to be right now, didn’t it? He leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. If you go in there, Bryce is going to have your skin. You’d be so ousted for letting this interfere with your mission. You can’t get involved. It’s against the rules.

      

      Within thirty seconds, he was in the house, tackling the man holding the gun.
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      Belize, 5:45 p.m.

      A loud pop ripped through the air and pierced Alec’s ears. Pain seared through his bicep as he grabbed the man’s hand and slammed it against the nearest wall, knocking the gun to the floor. Brodie grabbed for his face to shove it into the wall, but the man twisted out of his grasp and headed for the door, escaping before Alec could catch him.

      He turned and looked at the woman and young girl clutching each other. “You need to go to the police.” He looked at the blood running down his arm as he pulled a bandana out of his back pocket. He tied it around the wound, thankful it only grazed him, but the gash was deep. That’s going to leave a scar. He looked at the woman and girl again. They looked American or British, but he couldn’t be sure these days. “You speak English?” He picked the gun up from the floor and tucked it into the back of his jeans.

      The woman shook her head.

      “You need to report this to the police. Those guys will be back, and I won’t be here to stop them.”

      The woman looked at the girl. “We can’t go to the authorities.”

      “Why not?”

      “They can’t help us, or protect us.” She spoke the last bit in a whisper.

      “Look, lady, these guys are some serious thugs. Human traffickers. Do you know what that means, what they do?”

      “I know what human traffickers do, but those men aren’t human traffickers. They are after us for something else.”

      Brodie looked around the room. The two didn’t appear to be rich tourists. What could they be after? He eyeballed the girl, young, dark hair and piercing blue eyes. She could bring a lot of money to traffickers. If they weren’t after her, what were they after? He saw the tattoo on the guy’s arm. He remembered the same tattoo being etched in his mind XX years ago when his sister was taken.. He looked out the front window and back at the girls. “I don’t know who you think they are, but they are human traffickers. They’re part of a gang. I’ve seen that tattoo before.

      The woman looked concerned. “Are you sure?”

      “I am. That’s why you need to go to the authorities.”

      “We can’t.”

      “Why not? What are you hiding?”

      She looked at the young girl, obviously her daughter. “I can’t say.”

      “Well, those guys are coming back. I suggest you get out of here as fast as possible. I have to get out of here. I can’t protect you.” He started heading for the back door he’d came in.

      The woman stood up straight and grabbed his arm. “Take us with you.”

      “Lady, I have my own problems to worry about. I can’t have two females tagging along. I don’t need this burden.”

      “I can pay you.”

      “I don’t want your money.”

      “Please. We need to get to a safe place. Traveling alone doesn’t seem like the best idea I’ve had lately.”

      “You got that right, but I don’t have time to play babysitter.”

      “We’ll keep up. I promise. My niece may be small, but she’s quick on her feet. She was on the track team.”

      Alec turned around and stared into the woman’s eyes. He hadn’t seen fear like that in a long time. She was going to sucker him in with his soft spot. He could never say no to a gal in trouble. “It’s not just about the speed. I’m here on business.”

      “What do you do?”

      “I’m a photoblogger.”

      “At least take Casey and keep her safe. I saw you handle those guys. I can see you have skills.”

      He looked around the room again, Marcus’ words echoing through his head, “Don’t get stupid, Kid.” Marcus was older and wiser, always referring to him as the Kid. Alec knew he should heed the warning bells. He looked at the woman and her niece and then scanned the room again. He spotted a backpack on the floor by the bed. This was against his better judgement as far as a mission goes, but not against his better judgement of being a human being. He knew what those men wanted and if he could prevent it, he would. Marcus is going to have my ass when I catch up to him. “Throw your things in that bag,” he said as he pointed to the backpack. “Take only what you have to have. Make sure your passports are with you and leave your cellphones.”

      “We don’t have passports.”

      Alec didn’t want to know the answer, but he asked anyway. “How are you here without a passport?”

      A look of fear flashed across the woman’s face. “That’s not your concern.”

      “Great. That’s just great. You were smuggled in, weren’t you? And it’s damn well my business if you want my help.”

      The woman sucked in an audible breath. “I will tell you what I know. Can we please get out of here first?”

      “Grab your stuff. We’ll have to stop by my bungalow to get my gear. And hope those guys aren’t tailing us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Belize, 5:50 p.m.

      Alec and the gals crept around to the back of his bungalow. He eased himself up to the window. The covers had been ripped off the bed; the mattress flipped over against the wall, chairs strewn across the room. He sank back down and let out a long sigh.

      “What’s wrong?” The woman asked.

      “Someone has gone through my room.”

      “How have they already found out who you are?”

      Brodie pinched the bridge of his nose, right at the inside corners of his eyes, to relieve the tension building. “Different guys. Different set of problems.”

      “Then who are you, and what are you running from?”

      Brodie whipped his head around and shot her a look. “Good question. I need to ask you the same.”

      The woman averted her eyes to the ground as she pulled the girl closer.

      “You two stay here. I’ll only be a minute and if anyone is still in there, I don’t need you in the way.” He didn’t need anyone after him, knowing he now had excess baggage, either.

      The woman nodded her head and tucked herself and the girl into the shrubs close to the window. Alec slipped into the back door and headed straight for his hiding spot. Luckily, everything looked to be intact. He pulled his rucksack out of the floorboards and replaced the board and the rug that had it out of sight. He looked around the room one last time and had left nothing obvious out in the open, but there were definite signs that someone had been in the room. More than likely it was Dog Breath. They’d probably done some recon of their own before confronting him down at the warehouses. Maybe they weren’t as dumb as they looked, but that could raise other problems. Now he had to worry about human traffickers chasing them, and the gun runners were going to be hot on his tail too. Not a good day. Not a good day, at all. He could hear what Marcus would have to say, “Well, look what you’ve gotten yourself into this time, Kid.” And then he’d chuckle. As much as he scolded Alec, he was like a big brother. Alec appreciated that. At least to a point.

      Alec joined the girls under the bushes. He didn’t have a solid plan yet. If they could make it to the river a few miles away, they might have a chance of getting to Marcus’s location. He’d feel a lot safer when he got the woman and her niece squared away and at least the human traffickers off his radar. Bryce had been clear that Alec was to leave that alone for now. He’d already gone off mission and ended up smack in the middle of one of their takings. At least this was only an attempted taking. Alec had thwarted their plans. Next step, get to Marcus. Marcus would know what to do with them. He just needed to get to a private boat charter so he could get to Cancun. It was hard enough being on the run alone. Having the tag-a-longs would make it near impossible. He looked at the woman and the girl. “I have to get us a car. I’ll be back.”

      “Take Casey with you?”

      “It’ll be easier without her.”

      “But she’ll be safer with you.”

      Alec reluctantly agreed and told the girl to stay low and close behind him.

      The girl followed well. She was quiet and light on her feet. Alec turned to her. “You sneak out a lot?”

      “No. Why?”

      “You’re very sneaky. Quiet. You’re agile too.”

      “I’ve been in gymnastics since I was five.”

      “I guess that’s a good sport to be into when you need to be nimble.”

      “My dad taught me how to play hide and seek better than the other kids.”

      “He’s a scientist?”

      “I’m not really sure what he does, but I think he did a lot of sneaking around in his life. Maybe military? He taught me some self-defense moves, but they didn’t help much when three guys attacked.” She hung her head. “I was afraid they’d hurt my aunt. She screamed at me to run, but I couldn’t leave her.”

      Alec looked at her again. “It’s hard for anyone to take on three opponents at once. Don’t let those kung fu movies fool you. You did the right thing.”

      “Thank you for saving us.”

      The words pinched Alec’s heart. He thought back to his own teenage life. The year they took his sister. She was beautiful, just like Casey. If he could prevent a girl being taken into the life he knew they forced his sister into, he’d gladly overstep his mission boundaries and do it.

      “We’re not out of danger yet, kid.”

      “I know, but we’re better off that you stepped in.”

      “Maybe.”

      Alec found the car he was looking for and opened the driver's side door. He felt under the seat and pulled out a set of keys.

      He turned to the girl and held up the keys. “We’re good to go. Get in the backseat so your aunt can get in the front seat when we pull up.”

      The girl did as she was told. She even slid down in the seat so she was barely visible.

      Alec looked over his shoulder at her as he cranked the engine. She was smart. Smarter than most kids her age he’d seen. He made a mental note to help her with some more self-defense moves if they got the chance.
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        * * *

      

      Belize 6:10 p.m.

      “Lydia, you must trust me.” The man said.

      “And why is that? You haven’t been very helpful so far.”

      “Your niece’s life depends on it.”

      Lydia flashed back to what her brother had said, “Trust no one. This runs deep, sis. You protect Casey at all costs.” Who could she trust? She’d known the Russian for a few years. She just met this Alec guy not half an hour ago, but there was something about him. He had skills. Skills to protect. A Russian scientist didn’t offer those skills, but yet he’d found her. How?

      Alec pulled up in the car. Casey sat in the backseat. He rolled down the passenger window. “Let’s go.”

      She looked from Casey and Alec back to the Russian. What’s the right move here?

      “I can’t protect you if you run now. Let me help you,” the man said.

      “I’ve had enough Russian help, thank you very much. I’m doing this my way.” She ran to the car and jumped into the passenger seat.

      Alec punched the gas and sped off down the small city street. “Who was that?”

      “The guy who got me into this mess.”

      “He looks Russian, not human trafficker.”

      “He’s not a human trafficker. He’s a scientist. There are no human traffickers. Why can’t you understand that?”

      “Because I saw the tattoos on their arms. I know what they want.” He glanced over his shoulder at Casey. “They want her, and they will stop at nothing to get her.” He turned and watched the road ahead, sorting through what he knew. “Okay, let me get this straight. You’ve got a Russian scientist after you?”

      “Yes— and no.”

      “We’ll deal with the no part later. But you’ve also got human traffickers after the kid back there.” He said, pointing his thumb towards the backseat.

      “So you say.”

      “I’m right, trust me on that.”

      She turned to face him. “So, who’s after you? The way I see it we’ve got three groups of people after us.”

      “That’s not important.”

      “It is important. I’m trusting you with our lives. Maybe that was a mistake.”

      “You had your chance to go with the Russian. Why didn’t you?”

      “I thought I had a better chance with you.”

      “So what I’m running from didn’t matter ten minutes ago. Why let it matter now?”

      He watched her take in a long breath as she chewed her bottom lip. She clearly didn’t know which choice to make.

      He pulled the car over and put his face in his palms. Bryce will have your ass for engaging with the Russians. They may be CORE allies, but they still don’t like people involved in their affairs.

      He looked over at the woman. “Why are Russians after you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Alec turned in the seat to face her. “You don’t know? How can you not know? Or are you just not telling me?”

      “I honestly don’t know. A few weeks ago, my grandfather and my brother were killed. My grandfather told me Casey is de key. I have no clue what that means. The men who attacked us were after her. It has to be the Russians.”

      Alec shook his head. “Doubtful. They weren’t Russian.”

      “Maybe they hired those guys.”

      “No, they didn’t hire those guys. Russians like to take care of things with their own people. Those guys were human traffickers. They were after her for one reason and one reason only.”

      “So, I was right. There are three groups after us?”

      “Yeah, and two of them are after her. One for reasons I know and one for reasons I don’t have a clue about.”

      He turned and looked into the back seat. “Did your grandfather tell you anything?”

      The girl shook her head.

      “Did he tell you a story? Something that sounded like a tall-tale?”

      The girl shook her head. “We were at the lake. I cut my foot, and he sewed it up. He told me to take good care of it so it didn’t get infected. He was very concerned about an infection.”

      Alec turned and put the car in gear and steered it back onto the road.

      He had no clue what all they were up against and the woman refused to believe it was related to human trafficking at all. He’d deal with that later. He’d deal with her involvement with the Russians later. Right now, they needed to get out of town, and fast. The car he borrowed had probably already been spotted by both groups. He didn’t like having to drive it around town, but he had no other choice. Trying it on foot could be too dangerous. Cronies could hide anywhere between here and the outskirts of town, waiting to jump out, grab the girl and take Alec out. He couldn’t risk that. At least a car offered some kind of protection and could be used as a weapon if needed.

      The way he saw it, the human traffickers were the worst problem at the moment. The Russians had only sent one guy as far as he knew, so they weren’t actively engaging in whatever they were after. The drug smugglers would probably forget about him by the end of the day. The human traffickers didn’t give up their prey so easily. He’d have to stay ahead of them, at all costs, and keep the girl safe.

      He rubbed his temples. Russians were not a big problem, but it would still anger Bryce over engaging human traffickers. But he couldn’t walk away. He looked at the girl in the rearview mirror. This hit too close to home to walk away.
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      Belize 6:15pm

      “So where did you get a car so fast?” Lydia asked.

      “I borrowed it.”

      “You stole it didn’t you?”

      Alec glanced across the seat at her. “Where did you get an idea like that?”

      “I saw it in a movie. Guy said borrowed when he meant stole.”

      “Well, movies aren’t real.”

      “I didn’t think so either, but today has turned into a scene out of one.”

      Alec had to agree with her. It had turned into a movie scene. A bad movie scene in his book. He’d been in some crazy situations before, but none of them had involved saving a woman and a young girl and trying to stay a step ahead of two sets of bad guys. No, this one pretty much topped anything he’d been involved in previously. Except not only did he have to dodge possible bullets this time, he also had to pray he could dodge them for the girls, too. He couldn’t live with himself if they got hurt on his watch.

      He looked at the girl in the mirror again. “I can’t argue that it is like a scene out of a movie. But I have made some friends here.”

      Lydia looked over at him. “It must be a good friend to loan you a car.”

      Alec glanced towards her and chuckled. “Money helps.”

      “At least until whoever is after us pays more money?”

      Alec bit his bottom lip. “Something like that. Let’s hope it doesn’t happen.”

      “So why are you in Belize?”

      “I’m a photoblogger or travel writer, as some folks call it.”

      “That sounds cool.” Casey said.

      “It can be.”

      “But you have other skills that obviously come in handy.”

      Alec shook his head. “I’ve had some martial arts training. You and the kid can learn and do the same thing.”

      “But there’s also people after you. What’s that about?”

      “I was taking pictures around their,” he paused, “place of employment.”

      “People here don’t like their pictures taken?”

      “Well, not when they’re doing something illegal.”

      “And you got pictures of this?”

      “No, but they think I did.”

      “What employment do you think they’re in?” Lydia asked, stressing the word employment.

      “Drug runners.”

      “So, your job can be dangerous?”

      “Only if I’m on the wrong side of town.”

      “It appears you’re on the wrong side of town. That makes me wonder what a travel writer is doing on this side of town….taking pictures of drug runners.”

      Alec cut his eyes over at her. “Maybe the same thing you two are doing over here. It’s a lot cheaper than the tourist section because it’s low key.”

      The woman turned and stared out the window. Alec had hit the nerve of things she didn’t want to talk about. Fair enough. He had things he didn’t want to talk about, but he had a cover story. She apparently didn’t have a cover story. At least not a very good one. He could probably find out what he needed to know about the two of them. He’d just have to be a little sneaky about how he asked questions about their situation and how they ended up here.

      “So, what line of work are you in?” He asked her.

      She turned her head towards him. “Psychologist.”

      “Ah, you get inside people’s heads?”

      “Sort of. I mostly specialize in body language. Watching people.”

      “You haven’t been doing your job very well here in Belize then.”

      She let out a huff. “I’m not on my job here.”

      “No, but you still need to watch people, especially when you’re in unfamiliar territory.”

      She turned back to the window.

      He’d hit another nerve. He’d find out in good time, hopefully. It appeared they’d be together a couple of days, anyway. But the sooner he could get them to a safe place and a safe distance out of this location, the sooner he could relax and get back to his mission. One he was surely going to catch hell for since he’d abandoned it. Sometimes things had to be done that way. However, he didn’t figure Bryce was going to be in an overly forgiving mood. At least not when he found out Alec had gone against his wishes and stepped off right in the middle of the human trafficking ring in this area.
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      They made their way a few miles out of town to a boat rental place on the bank of the river. It was quiet. Only a few people were there to rent boats for wildlife tours.

      The owner was a cordial man and smiled ear to ear when he saw Alec. “Oh Alec, my friend, it’s been too long. Ah, and I see you have a lady friend. Are you wanting the grand tour?”

      Alec leaned over and spoke in a low voice. “Actually, I need to get up the river. We’re in a bit of a fix, if you know what I mean.”
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