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Chapter One
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Augustino Konstantine—or Tino Rodriguez as he was known to drug lord, Paolo Garza—stood waiting in the inner sanctum of the drug lord’s compound. 

“You’ve been pushing to prove your loyalty. Today is the day.” Garza sat behind a mahogany desk in the spacious office that only the few he trusted were allowed to enter. 

“What am I to do?” Tino silently applauded himself as he stood at attention. During the five months he’d worked his way up the chain in Garza’s organization, the drug lord had checked out all of his fake background. Garza would expect an ex-military sniper to show his respect by standing at attention.

“The Alvarez gang intercepted one of our shipments. I want the Alvarez brothers brought to me.” 

“Alive or dead?” he asked, filing away in his memory the newly garnered intel about the seven-foot safe door on the wall now directly behind him and the heavy door to his left. He’d bet his abuela’s Bible that door was bullet-proof.

Garza’s teeth curled back in a feral smile as he nodded his head. “I like your thinking, but I wish them alive. I need to set some rules the two pendejos need to learn.”

“Does Cezar know where they are?” Garza’s righthand man had been missing for the last hour. Tino suspected he was gathering information on the whereabouts of the brothers. 

“Cezar is escorting a special guest here. But Hector has been following the two and called to tell me he lost them in the colonias.”

“I’ll start there.” Tino turned to leave.

“Rodriguez.”

Tino pivoted and looked the drug lord in the face.

“If you cannot bring them in, do not show your face here again.” 

The threatening tone punctuated what he already knew. If he didn’t bring the Alvarez brothers back, he would be hunted down and killed because he’d witnessed and participated in illegal activities. 

“I will be back with your guests.”

Tino exited the office congratulating himself at having made it to Garza’s inner sanctum, but now realized there were two more doors that would need breeched before he could find the evidence to bring in the Drug Enforcement Agency.

His mind wandered to the problem of finding the Alvarez brothers and gaining entry into the room behind the bullet-proof door. He stepped out onto the front portico. Cezar walked alongside a woman who carried herself in a familiar way.

Tino’s blood iced with fear as he recognized the long hair, button nose, and wire-rimmed glasses. Another glance at the woman he knew so well and the ice melted, simmered, and quickened his heart. What brought his querida to the drug lord’s Mexico City compound? Dread, desire, and regret collided as he blindly slammed into a cement pillar. 

Coño! He pushed away from the cold, hard pillar and swept a hand across his stinging cheek, quickly scanning the area to see if anyone noticed his face plant into the column and the reason for his distraction. Allowing Garza or one of his narcos to notice his reaction to the appearance of Dr. Isabella Mumphrey would start a fissure in his carefully crafted identity. Fear for her collapsed his lungs making it hard to gather in air. He’d already lost his family to the man he planned to take down; he didn’t want her to get caught in his revenge.

Isabella had changed his outlook on life less than a year ago and now she walked into a viper pit as innocently as she’d walked into the Guatemalan jungle and his heart. His feet stalled, but as vehemently as he wanted to hurry to her and keep her from entering the door of Paolo Garza’s home, he couldn’t jeopardize her life or his chance at bringing down the person responsible for so many lost lives. 

Tino continued his path along the edge of the courtyard, watching the slender backside of the woman he’d left six months ago in a bed in Guatemala stroll into his enemy’s lair. Even in her drab, long, flowing skirt, pink school-girl top and sweater, doing nothing to hide the fact she was as flat-chested as he, he couldn’t control the effect she had on his body.

His miembro tightened remembering the passionate days spent in the woman’s arms. What was she doing here? He’d only had contact with her once after rushing from her arms to worm his way into Garza’s confidence. Tino grit his teeth and forced thoughts of Isabella from his mind. Now wasn’t the time to wonder about the woman. 

He had a job to do that would bring him closer to his goal. Revenge. 

Tino slipped into his SUV and drove past the open wrought iron gate, the only entrance into the adobe walled compound surrounding Garza’s fifty-two-hundred square-foot vacation home. Two miles away, he pulled over and extracted a small surveillance detector from his backpack. One thing he’d learned while working his way into Garza’s small circle; the drug lord was suspicious of everyone and liked to keep tabs on his underlings without them knowing. Just one of the many reasons he had to pretend he’d never met Isabella before. His background cover would not have put him in contact with the anthropologist. 

Satisfied there wasn’t a listening or tracking device in his vehicle, Tino pulled a Glock from under the seat and slid the magazine out. The ingenuity of the DEA’s geek squad lifted his lips in a sardonic smile. If any of Garza’s men searched his rig, all they’d find would be his older model Glock. He plucked the last bullet from the magazine and popped the ear bud out of the casing. Placing the small microphone and receiver in his ear, he placed the gun on the seat beside him and turned the vehicle back onto the road. In this upper-scale neighborhood his dark blue Tahoe wasn’t unusual. 

“Rico, do you have an eye on the Alvarez brothers?” Tino kept his SUV pointed south, heading toward the borough in Mexico City where only the desperate lived. His skin crawled every time he entered this area. It reminded him of his early years in the U.S. after his father secreted the family out of Venezuela. They’d lived in slums until his father acquired a U.S. teaching certificate and lifted them back up into the comforts a professorship offered them.

“Sí, they are conducting business at the Cantina de Los Amigos. Why?”

“Garza ordered me to bring them in.”

Rico’s soft whistle and curse loosened the bunched muscles in Tino’s shoulders. “What mano? Are you worried I cannot bring them in?”

“You are as crazy as Garza. The last time Garza sent three men to capture those two Garza’s men disappeared.” 

Tino tipped his head side to side, popping his neck. “You forget, I know how to take down my prey.” 

“I hope you have a lot of tranquilizer darts.” The worry in Rico’s voice added to the edginess Tino had been ignoring since seeing Isabella. More than his cover could be at stake. Now that the brilliant anthropologist stepped into his mission, he had to keep her alive. 

Tino looked into the back seat of his SUV. The case holding his sniper rifle, modified to handle tranquilizer darts, sat in the seat along with a pistol that shot the same darts. When he started his career as a jaguar tagger for the Central and South American governments, he’d never known it would come in handy with his DEA work. 

“They have three bodyguards, but the way the two are partying we should be able to lure them outside. Guadelupe and Bess are ready to roll into the cantina and catch Raul and Jorge’s eyes.” Rico chuckled.

“I thought you said they were conducting business?” Tino hadn’t come up against these two before. They had just been picked up on Garza’s radar as encroaching on his territory. 

“Mano, that is how they conduct business. They pachanga with their distributors, showing off their product, and close the deal after an orgy of sorts.” Rico snorted. “They will be drooling to get Guadelupe and Bess into their party. “

Tino shook his head. He didn’t see the Alvarez brothers as competition to Garza if they partied more than they conducted business, but he had orders, and he had to bring the brothers in or risk losing the ground he’d made in gaining Garza’s confidence.

“I will wander in myself and check things out. Will the ladies be wearing jewelry?”

“Hear you loud and clear, Tino.” Guadelupe’s deep sexy voice filled Tino’s head. 

“I am a block away. Make your move.” Tino turned into the alley behind the cantina and parked. The area was empty. A chill chased up his back. Where were the guards? The Alvarez brothers couldn’t be so cocky they didn’t expect trouble. Not after hijacking a shipment of Garza’s product and selling it in his area. 

“Why is there no guard in the alley?” he asked Rico. 

“You will find him inside the back door. They like to surprise unexpected guests.” 

That made more sense. “Are there cameras in this alley?” 

“Not that we are aware of.” 

In case there were surveillance cameras pointed at him, Tino leaned between the seats, pulled out a bottle of Cervaza and sat in the driver’s seat, pretending to drink. When he finished, he twisted around through the seats again and prepared his rifle and pistol, placing them under the middle seat before locking the vehicle and walking down the alley toward the front of the cantina. 

It was four in the afternoon, when most businesses were starting back up after a two hour lunch break. The constant hum of voices from the pedestrians, the drone of engines crowding the street, and gagging exhaust folded around him, dragging him out of the pleasant thoughts of Isabella and into the present unsavory world he now revolved in. 

Tino detested the cantinas in the colonias. While he came from a long heritage of male dominance in his culture, he’d acclimated to the American woman who didn’t allow herself to be lorded over. The cantinas in the lower-class areas of Mexico City clung to the machismo attitude allowing few women into the establishments and filling the air with too much testosterone for his liking. While the men didn’t appreciate their own women in the cantinas, they welcomed the half-dressed women who wanted to party for a small token. The air reeked of musky floral perfume battling men’s spicy musk cologne, pheromones, and fried food. The music of the trovadores rattled and stomped in his head like a bad headache. 

“You would think they could attract better musicians,” Rico said in his ear. 

Tino snorted. “Sí, their squalling is irritating.” 

Rico laughed. “Do you see the girls?”

Tino worked his way to the bar, ordered a Cervaza and peered around the establishment, searching each booth along the wall. He found Bess chatting with a group of men in a corner booth. 

“You did not tell me Bess was wearing a flower garden.”

Rico barked laughter, causing Tino to flinch. “It made her easy to find, no?”

“I am going to walk by so they know I have arrived and see what the Alvarez brothers have for back up.” Tino picked up his glass and wandered through the middle of the room, stopping now and then to make eye contact and nod to the other patrons. He wanted to appear a local rather than an outsider. 

A smiling, curvaceous woman in a short tight skirt and see-through blouse moved toward him. Not that long ago he would have easily played along with her, but no longer. His body and heart had been taken hostage by a tall, thin doctor of anthropology who could set him on fire with one look. 

Tino’s stomach churned when the woman grasped his hand and encouraged him to follow her to a booth. The only woman he wanted to spend time with in a dark corner was in Garza’s compound. His stomach clenched. Whatever Isabella was up to, he hoped like hell she didn’t get herself killed in the process.
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Chapter Two
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Isabella Mumphrey followed the muscled Cezar into the tall, well-lit atrium of Paolo Garza’s home. Tino wanted Garza and had left her bed after a call about this man. When she’d been approached by Garza to visit his Aztec collection, she hadn’t hesitated. Getting close to Garza might give her a glimpse of Tino. She scanned the hacienda, taking in the expertly displayed Mesoamerican artifacts. The reason she’d been invited. 

“Profesora Mumphrey, I am happy you accepted my invitation.” Paolo Garza walked down the winding staircase on her left, his hand extended in welcome. A dark mustache sprinkled with gray hovered above a toothy smile. His dark eyes crinkled at the edges with good humor. 

How could this man be as violent as Tino suggested? 

“Señor Garza, your invitation was too intriguing to turn down.” She placed her hand in his warm one and was surprised by the gentle, yet firm, grip. 

His laugh boomed through the tall atrium, echoing down the hallway. “What could be intriguing about my desire to show you my treasures?”

“One person’s treasure could be junk to another person. That’s why I’m intrigued. I’ve been told by many at the Museo Nacional de Antropología e Hisotria that you have an excellent collection of Aztec and Teotihuacán artifacts.” Isabella spun slowly taking in the display cases and carvings on pedestals. “I don’t believe I’ll be disappointed by your tour from what I’ve seen so far.” 

He motioned to the nearest display case. He smiled but no warmth softened his eyes. Isabella walked over and studied the glassed-in collection of obsidian blades. “By the rough design and chipped edges, I’d guess these to be Teotihuacán tools.” 

“¡Símon! You are indeed as intelligent as I have been told.” Señor Garza clapped his hands and then motioned to the large stone carving to their right. “And this was also found near the obsidian tips. What do you make of this?” 

Isabella’s hands itched to touch the smooth rock and dip her fingers into the rough, carved lines of a jaguar. Instead of touching with her fingertips, her gaze followed every etched line and rounded obtrusion. “I would say this was formed into the jaguar by a skilled Aztec artist. By the detail and reverence paid the stone I would think it was a gift to a jaguar warrior.” The two words, jaguar and warrior, strung together brought up images of Tino. He would have been in the elite jaguar troops of the Aztec. No doubt, one of the most revered warriors.

“You are impressive, profesora.” The tone in which Garza complimented her sent Isabella’s senses shoving her thoughts of Tino to the side and peering at the man standing next to her. His dark brown eyes assessed her like a scientist studied an amoeba under a microscope. What was he searching for? “You view my stone not as a stone but of the history it has seen.”

How had he recognized her gift so quickly when her mentor, Dr. Virgil Martin, who she and Tino thwarted in Guatemala, had been blind to her affinity to see the history in the artifacts and carvings she deciphered? Having the drug lord read her so easily set her nerves to jangling. 

Composing herself, she forced a cheerful smile and waved a hand. “I am, after all, part Native American and believe that is why I’ve been drawn to study all Native American people.” 

“Interesting. Are you North, Central, or South American?” 

Again, his scrutiny sent bubbles of wariness skittering under her skin.

“North. My mother is a quarter Hopi. My thesis is a proclamation that my ancestors at one time ventured down here and over to the Mayans to trade and perhaps intermarried. My department is in the process of acquiring funding to test DNA of all the southern U.S. tribes with that of the Central American peoples.” Isabella moved to the next artifact on display, training her interest on the rock slab with a faded red depiction of a sacrifice. 

“This is my favorite in this collection.” Garza stepped forward, his attention on the image. 

Isabella couldn’t ignore the chill that arced through her body, causing her to gasp. Six months ago, she’d lain on a rock altar as her mentor tried to use her for a sacrifice. If not for Tino...She swallowed, forcing the panic crawling up her throat to remain trapped and gnawing in her stomach.

Garza placed a hand on her arm and peered into her face, more inquisitive than caring. “Are you all right?”

“Sí, I...” Did she dare reveal any of her past experience with the devil? Not a good idea. “No matter how many times I see depictions of sacrifice it unsettles me.” Avoiding his gaze, she continued to stare at the image. “I believe they affect me so because an ancestor was sacrificed.”

The hand still resting on her arm squeezed briefly and released her. 

“I see. You are a very perceptive young woman. I think you and my wife, Karyme would enjoy visiting.”

“Is she here?” Isabella found it hard to fathom a man who murdered and sold drugs would be married or have a family. But she knew from researching Garza, he had three daughters whom he doted on. 

“She and my daughters will be arriving this weekend. How long will you be in our city?” Garza led the way into a room large enough to be called a ballroom. All around the edges were cases, stones, and carvings. 

“Oh my!” She’d never witnessed so many artifacts in one place other than in a museum. Her gaze slowly swept the room cataloging the items. “Have all of these been authenticated and logged?” Two carvings she’d not seen in any books or museums caught her attention. She moved across the room not waiting for an invitation or an answer. 

A deep chuckle sounded close behind her as she studied the first stone. “I believe I have found someone even more loco over my ancestor’s history than my wife and myself.” 

“Where did these two come from? I’ve never seen anything like them before.” Her hands burned to reach out and touch the stone and follow the chiseled lines to trace the image of what appeared to be an earlier representation of Mixcoatl, a god of war and hunting, believed to originate in the Northern Chihimeca groups who she believed could have been part of her ancestors. 

“No, they are recent acquisitions.” His softly spoken words drew Isabella’s attention from the stone to the man. “You are a remarkable young woman that you could pick out this stone from all the others in the room and know it is something exceptional.” He again studied her, making her uncomfortable, much as she had all through school when teachers realized her intelligence was beyond their knowledge and the other students considered her a freak.

He tapped an index finger against his lips and continued studying her, making her even more nervous. “You have a gift. One I wish to use.” He turned her from the stone and started back across the room. 

That’s when she noticed Cezar standing inside the door. When he’d escorted her to Garza’s home, he’d said little but sent her leering smiles when he’d caught her studying him. He was a few inches taller and broader than Tino with the same Ladino facial features. Only where Tino was smooth-skinned with classic contours to his face and dark smoldering eyes, Cezar had a pock-marked face, scar below one ear, and dark angry eyes.

“Cezar, tell Anarosa to prepare refreshments for myself and my guest.” Garza placed a hand on Isabella’s back, ushering her out of the room, back into the atrium, and around the staircase to what appeared to be a library. 

“Profesora Isabella, I have a proposition for you.” Señor Graza closed the library door locking them in and turned toward her. The glint of greed in his eyes gave Isabella her first glimpse of the man Tino sought to bring down.
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Extracting himself from the under-clothed, over-painted woman, Tino sauntered out the front of the cantina. He casually walked to the back of the building and climb in his SUV. The tranquilizer rifle and pistol rested on the window frame of his vehicle when Guadelupe and Bess walked out the back of the cantina with Raul and Jorge. Two body guards followed.

“Now,” he whispered and shot the darts into the Alvarez brothers. Bess and Guadelupe sprayed something in the body guards’ faces and whacked their purses into the men’s heads dropping them like boulders. 

“Well done, ladies.” Tino jumped out of his SUV and loaded the brothers into the back seat, not bothering to make them comfortable. He hopped into the driver’s seat, shoved the vehicle into gear, and drove a respectable speed through residential areas to avoid traffic jams and being spotted by any of Raul or Jorge’s men. He stopped before entering the upscale residential area and replaced the ear bud in the Glock and the tranquilizer rifle and pistol in the case, sliding it under the middle seat.

At Garza’s gate, he buzzed. 

“Did you get the packages?” Cezar asked. 

The urgent tone in his voice brought a triumphant smile to Tino’s lips. If he hadn’t brought the Alvarez brothers in, Cezar would have been sent to collect the rivals. 

“Sí, the packages are ready to be delivered,” Tino responded, peering at the still sleeping men in his back seat.

The gate swung open, and Tino drove the SUV into the open bay of the garage. Cezar stood at the front of the garage along with two more of Garza’s men. The frown on Garza’s righthand man sent Tino’s senses tingling.

“How did you bring these two in when three men could not?” 

Cezar’s distrust was warranted. Tino wanted his job. He needed Cezar’s access to Garza’s office. It was the only way he could acquire the information he needed to bring down Garza’s cartel and seek his revenge. But, so far, both Garza and Cezar kept him on a need to know basis while he proved his loyalty.

“Sometimes it is easier to sneak in among your prey alone than have the whole pack attack.” Tino stepped out of the vehicle and opened the door to the middle seat. The two men in the seat flopped over one another like rag dolls. 

“Are they dead? Jefe does not want them dead.” Cezar snapped his fingers and the other two Garza thugs reached in and dragged out Raul. 

“The boss will find them very much alive. I tranquilized them.” Tino reached in, hauling Jorge out and flopping him over his shoulder. Cezar led the way out of the garage and into the hallway leading to Garza’s office. Tino followed sniffing the aroma of spicy stewed meat and fresh baked bread wafting from the kitchen down the hall. His stomach rumbled. He hadn’t eaten since the morning meal. 

The double office doors opened, revealing no one in the room. Where was Garza? He’d expected the man to be waiting at his desk for the Alvarez brothers. Had he been detained all this time by Isabella? Could she still be here?

He plopped Jorge on the couch next to his brother and stood back his arms crossed, waiting to see what would happen next. 

Garza strode into the room. His gaze took in the sleeping men and then studied Tino. “I see you have succeeded where others have failed.” 

The disbelief in his voice tingled the hair on Tino’s neck. 

“Sí. You sent me to bring these men to you. I have done as you requested.” More information would be necessary to earn the man’s trust. “They were partying. I paid two prostitutas to party with them and bring them out the back of the cantina.” He raised his arms as if pointing a rifle at the two men. “Then I shot them with a tranquilizer.” 

Garza’s eyes narrowed. “What of the body guards?”

Tino shrugged. “They were not a problem.”

Garza tipped his head toward the door. “I have a guest who is ready to leave. Take her back to her hotel and then return.”

Tino forced his facial muscles to remain impassive as his heart raced in his chest. The guest had to be Isabella. She was smart enough to not show she knew him. But could their attraction be hidden? As much as he anticipated seeing her again, he feared their relationship could bring her harm. 

“Where is this person?”

“Waiting in the atrium.” Garza moved to his desk chair, the conversation finished.

Tino walked slow and assured out the office door. Cezar closed the doors behind him. Tino stood a moment, but knew he’d hear nothing. He’d tried to listen in on meetings through the door before, but they were too solid to allow sound. Preparing for his meeting with Isabella, he blew out air and straightened his shoulders before striding down the hall to the atrium. 

His body hummed at the sight of Isabella studying a case of small trinkets. She leaned slightly forward over the case. The pink sweater and tan skirt she wore gave her the appearance of a school girl; not a learned doctor of anthropology.

He cleared his throat and she straightened.

“Señorita, I am to escort you back to your hotel,” he said, keeping his voice as neutral as possible.

Isabella’s heart fluttered and her eyes widened at the voice she remembered so well. The words had been uttered in a flat tone. She slowly turned to the man she owed her life and gave her heart. The only indication he was excited to see her was the slight brightening of his eyes. 

“What happened to my earlier escort?” She could pretend they didn’t know one another. After all, she’d have him all to herself on the ride back to the hostel. 

“He has been detained. I was instructed to return you to the hotel.” He motioned to the front entrance. 

When she turned and headed to the doors, he moved, as swift and gracefully as she remembered, to open the door for her. They walked side by side to a dark SUV sitting in the circular drive. 

Tino opened the passenger door for her but didn’t say a word. She followed his lead, climbing in and holding her questions. He rounded the front of the vehicle and slid into the driver’s seat. His hand went straight to the ignition, and his face remained forward as they drove out the wrought iron gates. 

“I—”

He cut her off with a shake of his head. Her heart now pounded in her throat. Why was he being so distant? Was the vehicle under surveillance? 

“Where are you staying, señorita?” he asked, watching the street. 

“The Hostel Catedral.” 

His gaze landed on her then. “Is it wise señorita to stay in a hostel?”

“It’s where most of the archeology students stay while working at Templo Mayor.”

“You are here then to help at the archeological site?” 

The question in his sentence tickled her. He was fishing for why she was here without coming out and asking.

“Sí. I am here to write a paper on the people who built and lived at Templo Mayor.”

Tino pulled the vehicle over once they were out of the elite residential area. He shook his head slightly and reached in the back seat for a backpack. He pulled out one of the latest devices for detecting surveillance equipment and swept it around the interior of the car, then stepped out and disappeared. She assumed he swept the undercarriage of the vehicle as well.

He slipped back in the driver’s seat, returned the detector to his backpack, and grasped the back of her neck, dragging her lips to his. 

She’d missed his kisses and virility. In the six months since they’d last been together, she’d resigned herself to the fact the gorgeous Venezuelan would find a more desirable woman and never think about her again. The body-humming, mind-scattering kiss dissolved all those fears.

He eased back, but his hand remained on her neck. “Querida, I have missed you. But it is not safe for you here.”

“I know why you’re here, and what I’m doing is much safer than what you’re doing.” Her heart thumped in her chest. Their one discussion on the phone five months ago had been brief. All she’d had time to ask was if he was safe and tell him she missed him. He didn’t know she was the newest member of the Worldwide Intelligence Agency, and her assignment was to find out how artifacts were being spirited away from Templo Mayor after being logged and housed in the National Museum of Anthropology. She’d bet her survival vest the two pieces she saw in Señor Garza’s collection were part of the missing items. 

He narrowed his eyes and peered into hers. “What are you not saying?”

She huffed out a breath. He’d always been able to read her. “Can we go somewhere and eat and talk?” Isabella leaned forward placing a chaste kiss on his lips when she really wanted to drag him into the backseat and see if he’d learned any new tricks. 

Tino released her neck and straightened his body behind the steering wheel. “Garza told me to deliver you and return. He might get suspicious if I take too long.” His brown eyes darkened and his face tensed with anger. “If he realizes we know one another and care for one another, we are both in danger.” His gaze softened. “I would rather keep my distance than have harm come to you.” He grasped her hand in his. “I do not know why you were at his home, but promise me you will stay away. I cannot compromise my position by worrying about you. I am too close to my goal.”

Isabella didn’t like this Tino. The one who would die to bring about revenge for his family’s deaths. The hatred and rage he possessed when talking about Garza scared her. 

She put her free hand over his on her arm and squeezed. “I’m not here to jeopardize your mission. I’ve been sent here to find the artifacts missing from Templo Mayor.” She held her breath as her words sunk in.

“Sent here to find missing artifacts? As in stolen?” He stared at her and cursed. “A doctor of anthropology does not chase stolen artifacts. What have you done?”

The dread lining his eyes and drooping the sides of his mouth, tugged at Isabella’s conscience. She’d made her hasty decision to join her parents’ organization without consulting the one person whose love and understanding she valued most. 

“I joined WIA six months ago. Right after you made love to me and left me lying in a bed in Guatemala.”

Rage, regret, panic swept across his handsome face as his hand gripped her arm then released and dropped to the console between the seats. “You put yourself in danger to punish me for leaving you?”

“No! This isn’t to punish you. Heaven’s no! I wanted to get closer to my parents. I’d hoped by becoming a member they would include me more in their lives and we’d have something in common.” A seductive smile slid into place. “It also gives me access to areas where you are working.”

“Carajo! For a brilliant woman this is the dumbest thing you could have done.” He grasped her shoulders and held her face inches from his. “You have made yourself a target of every villain the agency has ever brought to justice and made my efforts to keep you a secret and safe that much more difficult.” 

Fear trickled down her back and sent her body trembling. Not once in the months of training or even when her father handed her this mission did she consider putting herself in more danger or more specifically, Tino, in more danger. 

“Ezzabella.” Tino folded her into his arms and held her to his hard, familiar chest. “Your impulsiveness will one day bring you harm. You should have waited until we could talk before you uprooted our life.”

She liked the sound of “our life.” It gave her hope that he would forgive her. “So much happened so fast. You took off and all I could think of was discovering more about my parents. Joining the WIA seemed like the best way to do that and perhaps see you more often.”

He set her back in her seat and placed his hands on the steering wheel. “I must return you to the hostel and get back.” He pulled onto the street. She watched his brow furrow as his eyes search all the mirrors and the roads intersecting with the one they drove on. Her news had heightened his surveillance.

A deep remorseful exhale slipped through her lips as she shoved her glasses up her nose. Her disclosure now had Tino more paranoid. “Will I see you other than from afar?”

His gaze slid to her face. Regret dulled his eyes. “I do not know. It all depends on what comes of the situation I put into play this afternoon.” He returned his attention to driving as the Cathedral came into view. “You found something that links Garza with your mission.” 

The flatness of his words didn’t alleviate the lump of dread setting in her stomach like a boulder.

“I won’t know for certain until I go over the logs of the items found in the temple. But he had two carvings I’ve never seen and they fit the period of the missing artifacts.” She cleared her throat as her heart pounded against her ribs. What she was about to say was only going to upset him more. 

“Señor Garza invited me to a party he’s hosting this Saturday for his wife. He believes she and I will hit it off.”

Tino cursed again and slammed a hand against the steering wheel. “He is not doing this for his wife. He is doing it to watch you. Did you show an interest in the statues you believe to be stolen?”

She flinched and nodded. “Yes. They attracted my attention immediately. I didn’t go to his house to find the artifacts. He is a huge benefactor of the museum, and the director insisted I should see Garza’s collection.”

Tino peered at her. “How long have you been in Mexico City?”

She knew that look. He was back in protector mode. “Two weeks. I haven’t been looking for you. No one can connect us. I promise. Are you going by Tino Kostas here?”

“No, Tino Rodriguez. Why did you go to Garza’s compound today?”

“This afternoon when I was helping a local anthropologist decipher a hieroglyph, Cezar arrived saying he was to bring me to señor Garza for a tour of his collection.” 

“He had two weeks to send out feelers to find out all he could about you. Now, he is keeping you close because of something he learned.” Tino ran a hand over his face. “I do not like this.”

It didn’t occur to her Garza was checking her out until their conversation in the library. That transaction she’d keep to herself. If Tino knew Garza had more or less ordered her to return to his house next week and run tests on his carvings, Tino would find a way to stop her visits. 

Chapter Four

As Isabella slid out of the vehicle in front of the Hostel Catedral, Tino remained in the SUV. He would have preferred to deliver her to the airport and place her on a plane back to Arizona. But knowing her as well as he did, she would have gone kicking and screaming and then found a way to get back to Garza faster than he did. When her mind was set on accomplishing something there was no stopping her. In this case a major flaw. Now, he not only had to bring Garza down, but he would also have to keep Isabella safe in the process. No easy task with her nosing around Garza’s ill-gotten treasures.

“I promise to treat you like all the other macho pig men in Mexico City when I see you at Garza’s.” Her light tone wasn’t reflected in her worried expression and probing gaze as she leaned in the window.

“I will have a phone delivered to you with my number installed. Use the name Juanita when you call in case someone else answers. I want to know everything you find and anyone who you think is suspicious.” He peered into her eyes. His gut ached with regret. If he failed at keeping her safe, he might as well let Garza know he was a spy. “Promise me you will keep me informed, so we do not mess up each other’s mission or endanger one another.”

Her gaze remained locked with his as she nodded. “I promise.”

He forced his downturned lips and thoughts into a smile. “I will find a way to be with you.” He did want to spend time with her, but her safety overrode his desires.

“You promise?” The waver in her voice tugged at his heart.

“Sí. I will find a way to hold you.”

“I’ll wait for your call.” She leaned away from the vehicle. 

Tino put the Tahoe in gear and drove away, watching her stand on the sidewalk until the SUV was swallowed up in the chaotic traffic. He slammed the steering wheel with the palm of his hand and cursed. 

Why did Isabella have to join the WIA? If he ever saw her father again, he would gladly beat the crap out of him. His poor parenting had brought about all of Isabella’s poor choices in life. From the graduate student who crushed her tender heart to the mentor who used her for his own gain. A father should protect his daughter from such harm. And now, rather than tell her she could not join WIA, he sent her on a mission to a city where drug violence is at an all-time high.

¡Coño! Sí, if her father was within reach, he would indeed show him what he felt about the man’s parenting. 

His phone buzzed in his pocket. Staring at the slow-moving traffic, he pulled it out and looked at the number. Garza. 

“¿Sí?” 

“Why have you not returned?” Garza’s voice as always held authority and a trace of condemnation.

“The traffic on Reforma is crawling.” He craned his neck. “There has been an accident.” 

“There are more roads in the city. Get back here quickly. You must take the garbage away.” 

The phone clicked off and Tino grit his teeth. He hated taking orders from Garza. He’d rather slit the man’s throat the next time he was alone with him but that would only take down the man, not the operation. His goal was the man; his job was to take down the operation. Once he had the records DEA needed, he would avenge his family and take Isabella away from this life of pretend and violence. 

~*~
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Isabella hurried into her private room in the hostel and changed into jeans and a T-shirt. After seeing señor Garza’s collection and the two interesting figures, she wanted to check the logged in artifacts from Templo Mayor. A tingle at the base of her neck told her he had the missing artifacts. Not the ones on display. She had no doubt those were legitimate. A benefactor of the museum would not have stolen items on display in his home and then invite her over. But he was suspicious of her or he would not have set her up to come to his home so frequently where he could keep an eye on her. His demeanor while questioning her in the library and then asking for her assistance...that had been calculated and not a spur of the moment idea as he tried to make it look.

Señor Garza was up to something more than drug trafficking. And it, too, was illegal. 

She slipped her arms into her survival vest. The many pocketed fishing vest held every item needed to get out of any situation. She may not be exploring a jungle or cave, but knowing her tin of survival items and first aid kit were handy made her feel less vulnerable. And keeping her passport, money, and visa on her, felt safer. The vest and all its contents had been folded in her tote bag when she’d visited the drug lord. One never knew when disaster might strike. 

Isabella exited the hostel. The exhaust fumes from the bumper to bumper traffic made her sneeze and wish for a scarf to cover her nose and mouth. How could people live every day of their life in this toxic air? She tried to take small breaths as she walked down Argentina Street and crossed, entering the sacred grounds of Templo Mayor. She strode toward the museum intent on checking the archeology logs for the list of artifacts found at the same time as the two carvings in señor Garza’s home. Tourists and employees moved in unison toward the secured area that led to the underground archeological dig. What could be of interest there?

Shifting her direction, she nudged her way through the crowd, picking up snippets of conversation about the possibility they finally found Ahuitzotl’s resting place. Adrenaline pumped through her body. The quest to find the most feared Aztec ruler’s burial spot had been going on since the religious site was unearthed in 1978. 

She pulled out her temporary “Visiting Specialist I.D.” and flashed it toward the guard at the opening. He allowed her entrance and the crowd behind her collectively groaned. There were perks to being an anthropologist studying Native American people. 

The audience’s dismay was real. The Mesoamerican people took great interest and were more connected with their ancestors than the Native Americans in North America. Through her studies she’d come to the conclusion it was because their heritage was not ripped from them as it had been from their North American cousins. 

The cool air wafted around her as she followed the makeshift wooden stairs downward under the streets and buildings. In specific areas, the tunnel widened into stone chambers and rooms where squares of dirt had been excavated, leaving holes in the sides of the tunnel and the floor. The electrical lighting in the passage made it easy to avoid any dangers. If the power went out, she had her vest equipped with an LED flashlight, matches, and a candle which would allow her to still maneuver in the dark.

Excited voices drifted down the tunnel toward her. How had those on the surface known this excitement was brewing down here? She quickly covered the distance and stood inside the most recently dug chamber. The group huddled around an area and the flash of a camera continued every thirty seconds. 

She walked up behind the man who appeared to be in charge. He pointed toward a recently dug rectangular hole at his feet and discussed the possibilities of what they’d found.

“This resembles the canine remains found several years ago. But notice there are more bells and the collar appears to be made of jade and obsidian.” 

Isabella stared down into the carefully dug area and peered at the skeleton of what looked like a dog and, indeed, there were gold bells about the feet and jade and obsidian at the beast’s neck. It was common knowledge dogs—pets—were buried with the rulers. 

“Does this mean you’ve found Ahuitzotl’s burial site?” she asked, shifting her gaze to the man she’d been introduced to as Professor Lopez when she arrived. 

The man’s dark eyes behind his wire rim glasses sparkled. “With this discovery, we could be getting closer to Ahuitzotl.” The man’s excitement crackled in the air. The workers were all grinning as one handed a small whisk broom to the professor. He dropped to his belly and began gently brushing the dirt from the remains. The camera flashed again.

Isabella wanted to lie beside the man and brush away the centuries of dirt and feel the connection with the ancient world. Being new to the site and seeing the zeal in the other workers eyes, she knew that would be stepping on too many toes. As much as she wanted to remain and watch the hours of painstaking work it took to uncover the past, she had a mission. 

Knowing her congratulations would go unheard, she dragged her mind back to checking out the archeological logs. On the return trip through the catacomb of tunnels and chambers, her mind searched through the photos and drawings she’d witnessed of other Aztec burial sites. The belief Templo Mayor was the center of the human sacrifices to the gods sent a chill down her spine. Having known the fear a sacrificial victim feels, gave her an affinity with all those who had died on the altars and steps of this temple. 

She left the cold damp underground and noted the long shadows. It would soon be dark. Even though the director gave her clearance to be in the museum any time of the night or day, she’d been warned to not be out and about after dark. The museum was only a short distance from the hostel... She needed evidence to tie señor Garza to the missing artifacts by Saturday so she knew what to look for when she returned at his invitation to meet his wife. That only gave her tonight, tomorrow, and tomorrow night to go through all the logs. 

Ignoring the little voice in the back of her mind telling her to go to the hostel, she pulled an energy bar out of her vest and walked toward the museum. The more hours she could get into searching the records, the greater her chance of finding what she needed before Saturday. 

~*~
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Tino pulled into the alley behind the Cantina de Los Amigos. Two men barged out the back door as he slowed only long enough for Hector, one of Garza’s men, to shove the Alvarez brothers out. Tino sped away with Hector cackling in the back. 

He resented Garza sending the lowlife Hector along to return the brothers. Sí, the brothers were awake and would have made driving and keeping them from killing him a problem had he done the task alone, but he wanted to meet with Rico and set his plans in motion for Isabella. 

Hector squeezed between the front seats to plant his butt in the passenger seat. “Amigo, I could use a drink after that fun.”
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