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THIS WAS a forgotten place. If the kids hadn’t been arguing like magpies and the site foreman spewing orders in rapid-fire Spanish, Dr. Dana Peterson could have gotten lost in the fierce blue sky, the ancient ruins, and the abiding loneliness of this spot. The unnamed hill in the national park outside of Cuatrociénegas, Mexico seemed beyond the middle of nowhere. But the Mexican Department of Antiquities had discovered an unknown Aztec site and now archaeologists and anthropologists swarmed the area. Today, though, it was just the locals and her kids from the prestigious Virginia boarding school, Prescott Academy.

She squatted in a trench using a soft brush to clear dirt away from something that could be either pottery or a bone shard. The two locals working with her raised their heads, staring at the foreman. They murmured between themselves, voices so muted she could only pick up a few words. Her Spanish was passable but she was far from fluent.

The men dropped their trowels and stood, looking toward the east, hands over their eyes as shade against the mid-morning sun. Dust trails puffed in the distance. Vehicles. Moving fast. As her brain processed that information, it also translated what the foreman was yelling. Run! Hide! At least that’s what she thought he ordered.

Dana scrambled out of the deep trench and automatically checked for her students. All five of them were gathered under the nearby canopy where they’d been cataloging the previous day’s finds. Striding toward them, she called to the foreman. “Señor Torres, lo que está pasando?” She wanted to know what was going on.

The man didn’t stop walking as he yelled back.“Nada, señorita. Sólo estamos presentando un descanso.”

Taking a break? Why would he tell the local workers to run and hide if they were just taking a break? Before she could ask, all of them—including Torres—jumped into the six-wheeled truck that was their sole means of transportation and drove off, kicking up dirt and gravel as it sped away.

What the blazes? She broke into a run and snagged a pair of binoculars hanging from one of the poles supporting the canopy. She focused on the vehicles surging across the desert floor. They weren’t the Mexican military. In fact, the SUVs and trucks had no markings whatsoever. The odds of them being official were slim to none.

She glanced around, looking for the government liaison who was normally on site. That’s when she realized the dig site was empty but for the six Americans. This was so not good. She faced the three boys and two girls.

“Listen up. Things are about to get real. No heroics, okay? And let me do the talking.”

Simone and Kaylie huddled behind the three boys. Dana didn’t feel very optimistic. She had Clayton, who was an entitled narcissist, a highly intelligent geek, a none-too-bright jock who followed Clayton’s lead in everything, a debutante, and a cheerleader. With luck, she’d be able to talk their way out of this. Whatever this was. Maybe the intruders were just locals coming to look for work. Yeah. Right. That’s why Torres had loaded up his men and hauled out of here.

As the vehicles drew closer, she heard what sounded like engine backfires. Or gunshots. The kids looked uncertain now, rather than cocky. She was the school sponsor, responsible for their safety. This was all up to her.

Dana was standing in front of the canopy when the first Jeep skidded to a stop. Two men stood in the back, clinging to a roll bar and waving automatic rifles with reckless abandon. The front-seat passenger climbed out and stalked toward her. His rumpled suit might have been white once or maybe it was supposed to seersucker. He looked neither fashionable nor clean.

He gestured with the pistol he held in his left hand then he spat on the ground. “You are trespassing.”

English. He spoke English. Relief washed across Dana until the meaning of his words hit her. Then she was just confused. “Excuse me? No. This is a registered archeological site sponsored by the Department of Antiquities.”

“Sponsored? I do not think so. You are not paying our user fees.”

“Fees?” Dana pulled her eyebrows together as she considered his meaning. “But this site is operated by the Mexican government.”

The man threw his head back and laughed, a raucous bark of sound. He lifted his hands in encouragement. The large man, with a machete stuck in his belt opened his mouth and roared out a laugh. Dana noticed his several missing teeth. Then the men occupying the Jeep laughed along. A beat-up four-wheel drive pickup and a truck similar to the six-wheeled military transport Dana and the kids rode in to reach the dig site each day arrived while the forced hilarity was ensuing.

“You don’t get it, puta.” He advanced and she fought the urge to back up. Showing weakness now was a very bad idea. “The government should pay us to be here and no one has paid.” He leered at her, his eyes roving up and down, stopping at her chest and crotch.

“You need to speak with Señor Torres. Or Señor Moros. He’s with the Department of Antiquities. We’re just here—”

“We know why you are here.” The man walked around her and she barely suppressed the shudder created by his proximity. “Take them.”

The harsh order made her jump but before she could react further, men swarmed around them. Dana and the kids were blindfolded, tied and tossed in the back of the truck. Time now had no relevance between the sun, heat, and jouncing motion of the truck. She had no clue if an hour had passed or half a day but eventually the six of them were tossed out, set on their feet, and herded down a flight of rough steps. She thought they might have been formed by rocks. They blinked owlishly in the harsh overhead light as their hoods were removed. Their guards untied their hands before pushing them into a large cell.

“This is bullshit. My father will—”

“Clayton!” Dana barked the boy’s name. If he told these men his father was a highly placed State Department official, there’d be no telling what would happen. She glared him into silence then faced their kidnappers. “All of the parents will be very upset and concerned once they learn about this. Please let me speak to someone in your government so we can figure this out.”

“My government?” The guy with the large machete and the missing front teeth laughed so hard it sounded like he might be coughing up a lung. He spat through the hole in his clownish smile. “We don’t need no stinkin’ government. We work for El Jefe de los Zetas. Only people you gonna talk to are the ones whose bones are bleachin’ in the sun.” His eyes narrowed and his expression grew sly. “Unless you got...” He glanced at the man in the dingy suit. “What’chu thinkin’? A million dollars?”

The suit smiled. “A million? Sí. US dollars. Each.”

Dana knew the families of the five students standing behind her ticked well beyond that on the wealthy meter. A student didn’t get into Prescott Academy for free. Tuition was a cool $50,000.00 a year. She heard someone—probably Clayton again—inhale and she shook her head, cautioning them once more.

“No. I don’t happen to have six million dollars on me. But let me contact the school. Perhaps we can raise an amount that will satisfy you.” She had to let Prescott officials know the situation. They could find someone to negotiate or rescue them. Weren’t there special companies who did this sort of thing? She remembered a movie about a woman hiring a guy to ransom and rescue her kidnapped husband. Or maybe the story had been set in Columbia. Or Venezuela. Or somewhere not Mexico. Still, she had to try.

Toothless scratched at his bristled cheek with dirty fingernails. Ha! Maybe they’d get lucky, he’d scratch himself and die of gangrene or tetanus or some horrible disease. “One million dollars. Each.” He backed out of the cell where they’d been placed. “I will check to see if you can use the phone.”

Before she could find her voice, the men were gone with a bang of the cell door.

“Pfft,” Simone said. “I have way more than that in my trust fund.”

Dana just managed to keep surprise off her face. What seventeen-year-old had that kind of money? She hissed at her students. “This is not the time to share that kind of information.” Clayton glared down at her. “Don’t,” she warned the arrogant boy holding up one pointed finger under his nose. “If they find out who your father is, their ransom demands will triple. That goes for all of you.” She nailed each one of them with a stare.

A guard reappeared. He waved his automatic rifle, backing them up against the back wall. He stepped inside and came just close enough to snag Dana’s arm and dragged her out. He slammed the cell door closed and glowered menacingly at her.

“No trouble,” he said in heavily accented English. “Or I hurt them.” He indicated the kids. She nodded her agreement.

He pushed her up the steps, and yes, they were roughly hewn from rock, which was a totally insane thought but hey, she’d never been kidnapped by a drug cartel before so she thought she was maintaining rather well. Her guard frog-marched her across a courtyard and through another door. A phone sat on an empty desk. Toothless sat behind it, smirking.

“You get one phone call. Make it good, puta.

She snarled. “I know what that word means.” Her retort only made him laugh. She made her call, which didn’t go well. Having to listen to the headmaster call her all sorts of synonyms for idiot—and other things far more personal as if this trip had been her idea—just got her dander up. She was terrified of what would happen to her charges but being angry sustained her. Needless to say, her mood was truly foul after she hung up. With effort, she managed to sound civil. “Someone will be in touch.”

Her guard led her out as Toothless laughed and was he scratching his balls under the desk. Exiting the office truly disgusted, she muttered, “Gilipollas.” It was a word she’d learned on a dig site in Spain and she felt no remorse for calling Toothless a douchebag. When was shoved back into the cell and the door clanged shut behind her, she corralled the kids, gesturing for them to huddle around her while she filled them in.

“I’ve spoken to the headmaster. The school will notify your parents and begin negotiations,” she whispered, glancing over her shoulder to make sure they were still alone. “We just need to stay calm, not piss them off, and with any luck at all, we’ll all get out of this unscathed.”

“This trip totally sucks, Ms. Peterson. I’d better get an A for all the hassle.” Kaylie leaned against the jock, Zach, and looked every bit the spoiled cheerleader.

Hours passed and the kids’ bitching grew in volume and nastiness. Even Elias, their resident geek, complained because they’d taken his smart phone and he couldn’t play any of his games—or hack into the NSA or something. When the metal cell door slammed open, even Clayton lost his swagger as two of the cartel members appeared.

“El Jefe wants you,” the guy she’d nicknamed Toothless drawled.

The other man grabbed and held her while Toothless ran his hands over her whole body, leering the entire time. “Gotta make sure you don’t got no weapons.”

Managing to control her reactions, Dana didn’t fight as she was led away, resolved to find some way to kill these men if they touched either of the girls. They led her from the basement dungeon into sunlight. A man, who she presumed was the head of the cartel, lounged next to a large pool. What she initially thought was a shaggy lap dog turned out to be a woman’s head, vigorously bobbing up and down. Was she—? Dana gagged on the bile surging up her throat. Who did this kind of thing? Well, duh. The top guy in a Mexican drug cartel, obviously. Dana shouldn’t have been shocked, no matter how naive she felt.

“Good news, señorita. When the ransom arrives, your students will be free to go.” Relief washed over her but with a leering grin, he continued, “Too bad there is no money for you.”

Adrenaline rippled through her, leaving her skin tingling. A moment later, she was totally numb. Nothing worked—not her muscles, not her mind. She was going to die. Or worse.
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ONE BY ONE, the soldiers staggered into the makeshift camp. They were to hell and gone on the back side of Fort Hood and every single one of them looked like they’d been on a 100-mile endurance run. In full gear. Which was close to the truth.

Hawkins Greenwood leaned against a Humvee. He hadn’t even broken a sweat playing the hare to their hounds. Captain Daniel “Dano” Reavis, the leader of this abbreviated Delta Force team, braced a booted foot on the Hummer’s tire and watched his guys flop on the desert floor, panting and complaining. The man grinned like a sadistic killer clown.

“Master Sergeant, I’d sure like to know how you can be standing here fresh as a daisy while my guys look like whipped pussies.”

Shrugging, Hawk did a head count. The trail he’d laid hadn’t been easy to follow and they’d been out in the bush for twenty-four hours. His orders had been to push the team to their limits. They’d been flown to Texas from Fort Bragg, North Carolina, where Delta Force was headquartered. They had an upcoming desert mission and Fort Hood matched the terrain where they’d be inserted. Knowing this, he hadn’t held back, but he wouldn’t leave anyone behind, not that the team wouldn’t be looking after each other.

Desmond Peyton rolled over and shot Hawk the bird. “You’re supposed to be on our side.”

“No shit, Cowboy.” Calvin Davis, the squad’s sniper, had made it to a sitting position and, after a genial thump on Peyton’s back, fixed his gaze on their captain. “How’d we do?”

“You didn’t suck hind tit, Hobbs, but the whole point of this exercise is to arrive looking like this guy.” Dano gestured with his thumb toward Hawk.

The grumble of a diesel engine registered just at the edge of Hawk’s hearing. He waited until the captain also noticed it. One by one, the men turned to face the rough road. A Hummer eventually prowled into view and stopped at the edge of the camp. A solder in desert camouflage jumped out and ran over to salute.

“Captain Reavis, Colonel Thornton is requesting Master Sergeant Greenwood back at HQ immediately.”

Dano returned the salute and narrowed his gaze on Hawk. “Takes a lot for a special instructor to piss off the garrison commander.”

“Takes real talent,” Simon Geller, the squad’s medic, added. A scar pulled the corner of his mouth down in a perpetual scowl but the expression in his eyes was pure smirk.

Hawk smirked back. “Hey, I’m not the one sweating bullets.” He turned to Dano. “With your permission, sir?” He snapped a salute and, after Dano returned it, he headed toward the Humvee.

“Yo, Hawk!” Dano called after him. “One of these days, you’re going to tell me your secrets.”

His expression solemn, Hawk replied, “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.” He waited a beat before adding, “Sir.”

Snorting back his laugher, Dano waved him away. Too bad Hawk was serious. His kind didn’t reveal their secrets.

As the Hummer drove away, Dano turned to his team. Cowboy, a big, Black man who’d played college football for Oklahoma State, was flat on his back again, his arm flung over his eyes. Hobbs, built like a long-distance runner, chugged water from a canteen.

“JD?” Dano watched the team’s medic closely. “How’d y’all do?”

“We survived.” He watched the dissipating dust cloud as the Hummer disappeared. “That guy? Hawk? He’s like the Energizer Bunny. He just keeps going and going.”

“But you kept up with him.”

That got groaning laughter from all of them. “No, boss,” Cowboy ground out as he did a sit-up and bent his legs to sit tailor-style in the dirt. “That damn Choctaw ran us through a ringer then tossed us into a cement mixer and then he sat on a hill, laughin’ his ass off, throwin’ rocks at us.”

“Damn good thing he has lousy aim,” Hobbs added.

Yeah, Dano didn’t believe that for a moment. And he’d been serious. He didn’t care how many tabs Master Sergeant Hawkins Greenwood wore on his uniform. There was just something about the other man that made him curious, despite Hawk’s warning.
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THE LAST six days had been...interesting for Dana and her charges. The morning after her phone call to the headmaster, Manuel Estanza, their self-proclaimed host, removed them from the basement cell block and set them up in a pool-side cabana with two bedrooms. The drug lord lived in a hacienda the size of a Beverly Hills mansion and it had all the bells and whistles. The kids spent their daylight hours sunbathing and swimming in the massive pool surrounded by lush landscaping. Somehow, their luggage had appeared, retrieved from the resort hotel where they’d been staying. Obviously, these precious scions of the rich and famous couldn’t be expected to go without their designer duds. Anyone who didn’t know the situation would think they were down here for spring break, especially since the party went on through the night. If their kidnappers hadn’t confiscated cell phones, these kids would be taking selfies and splashing them all over social media.
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