
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


ADVENTURES OF ISABELLA MUMPHREY


[image: ]




Secrets of a Mayan Moon

Secrets of an Aztec Temple

Secrets of a Hopi Blue Star

––––––––

[image: ]


Paty Jager

––––––––

[image: ]


Windtree Press

Hillsboro, OR

––––––––

[image: ]


This is a work of fiction, Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales, is entirely coincidental. 

ADVENTURES OF ISABELLA MUMPHREY 

Copyright © 2020 Patricia Jager

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the author or Windtree Press except in the case of brief quotations in critical articles or reviews.

Contact Information: info@windtreepress.com

Windtree Press

Hillsboro, Oregon

http://windtreepress.com 

Cover Art by Christina Keerins

CoveredbyCLKeerins

PUBLISHING HISTORY

Published in the United States of America

ISBN: 9781940064826



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Secrets of a Mayan Moon

[image: ]




An Isabella Mumphrey Adventure

Book 1

––––––––

[image: ]


Chapter One

Dr. Isabella Mumphrey shoved her glasses tighter on the bridge of her nose and pursed her lips. She’d yet to fail at anything she’d set out to do. Grad school at seventeen, doctorate in anthropology at twenty-two. There had to be a way to get more funding. Grant forms, statistical data, and the letter from the dean, stating the funding for her department was going to be cut in half, sprawled across the coffee table.

“Hello! Hello!” her cockatoo caterwauled as her cell phone emitted the thundering beat of Native American drums.

Stretching to relieve the tight muscles in her shoulders, Isabella didn’t hurry to snatch up the phone. The only people who called were from the university or her father. She wasn’t in the mood to speak to her illusive father, and the university would have only one reason to call—to tell her to start making cuts. 

“Quiet, Alabaster, I’m getting there.” She glanced at the number and frowned. It wasn’t her father or the university.

“Hello?”

“Isabella, it’s Virgil Martin.”

The excited voice of her family friend and mentor shoved all worries to the side, and she clutched the phone to hear him better.

“Where are you? I didn’t recognize the number.”

“I’m at the Ch’ujuña dig in Guatemala. Get your shots, pack, and get down here. I’ve found something truly remarkable, and I need your knowledge of Cholan to help me decipher a stone tablet.” If his excited tone hadn’t overrode the order, she would have wondered if this was the same man who took such care to show her the world she’d come to love. 

“You know I’d come help you if I could. Right now isn’t a good time for me to go anywhere. They’re pulling my funding. I can’t fly off to Guatemala now.” In all her twenty-six years she’d never told Dr. Virgil Martin ‘no’. He was the father her own flesh and blood refused to be. He’d listened and held her when she cried over the treatment she’d received at boarding school. It was hard for a seven-year-old to fit in with thirteen and fourteen-year-olds. When she wanted to throw intellectual tests, he’d talked her out of it. And he was there cheering when she received her doctorate of anthropology.

“This tablet could help you get funding. The information on it could make the anthropology world stand up and take notice of your work. And I have a wealthy man who is willing to pay us half a million to decipher the tablet.” 

Isabella clutched the phone tighter to her ear. “Did you say half a million dollars?”

“Yes. He wants to be the benefactor to give the information to the Maya people and is willing to pay us to decipher the tablet. I’ll split the fee with you.” His voice became muffled.

“What were you saying, Virgil?” She strained to hear as her mind spun. Two hundred fifty thousand would buy enough time to finish her research.

“Nothing. A local wanted to use the phone. I need your answer. I can’t do this alone. But we can do it together.”

Virgil had never steered her wrong. If he thought between the two of them they could decipher this tablet, garner more prestige, and make half a million, she had no alternative than to fly to Guatemala. 

“Call me back tomorrow night, and I’ll let you know when I arrive.”

*~*
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Hot humid air choked Isabella as she stepped through the glass doors of the Mundo Maya airport and into the shaded portico. 

After asking for a sabbatical and suffering through the vaccinations, she’d bought a ticket to Guatemala, and following the university’s recommendations regarding packing for the jungle, she’d boarded the plane. Twenty-four hours later, she wanted a shower and a soft bed, knowing after tonight she’d be sleeping on a cot until she and Virgil deciphered the tablet.

Isabella pushed her light-weight glasses higher on her nose and scanned the empty portico. With her box of survival equipment clutched under one arm, she plucked at her clinging cotton tank. The arid Arizona heat back home was more tolerable than gagging on this humidity. 

The shaded portico spared her eyes from the bright sunlight beyond the cover. A small man stepped from the shadows of a concrete pillar, blocking her path. His facial features were classic Mesoamerican. 

The man barely stood as tall as her shoulder. Her lips started to curve into a welcome smile when sunlight glinted off a large, wide-blade knife he pointed her direction. 

The knife grew to the size of a machete in her mind as the man stalked toward her, his face scrunched in an evil sneer. Fear gave way to anger.

She was bigger. She knew martial arts. She could...what? Inhaling deep, she focused on her center and waited. Shamutz! All those years of Taekwondo and in a crisis all I can think to do is scream and run. But her throat constricted and her legs remained rooted to the ground. 

Her gaze flicked to the knife point growing closer. Panic tried to squeeze up her dry throat. She would be stabbed and robbed and there wasn’t a thing she could do, if her frozen limbs were any indication to her bravery. 

The travel agent and Virgil had warned against traveling alone in rural areas, but she’d assumed the airport would be safe. Swallowing the fear building in her throat, she breathed slowly. Someone had to see what was happening. She craned her neck, stared at the terminal doors, and willed someone to step from the building and frighten the man away. Inside, there’d been guards. Where were they now?

The man and his dark beady eyes stopped within knife striking distance. 

“Get me the package.” 

“What?” His thickly accented English confused her, however, even in her panic she couldn’t help but notice his eyes peering holes in her cardboard box.

She clutched the box containing her “survival” vest, a vest of many pockets filled with everything needed to get out of any situation, and shook her head. “You can’t have my vest.” She’d die before giving up her security armament. She’d had in her possession a facsimile of this vest since she was ten. The contents had helped her out of several mishaps. With shaking fingers, she dug into the side pocket of her broomstick skirt for the centavos she had at the ready for the taxi. “I’ll give you this.” She held out her hand, palm up, showing him the coins.

Yellow teeth, pointed as a spider monkey’s, punctuated the malice in his smile. “No money. I want package.”

Indignation stirred her blood. The items in the box could mean the difference between life and death in the jungle. She stared at the man and the knife. Are the contents of the box worth losing my life right now? Not finishing her genealogy project would be the same as death. She had to help Virgil and get the money to fund her project. 

She weighed the options. Maybe if I show him there’s nothing of value in the box, he’ll take the centavos and leave.

She tipped her package toward the man. “See, ‘Doctor Isabella Mumphrey’. That’s me and this is my box. There’s nothing in it you could possibly want.” 

His dark beady eyes peered at the box and back to her. The stare down was getting them nowhere. Twenty-four hours of travel and the rush to get ready beforehand had netted her little sleep and an anxious demeanor. All I want is a hot bath and a bed before I step into the jungle tomorrow. She shifted into her most obstinate glare, allowing irritation to pulse from her eyeballs. 

The man’s face darkened with exasperation, and he jerked the knife toward the package. “Get it to me.”

Annoyance overrode exhaustion and fear. “Fine, I’ll show you there’s nothing in here you’d want.” She jerked her free arm out of the backpack strap. 

The weight of the pack dropping off her shoulder spun her body and swung the bag. The pack hit her assailant’s hand with force, knocking the knife to the ground and flinging her box to the concrete six feet away. 

The tape popped loose, spilling a dozen small blue books across the gray concrete. The word ‘Passport’ caught her eye before the man scrambled about gathering the books into the box.

Passports? How did those get into my box and what happened to my vest and survival items? 

“What? How...” By the time she’d raced through all the possible scenarios of how a switch might have occurred along the route, the man ran down the street with her box under his arm. 

“Hey! Wait!” With mixed disbelief and horror, she watched the man dive into a four-by-four truck and speed off. 

How did my things get switched for passports? Reporting her items missing would throw suspicion on her. And she didn’t have a clue at which layover—Phoenix, Miami, or Guatemala City—the switch took place. Frustration buffeted her temples. “I need my gear if I’m going into the jungle.” Insecurity inched up her backbone. Without her vest, she couldn’t set foot in the jungle. Couldn’t get to Virgil and secure her funding.

Two security guards strode out the airport doors, snapping her attention to the deadly weapon at her feet. 

In one quick motion she snatched the assailant’s knife off the ground and slipped her backpack up onto her shoulder. She gripped the knife handle and held the weapon hidden in the folds of her flowing skirt. Being tossed in a Guatemalan jail would hinder her chance to get the tablet deciphered and back to the states in time to save her department. And it darn sure wouldn’t be good for her health.

The guards stopped a respectful distance back. 

With herculean effort, she plastered a cordial smile on her face as her whole body shook. She pressed the knife deeper into the folds of her skirt. Her latest encounter proved the knife might come in handy.

“Could you help me get a taxi?” she asked, surprised by her casual tone when urgency pounded at her temples. 

The thinner guard raised a hand and like a hallucination in an old B western, a compact car emerged, pulling up to the curb. The faded paint and noticeable dents were a worry. The word “Taxi” painted boldly on the side and the fact security deemed the conveyance trustworthy, eased the coiled tension in her gut. 

“Gracias,” Isabella mumbled, when the other guard held the door open for her. If they’d known what she’d brought to their country in her box, they’d escort her to jail. A chill of apprehension sent shivers through her limbs. How had she ended up with passports? She’d had her assistant at the college box up the vest and supplies, marking it with the university’s exempt status. Had Crystal put the passports in? She didn’t believe the girl would have had the time or the knowledge to put together a package of false passports. They had to be false to be worth smuggling. If they caught her with the passports or caught wind she’d smuggled them, it was a good probability she’d be in a Guatemalan jail for a long time. 

Forcing her lips into a friendly smile, she worked to cover her nervousness. She slid into the back seat, keeping the knife hidden in her skirt the best she could. Her bottom dropped into an indention in the cushion. The blade of the knife pressed against her thigh. The urge to pull it away from her leg was squelched by the unwavering watchful gaze of the guards. 

“Enjoy your stay, seño.” The guard tipped his hat, and the taxi jerked away from the curb. 

“Where are you going?” the taxi driver asked. His dark brown eyes stared at her from his rearview mirror aimed at an awkward angle to accommodate his slouched position. 

“Hotel Casa Amelia, por favor.” 

“That will be ten centavos,” said the driver, reaching a hand over the seat.

She dropped the coins into his upturned hand and allowed her body to wilt against the back seat. Sighing, she leaned her head back and wasn’t surprised at the solid feel of wood rather than upholstery. Weariness seeped into her arms and legs. Terror couldn’t take hold until she was locked in her hotel room. She now believed the warnings she’d read to visitors of this country. Her elation at being able to keep her department fully functional had outshined the warnings. 

She’d endure Xib’alb’a, the world beneath the earth ruled by One Death and Seven Death, to keep her department and project alive. She’d worked too long and hard charting the DNA of the Central, North, and South American natives to have things shut down now. 

Fear and her nerves subsided. In a few weeks, perhaps even days, she and Virgil would crack the tablet’s code, and she could spend all her time on research instead of chasing down funding.

The excitement in Virgil’s voice when he’d called had sparked her excitement. Not only would this trip help her department, it was her first dig outside the U.S. All her internships had been at North American native digs. Finally, she would add an international dig to her resume. 

A stretch of open road gave way to dirt streets winding between houses made of crumbling stone, cardboard, and tin. The buildings were more impoverished than any she’d witnessed on reservations or slums of cities. Growing up, she wasn’t allowed anywhere near this type of living conditions. As an anthropologist she had a need to discover if these people were happier than ones in fancy buildings with running water and mortgages they couldn’t pay. 

Even as she wished to learn, her sense of survival drew her away from the window as the occupants sitting in front of the small buildings stared forlornly at the vehicle. I have so much. Isabella dug into her backpack as the taxi rolled to a stop at an intersection. Two young boys pounded on her window. 

She reached for the handle.

“Do not lower the window,” the driver cautioned and inched the car away from the sullen faces of the boys. 

“I could have spared them a centavo or two.” She craned her neck to peer at the small group of children forming in the street behind them. Not one of them had shoes and their clothing hung like rags on their bodies. Her heart went out to the children. She’d been fortunate to always have everything she needed and to never feel hungry. Never know desperation. Only loneliness.

“If you had offered, they would have surrounded the vehicle.” He glanced at her in the mirror. “You must learn not to show your wealth here or to give. Those who have less will take advantage.” 

Those were the same words her travel agent and Virgil had told her. Virgil’s exact words had been, “Don’t let that tender heart of yours get you in trouble before the guide I’m sending shows up.”

“We are here, seño, Hotel Casa Amelia.”

The car stopped in front of a three-story white stucco building with fresh green trim. The inviting open door and lush plants in pots on either side welcomed. This part of town held none of the poverty they’d just traveled through.

The driver draped an arm over the front seat. His good-natured smile was the first sign of welcome she’d witnessed since setting foot in Guatemala. 

“Gracias. Since you speak English so well, could I ask you a couple questions?” She raised the hand with the knife, and his eyes widened. “If I keep this will I get in trouble?”

“Where did you get a knife such as this, seño?” His gaze remained riveted on the long, wide blade as she held it up for him to see.

“A man outside the airport.”

“They do not sell those as souvenirs.”

A nervous giggle tickled her throat. “No, they don’t.” She shoved her glasses back up to the bridge of her nose and wiped at the dampness clinging to her neck and chest. “A man wanted my box. I tried to tell him it was mine. My name was clearly written on it, but when it popped opened, my belongings weren’t inside.” 

His eyes narrowed. “What was inside? Did you tell this to the security?”

“I was afraid if they saw the knife and then I told them...” She held her tongue. She’d said too much to a stranger already.

Isabella shook her head. “All that matters is my vest and supplies are gone. I have to get more before I continue on to the archeological dig at Ch’ujuña.” 

The man stared at her then waved at the knife. “Would you know this man if you saw him again?” 

“Yes. Even though at first the only thing I saw was this knife, I’ll not forget his nasty teeth or his dark eyes.” A shudder rippled her skin. 

“How did you get the knife?” His dark eyes studied her face.

Her face heated under his scrutiny and her mortification, realizing how close she’d been to possibly losing her life. “I knocked the knife and the box to the ground when my pack slipped and swung.” She hadn’t done anything as daring as her movie idol Indiana Jones. No, clumsiness saved me, not bravery. Her heart hammered realizing what the consequences could have been if her backpack hadn’t become off balance. She had no doubt the man would have hurt her to gain the package.

“You are very lucky.” He exited the car and came to her door. 

Lucky? She wrung her shaking hands as he opened the door. She’d never believed in luck, but this was the first time her clumsiness worked for good.

Isabella slid out and stood next to the driver who was a bit shorter than her five-eight height. Her sandals were a small barrier to the heat of the cobblestone street. She dug in the outside pocket of her backpack where she kept a small amount of money for tips and necessities. “If I give you the same amount as the ride here and extra money to wait ten minutes while I write up a list of items for you to get, would you be interested?” She counted out ten coins and what she deemed would pay for the items she’d need. 

The driver smiled. “I would be happy to help you, seño.” 

“Good, give me about ten minutes to get registered and make a list.”

He nodded and Isabella entered the welcoming doors of the Casa Amelia. 

––––––––
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Chapter Two

Augustino Konstantine waited in the lobby of the Hotel Casa Amelia for a frumpy old anthropologist to arrive. Her plane had landed two hours ago. What kept her? He didn’t wait well. Never had. He liked to be in motion. When in motion he was harder to catch. 

He lowered his newspaper to view the young woman striding into the hotel. Thin, average height, and even without curves, she was far more interesting than the paper he’d reread the past hour. A flowing, wrinkled, colorful skirt swirled around her long legs, and a cotton sleeveless top clung to the dampness between her breasts, accenting two pert nipples. The weight of her backpack, pulling her shoulders back, amplified the fact she didn’t wear a bra. 

Attention piqued by her lack of certain clothing, he studied her closer. A long, reddish-brown braid stopped at the middle of her back. Her narrow face hosted thick eyebrows that couldn’t be hidden by the skimpy glasses she pushed up the bridge of her small nose sprinkled with just enough freckles to give her a youthful appearance. She had full sensual lips. Staring at them brought to mind many ways they could pleasure.

This could be a good form of entertainment this evening. 

She approached the registration desk.

“Seño, how may I help you?” the clerk asked with more enthusiasm than he had when Tino registered. 

She deposited her backpack on the floor at her feet. The horn handle of a twelve-inch Guatemalan blade protruded from the side pocket. Tino’s curiosity spiked another notch. 

“I have a reservation. Dr. Isabella Mumphrey.” 

Tino snapped the paper down and stared even harder at the woman. This was the frumpy, old anthropologist he was to guide? His gaze scanned the length of her one more time while tuning in the conversation. 

“Ahh, Dr. Mumphrey, Dr. Martin said you were to get the finest room, no?” The clerk acted like a simpering fool giving the doctor her key and expounding on all the wonders of the hotel. 

“Gracias. May I borrow a paper and pencil? I need to make a list for the taxi driver.”

The clerk handed her the items. She stepped to the side of the counter and began writing.

Why would she make a list for a taxi driver? Curious, Tino folded the paper and strolled to a spot beside her. So intent on her list, she didn’t even acknowledge his presence as he leaned, reading the items. Army knife, candle, braided fishing line, hooks, swivels, 24 gauge snare wire...

“You are planning a trip into the jungle, no?” 

She started at his voice. Deep green eyes rimmed in gold stared at him from behind wire-rimmed lenses. She blinked, focused on him, and narrowed her eyes.

“Didn’t your mother teach you manners? You don’t look over people’s shoulders to see what they’re doing.” She picked up her list and held it to her damp shirt.

“Mi mamá did teach me manners, no? I am Tino Kosta, your guide to the dig at Ch’ujuña.” He held out his hand, waiting for her to shake.

Her gaze traveled from his extended hand up his arm to his face. She squinted her eyes and glared at him. 

“You’re not of Mesoamerican descent, so you can’t possibly be my guide. Are you in cahoots with the disgusting little man who stole my property?” She bent toward her backpack, giving him a good view down the front of her blouse. 

Sí, she didn’t wear a bra. The nipples peaking through her clingy shirt sat atop palm-sized mounds. Now, being a man who liked his hands filled to overflowing when it came to handling a woman—

“¡Carajo!” The pointed end of the large knife that had been tucked in the doctor’s backpack waved inches from his nose. “What is this about?” A woman who ran around without undergarments shouldn’t be offended by a man viewing her body. 

“You tell me what this is about? I was naïve once today. I won’t make that mistake a second time with you banditos.” 

He had to give her credit. The knife didn’t shake, and her words dripped with the right amount of bravado and control.

“Dr. Mumphrey, Ezzabella...” 

She frowned at the use of her given name. 

Tino shrugged, sent her a smile he reserved only for his grandmother, abuela Juanita, and resumed, “I am not a bandito, and Dr. Virgil Martin did hire me to bring you to the dig.”

Her gaze slid from his face to the knife and back. “Show me proof you are who you say you are.”

He slipped a hand in his pocket and drew out his guide credentials and driver’s license provided by the Drug Enforcement Agency. “I cannot give you Dr. Martin’s request. He contacted me by phone.” Okay, he lied on that one. He hadn’t spoken to Dr. Martin. The guide Martin hired was probably celebrating with his family. It wasn’t often he was paid triple to let someone else do his work. 

Isabella lowered the knife and scrutinized his credentials and driver’s license. 

“Seño, is your list ready?” A man, Tino recognized as an undercover policia walked into the hotel. 

“I’m sorry, I was distracted and haven’t finished.” Isabella set the knife on the counter and returned to her list. 

“What is the list for?” Only disreputable people or fools made friends with the policia. More than half in the rural areas were corrupt and involved with the very people he was out to destroy. 

“My vest and survival gear were stolen en route. I need to replace them before I go into the jungle.” She continued writing, her eyes remained fixed on her growing list. 

“I have everything we will need for the trip.” 

“There are items I prefer to have with me.” She leveled a determined gaze on him and pushed her glasses up. For a slip of a woman she exuded authority and snobbery.

“¿Seño?” The man he knew to be a policia studied Tino.

“You can go.” Tino waved the man away. 

“I need my things.” The panic in her eyes would have been laughable if her hand hadn’t gripped the knife handle. “I can’t go into digs without my gear.”

“We will drive to Sayaxche tomorrow. It is better outfitted for the jungle traveler than this town. You can write your list in your room with air conditioning.”

Her eyes widened at the words “air conditioning”. 

She turned to the policia. “Gracias for waiting. I’ll get my things myself tomorrow.” She held out a slender hand. “It was a pleasure meeting you. And thank you for your advice.”

The man smiled warmly and clasped her hand. “Que Dios la acompañe en sus viajes. Luck be with you on your travels.”

The warm smile and genuine warmth in Dr. Mumphrey’s eyes surprised Tino. She’d come across as a hard-edged, snobby scholar until now.

“Gracias.” She released the policia’s hand and retrieved her knife and backpack. She turned to him. “What time do we set out in the morning?”

Tino wasn’t willing to give away anything with the policia stalling by engaging the clerk in a conversation. He snatched her backpack and placed a hand on her elbow, escorting her toward the terrace in the back.

“I’ll take my pack, and why are you hauling me out here?” She struggled against his hold on her and reached for her bag. 

“I wanted to show you this.” He motioned to the sun setting over Lake Petén Itza to distract her. He didn’t need the policia or clerk butting into the conversation. 

“Oh my!” The whispered words held reverence. Dr. Mumphrey unzipped a pocket on her backpack and pulled out a small camera. 

Tino watched her adjust dials and snap photos. She immersed herself in the scene, changing angles and muttering. The glass-like lake with the mountains looming behind never failed to invoke this reaction from visitors. Gazing beyond the woman to the setting sun over the water, he wondered how long it had been since he’d really appreciated the beauty around him. Too long. He rolled his head and shook out the tense muscles in his shoulders. Not since he vowed to avenge his family’s deaths.

Dr. Mumphrey drew in two long, deep breaths and slowly exhaled. He shifted his view to encompass the woman. Her body relaxed, the simplicity of innocence softened her features. He’d believed from the woman’s name, occupation, and status, he would guide an old British woman who was a hardened traveler. This woman should still be in grad school if his deduction of her age wasn’t as misplaced as his impression of her name.

She faced him. “Why did you drag me onto this terrace?” A slender finger pushed her glasses back in place. 

“How did you come to know the man who brought you here?” He doubted she knew him to be the policia. He wasn’t in uniform, and she hadn’t treated him like he held any authority.

“He was my taxi driver from the airport. Why?” She leaned closer, a quizzical expression on her face. “You weren’t very nice to him.” Her tone reminded him of his mamá’s scolding. His heart squeezed with regrets and the empty pain memories of his family evoked.

Tino motioned to two chairs on the edge of the terrace. Dr. Mumphrey sat but held her hand out for her bag. He handed it to her. “How did you acquire such a fine example of a Guatemalan knife? You just arrived, no?”

Her face paled. “A man at the airport...” Rather than the hard-edged tone she’d used on him so far, her voice wavered.

“The bandito you accused me of friending?”

“Yes. I barely stepped outside the airport and this man, with this knife,” she tapped the handle, “accused me of having his package.” She peered into his eyes. “It was my box. Security didn’t allow me to bring some of my survival items on the plane in my backpack, so I packed them and my vest in a box and sent it through baggage using the university’s exempt status for packages. You know, to avoid the delay of an inspection.” Isabella shrugged. Her whole body slumped into the chair as if deflated.

Tino resisted the urge to rub a hand up and down her arm. Instead, he curled his fingers around the chair arm. He couldn’t become attached or feel anything for anyone. This assignment required he get into the jungle around the Ch’ujuña dig. DEA had received word a new drug route into Mexico was being set up. Nothing gave him as much pleasure as apprehending and putting behind bars the men under the man responsible for his family’s death. One by one he would take away Garza’s underlings, and then his family, until he felt the same loss Tino lived with.

Tino pulled his thoughts back to the terrace and the means to get him near the dig. Moonlight glistened on the blade of the knife hanging from the doctor’s bag.

“How did you get the knife?” He hated to bring up something that obviously upset the woman, but he needed to know everything about the mishap. Anything illegal usually was connected to the drug trade, making it his business. 

“My clumsiness helped for a change.” She shook her head slowly as if not believing her own words. “I was-am—exhausted. The man insisted the box was his. I planned to take off my backpack and prove the box had nothing he wanted. Only the weight of the pack and my irritation caused the bag to slide down my arm, swing, and whack the knife out of his hand and throw my box to the concrete. It popped open. But my vest wasn’t inside, it was—” Her wide almond-shaped eyes continued to seek answers. “He grabbed the contents and ran away. Leaving the knife behind.”

Do I look sincere? Will she believe I’m one of the good guys? He needed to know what was in her box. Tino laced his voice with sincerity, “I will not pass on anything you say to the authorities.” 

Her head tilted as she continued to peer at him. “How do I know Virgil-Dr. Martin hired you? You could be a part of any of the illegal activities I read about in this country.”

“True. But do you think I would have stated who I was in front of the others if I had plans to kill you? I sat in the chair in the lobby long enough the clerk can identify me should something happen to you. And the taxi driver...that is not his profession. He’s policia.”

Dr. Mumphrey’s eyes widened, and her full lips opened, giving rise to thoughts he shouldn’t harbor about the woman. She was his ticket into the jungle around the dig and nothing more. If he let their relationship wander into anything other than guide and ticket, they could both end up jungle casualties.

“You knew he was the police? How? And why didn’t he tell me?” Her hand clutched her throat. “Shamutz! I showed him the knife! And told him about the missing contents.”

Tino straightened in his chair. He couldn’t cross examine her without reawakening her suspicions. “Not all the policia are bad. I do not know which side of the law he is on, but if he withheld from you that he was policia, it is good you did not tell him too much.” Had she mentioned the wrong contents in her box?

She nodded and sighed. “I don’t know what to do. My package was used to smuggle—” Her shoulders rose and fell as she ran a finger around the lens of the camera on her lap. Indecision wrinkled her brow and she pursed her lips. 

He didn’t want to press and appear too interested, but at the same time he wanted to help. And the only way to help was to know what they were dealing with. “What was supposed to be in the package?”

“My survival vest. Instead there were passports. At least a dozen.” She glanced up, her green-gold eyes beseeched him. “Why did they use my box to smuggle in passports?”

“I do not know.”

He shook his head. There could be more going on at the dig than perhaps even DEA knew. 

––––––––
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Chapter Three

After the day she’d had, Isabella accepted the guide’s offer to walk her up to her room. She sneaked furtive sideways glances as they climbed the stairs side-by-side. He was handsome in a roguish way. 

“Be in the lobby at eight.” 

His deep, soft voice with an unmistakable Latin accent fluttered her stomach.

She nodded and stopped at the door of her room. Before she could slip the key into the lock, his fingers closed around her hand.

“Allow me to unlock the door and take a look.”

His hand holding hers and the intensity of his eyes stole her words. She didn’t like the implication but nodded and relinquished the key.

“Stay here.” He grasped her shoulders and set her to the side of the doorway. The lock clicked, and he disappeared into the room.

Gathering her wits, Isabella stepped into the room behind him. Moonlight filtered through the thin curtain, highlighting his silhouette as he searched the closet, the balcony outside the window, and under the bed. Cool air from the air conditioner met her at the same time as its droning hum.

“What are you looking for?”

He snapped to attention and stalked toward her, stopping when his toes nearly touched hers. “I told you to wait outside.”

“And I asked you what you’re doing.” She wouldn’t back down. If someone was out to get her, she had a right to know who and why. 

“Looking for unwanted creatures.” He grasped her hand turned it palm up and dropped the key. 

Her arm tingled. One-by-one he closed her fingers around the key, his gaze locked on hers. Heat vapors like the Arizona blacktop slithered up her neck and scorched her cheeks.

“Eight.” 

The husky timbre vibrated her stomach. He released her hand and disappeared out the door.

The curtain rustled. Isabella spun and stared at the closed door, clutching the key in her fist. The man did things to her body with just his voice. She shouldn’t trust him, but there was something about him that gave her comfort. Deep down her gut told her that was dangerous and she’d end up hurt.

She tossed the key on the table and stripped. Washing with a cloth and basin of water her thoughts turned to her guide. Tino Kosta. He was definitely not of Mesoamerican descent. He didn’t have the classic flat facial features or dark coloring. His features were more European in appearance—less native. A Ladino. Someone of European descendants that traveled to Central America to make their fortune in coffee or some other export, married a local, and stayed. His dark blue eyes, while showing mirth at times, remained blank. As though he feared his secrets could be read in his gaze. His full black brows, shaggy black hair, and stubble shouted he didn’t use his looks to get what he wanted. No, his demeanor didn’t reflect a man who made a living escorting people about the jungle. He came across as a man on a mission. His name had Latin and Greek origins. How had he become a guide in Guatemala? 

His accent affected her like no other male voice. The timbre, softness, and lyrical qualities...she pressed a hand to her quivering belly. But he’d conversed in front of the taxi driver with a definite emphasis on appearing not as well spoken, while alone with her, his English had been flawless and heady with that sultry accent. So many questions.

She slipped into a clean tank and panties and under the lightweight bedding. The raucous noise from a bar or party reminded her of trying to fall asleep during college parties in the dorm. But the long day and monotone of the air conditioner’s drone took hold, and she drifted to sleep within minutes.

~*~
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Street noises and the soft glow of sunshine awakened Isabella. Stretching, she glanced at her wristwatch. Seven-thirty. Her stomach rumbled. Tino hadn’t mentioned whether they’d grab a bite to eat. She didn’t linger in bed or in her thoughts. Today, she would experience her first jungle excursion. Her rumbling stomach fluttered with anticipation. The only other digs she’d worked were in Arizona. This was her first big trek into another country and another biosphere. Excitement bubbled out in a gleeful laugh. 

Isabella stepped into khaki pants, tucked the cotton ribbed tank she slept in into the waistband, and cinched her belt. She grimaced at the small cut in her skirt before she rolled it up and stuffed the garment into the bottom of her bag. She shoved a pair of wool socks in her boots, and then situated the footwear and a long-sleeved shirt on top of the other items in her backpack. The extra apparel would be handy when they hopped in the boat to head down river. Before that, riding in a car, there would be no need for the extra clothing to ward off mosquitoes. She slipped into her sturdy walking sandals.

With the knife tucked into the side of her bag for easy access, she slung the backpack over her shoulders and headed out the door. 

In the lobby, she found Tino lounging in a chair. 

“You are ready early.” He reached out to take her backpack.

She shook her head. He may have sounded convincing last night, but she’d hidden her passport, identification, and traveler’s checks in her bag until she bought a new vest.

He dropped his hands and motioned for her to exit the building.

“I’m starving. Can we get something to eat before we head out?” She stepped out the door and spotted a dirty truck parked in front of the hotel.

“I packed food and beverage.” 

Isabella raised an eyebrow. She wasn’t going to fall victim to Montezuma’s revenge. “Purified?” 

“Sí. I do not tolerate the water around here any better than gringos.” He opened the passenger door on the truck. 

Isabella climbed in. A duffel bag sat in the middle of the seat. She placed her bag on the floorboards and squeezed her feet in beside it. Tino climbed in behind the steering wheel. She studied him. If he cleaned up, his sultry eyes, sun-bronzed complexion, and Anglo features could grace the cover of any men’s magazine. She pictured him on GQ dressed in a white linen shirt, sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and white slacks with loafers and no socks. The image sent a warm wave of desire rippling across her skin. 

She’d better get her romantic thoughts turned. They’d only bring her hurt just like before. “I’ve already determined you aren’t from around here. How did you become a guide in Guatemala?” 

He revved the motor and shot away from the curb. “I have been a drifter and just landed here.” 

His off-handed remark sparked even more interest. 

“Where all have you drifted?” Her stomach growled louder than her voice. 

“The duffel on the seat has food.” Tino’s attention remained on the road as they wove their way through shacks made of anything the occupants could get their hands on to keep out the heat and rain. 

Isabella focused her attention on the food in the bag rather than the hungry-looking children. Her heart ached to roll down the window and dole out the food to the unhappy faces. Her father always found fault with her generous—though he called it tender—heart. 

Her fingers wrapped around a warm foil package. She pulled out the foil, then bananas, mangoes, and avocadoes she found nestled together in the duffel. 

“Keep digging. There should be queso fresco wrapped in a banana leaf.” Tino’s gaze strayed from the road to the pile of food she’d placed on the seat beside her. 

“There’s enough food in this bag for the town.” She found the leaf bundle. Her fingertips grazed something cold and hard. Curious, she ran her fingers over the object.

A hand gun. 

Shivers slithered up her arm and centered in her chest. If Tino was part of the group who used her to transport passports, he wouldn’t have allowed her access to the bag with his weapon, would he? She shot a glance his direction as her heart raced. He was relaxed, unconcerned about her rummaging in his bag and finding the gun. In the jungle, it made sense a guide would have a gun. Her racing heart slowed, and she chastised herself for thinking he was anything other than the guide Virgil hired.

His voice registered as he reached toward the bag. 

Isabella jerked the bag back, but not before he plucked a banana. Air squeezed out of her lungs. She didn’t know which would have been worse, him reaching for the gun or finding her clutching the weapon. 

“W-what?” She worked to focus her mind on what he said and not the unhealthy direction her thoughts had spiraled.

“We need enough food to get us from here to the dig. It could take two to three days depending on the rains.” He stared at her, one dark brow raised in question.

Could he tell she’d found his weapon? Should I just come out and ask him about it? Bravery had never been her strong suit, but directness—she had that by the boat load. She slipped her hand back into the bag and withdrew the gun.

“What is this for?” 

He glanced her direction. Annoyance flashed in his eyes, but his body didn’t tense. Tino shrugged. “There are creatures in the jungle that only respect modern weapons.”

“Do you plan on using this to force me to give up my valuables, or worse, my organs?” In her experience, bluntness always shocked the truth from people.

He rolled his eyes. “¡Carajo! You are one paranoid señorita.” 

“I’m usually more trusting, but after my encounter yesterday, I’m not sure who to trust. I’d think you could understand. You have all the right answers about the dig and about Dr. Martin, but I’ve also read all the warnings about this country.”

His lips formed a straight line, and his gaze drilled into the highway ahead. “Put the gun away and eat. I am not here to harm you. I use the gun to tranquilize jaguars. Traveling about as a guide, I also tag the cats for the government.”

Isabella settled the revolver back under the clothing. His lack of agitation over her discovering the weapon and his nonchalant comment about her paranoia led her to believe he was the guide sent by Virgil. The bit on the end about tagging jaguars... Everyone knew they used rifles for tranquilizing. Her guide had secrets.

She opened the foil and found a stack of tortillas. The scent of the warm corn rumbled her stomach even louder. “Do you want a tortilla?”

A muscle on the side of his jaw moved under the scruff of dark whiskers as he chewed his banana. Again, her mind took up the puzzle of her guide. His demeanor and speech spoke of education, yet he dressed low class.

Tino’s seductive dialect cut into her musings. 

She hadn’t heard a single word he said. “What?” 

“After I finish this, I will take a tortilla.”

The evening before he’d lapsed back and forth from refined language skills to more native sounding words. This morning, he was all refined. This guide Virgil sent piqued her interest in many ways. She didn’t back down from a challenge, and dissecting Tino’s background the next two days would be a good distraction from the anticipation of what she would find at the dig.

Isabella unwrapped the banana leaf and found a mildly aromatic white cheese. She crumbled some on the top tortilla, rolled it up, and took a bite. The tangy cheese and sweet tortilla made her mouth water and satisfied her stomach. 

“Have you been to this dig before?” Tino asked, tossing his peel out the window as they sped down the highway. 

“No. Virgil—Dr. Martin—called me ten days ago and requested I come down. He needs my help to decipher a tablet.” She already owed Virgil so much. He’d encouraged her curiosity about her Native American roots, and then helped her enter the graduate program at a young age. 

“Decipher a tablet?” Tino glanced at her, his eyebrows arched in question.

When asked about her life’s passion, even if he held a gun to her head, she’d talk. 

“He discovered a Mayan tablet that he believes holds great worth and knowledge for the Mayas. But he needs my help. My thesis was on Mayan symbols.” Electric jolts of excitement zipped up her spine. She shoved the last bite of the tortilla in her mouth and dug through the side pocket of her backpack for her journal. Every scrap of information she’d discovered in a Hopi dig that resembled the Mayan culture was written in this notebook. As well as all her notes on Mayan symbolism.

“I’ve written four papers on Mayan symbols and language using what others have uncovered.” She stared at her notes and drawings.

“This is your first trip into the jungle?” His condescending tone suggested he considered her a tourist. 

“I’ve read everything ever written about this area and the Mayas.” She glared and challenged him to test her.

“Books cannot prepare you for the first time a caiman snaps at you, a howler monkey makes the hair on the back of your neck tingle, or the constant buzz of the mosquitoes hoping to snack on you.” He sent her a lopsided smile that slipped her irritation down only a micron. 

“I’m sure I’ll be startled the first time I see or hear these, but I assure you I am not some scaredy-cat.” She wouldn’t tell him about her aversion to bats. From her research on the area, they were her greatest fear. The flying mammals filled her with unfathomable terror. 

“Speaking of cats, you ever come face to face with a jaguar? Now there is a beautiful creature.” His voice dropped an octave and made her wish he spoke of her in such an ardent fashion. 

“No, I’ve only seen photographs.” 

Tino rolled up his right sleeve. Two long raised red marks ran from his elbow to his wrist. “I did not get one big female knocked out completely when I tagged her.”

“I didn’t think they attacked humans?” She stared at the red raised slashes on his muscular arm.

“They usually do not. But she did not care for me straddling her and injecting something under her skin.” His eyes lit with excitement. “We rolled around for some time before she ran away.” 

“Were you scared?” Her admiration for Virgil’s choice of escort escalated.

“At first, but her breath reeked, and there was still hair in her teeth and blood on her lips. I struck her on the nose hard, and since she had a full belly, she left me alone.” He glanced at the food beside her. “I will take a tortilla.” 

Isabella studied him. The wrinkles at the corners of his eyes and merriment in their dark blue depths gave rise to the assumption he made the story up. Was he a good con-artist or was he playing with her gullibility? Virgil always said her naïveté would get her in trouble. 

“¿Tortilla, por favor?” 

She dropped her gaze to the food, dug a corn wrap from the foil, and crumbled cheese on it. She rolled the tortilla and handed it to him. Their fingers touched and her gaze jerked to his face. Was that a smirk on his lips? His touch and nearness jostled her insides like a fast ride on a teeter totter. 

Isabella peeled a banana and took a bite. The flavor outranked any banana she’d eaten in her life. Eating fresh picked fruit would be a treat on this expedition. She stared out the window and noticed a large plume of dark gray smoke beyond the dry lowlands.

“Where is that smoke coming from?” 

“The edge of the rainforest. The climate has been slowly growing hotter and drier even here where it rains nearly seventy inches a year. Careless agriculture, industry, and drug trafficking cause fires that spread into the rainforest.” He glanced her direction. “We will go through a burned section along the Pasion River.”

She couldn’t fathom a fire in the rainforest. Wasn’t everything wet and therefore more likely to snuff out a fire than feed it? Mixed varieties of deciduous trees dotted the landscape of rolling hills covered in yellow grass. The road gradually climbed a steep rock and coniferous forested grade before easing down into a lowland valley once more. The trip was as diverse in scenery as the many native languages of the country. 

They passed through a small town of adobe huts with palm thatched roofs. Women attending chores wore the traditional bright colored skirts and blouses of the region, and the men wore jeans, no shirts or shoes. Children, barefoot and curious, lined the street.

“Is there a chance to stop and visit?” Her interest in people of other nationalities could never be sated. Peering at their audience she wished to learn more about the Mayas of today. 

Tino shook his head as the vehicle sped away from the village. “I want to get a good distance downriver before the afternoon rain hits.”

“With the shorter trees and open areas, I forget we’re in a rainforest.” She took in the lowlands with patches of mahogany trees and rolling grass-covered hills around them. Twisting in the seat, she peered back at the town they left behind. “This isn’t the picture you normally see on a documentary about the rainforest.”

“They do not get as much rain here. We are headed closer to the rainforest and once we get on the river we will be heading into the denser forest.” 

Isabella dug in the duffle bag. “Where’s the drinking water?”

“Drinks are in the back.” 

Tino pulled the truck over and stepped out. He’d have to be more careful around the doctor. For all her gullibility, she had a mind that deducted and researched. Keeping his true identity a secret from her would be a challenge. He retrieved a can of Gallo and a canteen. He slid under the steering wheel, handed her the canteen, and popped the top on the beer.

She frowned. “You aren’t going to drink and drive? It isn’t even noon.” 

Her attitude reminded him of his initial perspective of her, when he only knew her name. Sour and bossy. “Yes, this is my beverage of choice since the water around here is unsuitable to drink.” It wasn’t his drink of choice. He only used it as a prop to reinforce his cover of a bum who could only get a job as a guide.

“But beer? You could purchase juice or soda.” She narrowed her eyes. “What happens if you get drunk and can’t find your way to the dig? We’ll end up stranded in the jungle.”

“I have never become drunk. I drink only when I am thirsty.” The gall of her to imply he didn’t know his way around the jungle. He sneaked a peek at the Government Issue watch with GPS strapped to his left wrist. 

“I still think you could make a better choice. Alcohol has a drying effect on the body.”

Tino stabbed her with a you’ve-got-to-be-kidding stare. “What is sticking your clothes to you?” A sheen of perspiration glistened her skin, adding more definition to her collarbone and high cheek bones. His blood heated at the sight. He tamped the sensation down. Doctor Mumphrey wasn’t his type, she was out of his league, and he didn’t make attachments. In his line of work all he could enjoy were one nighters, and she wasn’t the one-night type. 

Isabella didn’t blush, but the indignant set to her jaw slackened. Her slender fingers unscrewed the lid on the canteen. Closing her eyes, she tipped her head back, and raised the vessel to her lips. Contentment transformed her features to the childlike innocence he’d noticed the night before. She slowly drank, savoring each mouthful and swallowing in slow motion. The effect more erotic than anything he’d seen before.

¡Coño! Tino stared out the window. The sooner he got her to the dig the better. His protective instincts had kicked in. Not good. Once he dropped her off it was adios intriguing señorita.

He put the truck in gear and pressed down on the throttle. The truck lurched forward.

“Hey!”

Tino glanced over. Her shirt front clung to her chest, emphasizing her nipples and small bumps of breast. He couldn’t pull his gaze from the sight. The small mounds, while not his usual choice, were damn tempting. 

“Why’d you—” 

She shrieked and pointed to the road. 

Tino glanced at the road and swerved the truck in time to avoid hitting a tour bus. 

The truck wobbled then settled as his fingers gripped the steering wheel. He stared straight ahead at the road. His heart hammered at the near collision and his uncontrolled infatuation with the woman’s breasts astounded him. Every woman he’d ever dated had curves and full bodies. This stick-shaped woman shouldn’t cause his brain to mush every time he looked at her.

“Sheesh, where did you learn how to drive?” Isabella pulled the garment away from her skin, fanning the material. 

He watched from the corner of his eye. She ran a hand up inside her shirt and fluttered the cloth. 

“You’d think in this heat it wouldn’t take long to dry.” 

He nearly groaned as her actions enlarged the sleeve hole, giving him a view of her chest. Tino forced his gaze back to the road and thoughts to the agent in Sayaxche who had a boat waiting for him. Better to set his thoughts on the mission than the distracting woman.

He’d meet Roberto where the informant rented boats to the tourists and the cartels running up and down the river setting up drug drops and shuffles. Roberto was the DEA’s best informant of activity in the region, and the only person in the region who knew Tino’s true identity and purpose. 

Tino didn’t like having anyone in the area know who he was and why he was there, but he needed the man’s help to get in the area of the new drug shipments.

He shot a glance at Isabella. The woman’s gullibility could prove troublesome, which meant he should stay with Isabella while she shopped for her items, but he needed time alone with Roberto. 

She’d stopped fanning her shirt. Her attention centered on peeling an avocado with the large knife she took from a pirata. How had she been selected to carry the contraband passports? Did her travel agent set it up? Or was Dr. Martin using his young colleague’s infatuation for him to get passports smuggled into the country and perhaps Mayan artifacts out? 

The thought of her mooning over some old archeologist soured his disposition. She was a good-looking woman, a bit on the thin side, but he knew plenty of men who liked their woman less rounded. She had brains. Too many. Her mind worked fast and conjured up more fiction than a spy novel. He found her wariness of him insulting, but thought it would do her well to use that fear on anyone else she encountered while in Guatemala. He’d found though most of the locals were honest, you never knew when you’d come across someone working in black market organs, adoptions, or drugs. That included the policia.

“Wow! These are even better down here than in the states.” Green clung to her fingertips as she took another bite of the avocado. “They’re so fresh! People in the states would go bananas to taste this.” She finished the fruit and started to peel another one. 

“Eat that one faster than the last. We have only ten minutes until we reach Sayaxche.” He would have liked to question her about her life. She was a walking contradiction—innocent, brilliant, gullible, and tough. But getting close to her or anyone was a bad idea. His revenge could easily spill over onto anyone he called a friend. 

––––––––
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Chapter Four

Isabella studied the rustic settlement of Sayaxche. The highway merged with less sophisticated pavement and dirt streets at the edge of town. Adobe, cane, cardboard, and metal formed the sides and roofs of small houses. The town center hosted colorful stucco buildings ranging from pristine condition to crumbling walls and faded paint. A web of utility wires hovered over and between the structures. Their truck emerged from the narrow street onto a dirt river bank edged with colorful boats of various sizes. The wide murky river sloshed around the boats and slithered onto the bank. 

Tino stopped the truck near a small wooden dock with a handful of less decorative boats.

Isabella stepped out of the vehicle and stretched. Cars and tour buses were parked to the sides. A wooden ferry carried freight trucks across the water to a road on the opposite shore beginning at the river’s edge and disappearing into the forest.

“There are few businesses, but I think between the farmacia and the mercado you will find most of what you need.” Tino locked the truck and waited for her to join him at the front of the vehicle. “I will show you the stores then come back and load our supplies into the boat.”

Isabella nodded and fell into step, taking in all the sights and people as Tino strode along the dirt path. Mostly groups of tourists hovered along the river bank, but as they walked the streets, she noted the locals and their curious gazes. If Tino left her alone, she could spend some time conversing with the locals. The thought hurried her feet along. The faster she got rid of him, the sooner she could nourish her passion of learning about different cultures.

“Here is the farmacia and just over there,” Tino pointed down the street, “is the mercado.” He put a hand on her arm, drawing her attention to him. The heat of his hard palm and his solemn gaze captured her attention. “This town is usually safe, but be careful. You are a gringo woman and alone.”

She waved off his concern. “I won’t attract trouble. You’re starting to sound like Virgil.” 

Tino’s eyebrows rose. “Then trouble follows you?” 

Heat hotter than the climate rose up her neck and scalded her cheeks. “No.”

He continued to stare at her. His dark blue probing gaze caused her feet to shuffle, her heart to race, and her gaze to drop to her dusty toes.

“Do your best to not find trouble. I would like to head downstream in an hour.” He squeezed her arm and spun on his heel, striding away from her. 

The words flowed over her as a caress rather than a reprimand. She rubbed her upper arm and watched his long, graceful, confident strides. A few spots and a long tail and he’d fit right alongside a jaguar in the jungle. She shook off those thoughts and stepped to the door of the pharmacy. 

She pulled out her list and walked to the counter. “¿Hola, Me podría ayudar encuentre estos artículos?”

The man behind the counter grinned. He couldn’t read her list written in English. She tried to explain the items if she didn’t know the exact words. Her Spanish reflected the dialect of the many Mesoamerican languages she studied, making it hard at times for the clerk to understand exactly what she said. She, however, left the pharmacy smiling. There were only a few items left to find at the mercantile. 

She’d managed to learn a little about the people of Sayaxche while they searched the store for her items. Most of the population were Maya descendants from the Petén region. The store clerk was proud of his heritage. She agreed with him that he had every right to be proud. His predecessors were highly intelligent people. 

Isabella stepped into the street, her purchases tucked into her backpack. 

The hum of an engine purred along the street behind her. She moved to the side, but the vehicle didn’t pass. The mercado was half a block away. The sides painted in colorful advertisements beckoned to her like a butterfly to a vibrant flower. The hair on her arms tingled as the vehicle continued to follow. Isabella glanced over her shoulder at the mud-brown car. Two men sat in the front seat, both dressed better than the locals. They smiled and nodded, but something about them sent a shiver of apprehension slithering up her back. 

She ducked into the store and immediately captured the attention of the clerk. “Hola, necesito éstos.” 

The man smiled. “I have anything you could need, no?”

“Oh, thank goodness, you speak English. I had a hard time explaining my needs to the other store owner.” She forgot her unease in the street and followed the man to the back of the store and a pile of fishing vests. She tried on the ones with the most pockets. After she found one that fit well, she made sure it also had two inside pockets with snaps. 

Following the store owner up and down the aisles, she picked up the remainder of her items. An army knife, water-proof matches, foil, braided fishing line, hooks, snare wire, knife blades, magnetized sewing needles, and safety pins. She paid for the items. “Do you have a room where I can change?”

The man showed her a small, simple room in the back of the store. It would do. She only needed room to spread out her newly purchased items and secure them in her vest along with her valuables.

“Gracias.” She smiled at the man and closed the door. There wasn’t a lock. Fearful someone might barge in, she shoved the small table up against the door. She dumped all her purchased items on the table. Items allowed on the plane, like her micro LED flashlight, nutrition bars, and water purification pills she pulled out of her backpack pockets. Emptying the last half of a tin of mints into a small vest pocket, she popped one in her mouth and filled the container with the necessities for survival. 

On the bottom of the tin, she placed a small signal mirror, two x-acto blades, several yards of nylon string, two magnetized sewing needles, a Fresnel magnifier, safety pins, and two feet of aluminum foil folded into a small square. She rolled mini magnesium fire starter and tinder tabs in a sealed bag and taped it. Using the knife, she chopped off an inch of a candle and tucked it into a corner of the tin, placing the remainder of the candle in her backpack. Two quart-sized zip-lock bags were folded into a small square along with a glass vial of twenty water purification tablets. She wound fifty feet of braided fishing line on a sewing bobbin and nestled it in the tin along with a plastic tube of hooks and swivels. Ten feet of twenty-four gauge snare wire looped around the inside of the tin. 

Snapping the lid shut, she placed it in a pocket of the vest and smiled with satisfaction. She was now prepared for anything. These items would ensure her survival if she became separated from Tino or later, God forbid, she ended up lost in the jungle or in the ruin. 

She pulled a roll of zip-lock plastic bags from her backpack and filled one with her first-aid items, stuffing it in one of the pockets on the vest. Another plastic bag was filled with nutrition bars and added to a pocket. Last, she pulled her driver’s license, passport, travelers checks, and health record from her backpack, placing them in a water proof bag and storing the information in one of the inside pockets of the vest. In the other inside pocket, she placed her journal and a pencil. 

After she’d stored the extra items in her pack, she slipped her arms into her long-sleeved shirt, pulled on wool socks, and laced up her boots. The heat in the room beaded perspiration on her forehead. She donned the vest, buttoning it up the front, and slung her backpack over her shoulder.

Isabella shoved the table away from the door. The hot stifling air of the small area proved more sultry than the humidity outdoors. Sweat trickled down the sides of her face. She stepped out of the room, light-headed and groggy. 

“Seño, you need something for your head if you are traveling on the river, no?” The clerk held a wide-brimmed palm-leaf hat out.

“Gracias.” She handed him five quetzals from an outside pocket of her backpack.

“Por favor, seño!” He dropped the coins in his pocket. “You are always welcome to my store.”

She nodded and stepped out into the hot sun, thankful the man had suggested the wide-brimmed hat. It provided more sun protection and breathability than her canvas hat.

“Señorita viene, Mi abuelo dijo que usted quiso ver nuestra herencia.” A boy of about six grasped her hand and tugged.

“Your grandfather has something to show me?” Isabella followed the child’s small finger as he pointed back to the first store she’d entered. The clerk’s enthusiasm about his people had been infectious. What could this child and his grandfather wish to show her about the history of the Mayas? She glanced around and then down at the boy’s excited face. Her curiosity won out over any mistrust. She allowed the child to lead her down the alley.

~*~
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Tino glanced at his watch. 

She was late. 

Fifteen minutes late. 

“Roberto, watch my things.” He stomped up the street. What could possibly take that long to purchase? Granted, she had a long list, but she had a list. It wasn’t like she had to make up her mind about the items. 

He stalked into the mercado and peered up and down the aisles.

“May I help you, señor?” A small man, most likely the owner, scurried up to him. 

“Has a gringa señorita with reddish-brown hair been in here?”

“Sí. She was charming, no?”

¡Coño! Where did she go? “How long since she left?” 

“Ten, maybe fifteen minutes.” His earlier cheerful smile faded. “Is she missing?”

“Did you see which direction she went?” Tino couldn’t squelch the unease tightening his chest. He didn’t want something to happen to the doctor for professional reasons and personal. It wouldn’t look good on his report that he lost a civilian he was using to infiltrate the drug traffic, and he didn’t want to think what could happen to sweet Isabella should she get caught up in his job.

“Pedro’s grandson was talking to her.” The man stepped out the door and pointed to the farmacia.

“Gracias.” He jogged up the road to the other store. Tino burst through the door. “Pedro!”

A man old enough to be his abuelo stepped from behind the counter. “¿Si?”

“¿Dónde tomó su nieto a la mujer de gringa?” He questioned Isabella’s whereabouts.

The old man shook his head. “No sé.”

Tino glared down at the man. “Debemos encontrarla. Ella es importante.”

“I saw where Juan took her.” A boy of about ten or so stepped from the backroom.

“Show me. Quickly.” Tino didn’t like the thoughts bouncing in his head. Had the man who accosted her at the airport followed to make sure she didn’t tell anyone about the passports? Or had the policia followed to cover up the passports? He jogged behind the boy down alleys and into the square in front of an old church on the outskirts of the buildings.

“Gracias.” He motioned the boy to return to the store and pulled his gun from his shoulder holster. A mud-crusted car stood to the side of the church. Tino approached the vehicle slowly. No one inside. 

He stepped toward the side door of the building, but voices in back drew his attention.

“Those are the only clothes I have while I’m here.” 

Isabella’s disgruntled tone made him smile. She didn’t sound like they had hurt anything other than her pride. 

“Do you mind? I don’t know what you’re looking for, but I guarantee it isn’t in my panties.” Her tone grew more aggressive.

Tino poked his head around the side of the building. His gut twisted with fear. One man had the carved, bone-handle knife pointed at Isabella and another man tossed her clothing out of her backpack. 

Tino stepped into the open, pointed his gun at the man with the knife. “Señors, I believe the lady would like you to leave her belongings alone.” 

Isabella threw a round kick, sending the knife through the air. Tino ignored the assailant running away and sprinted toward Isabella and the man scrambling after the weapon. His heart lodged in his throat when the man knocked her in the side of the head with his elbow, sending her glasses into the air. She fought back with spunk, agility, and well-landed hits. He grabbed the man’s shirt, yanking him off Isabella as she kicked, landing a solid blow to the assailant’s crotch. The man cursed and doubled over.

Isabella sprang to her feet, shoved loose strands of straight hair behind her ears, and glared at the man writhing on the ground at his feet. “Don’t ever hold a knife on me again. I don’t like being the victim.” She stomped over to her glasses, shoved them on her face, and snatched up her strewn belongings, cramming them into her bag.

She may have dismissed her assailant, but Tino wasn’t that generous. His fear for the woman angered him. He channeled the anger on the assailant, shoving and prodding the man to the back of the building, where he propped him up against the stone structure. 

“What were you looking for?” he asked, holding the man’s head up by his hair.

The assailant’s pain-dulled eyes didn’t reveal a thing.

Tino shook him. “Why are you bothering the señorita? Who sent you?”

The man’s face became a replica of a bulldog, saggy and unintelligent. The assailant’s confusion squelched Tino’s worst fears. He hadn’t been sent by anyone. This was a random mugging.

“I suggest you find a safer way to make money than attacking people.” He shoved away from the man.

Isabella stalked over to them. She slashed her attacker with a glare. “I can’t believe you drew that innocent child into this. You should be ashamed of yourself.” She wielded the knife under the man’s nose. “If you try something like this again, I’ll find you and cut off your fingers. I do believe that is one of the Mayan punishments for stealing.” 

The man’s eyes widened. 

Tino grasped Isabella’s arm and pulled her away before the laughter bubbling in his throat erupted.

“We need to turn him over to the police.” She yanked her arm out of his grasp.

“We do not have the time to sit while they find someone to take your statement.” Tino directed her back to the river. 

“You can’t just let him get away with that.” She stopped, crossing her arms and glaring at him.

“It would be futile to try and get him arrested. The law here, especially in remote places such as this, is slow and does not always work for the innocent.” He gripped her upper arm, making her continue walking. “We need to get down the river. Trying to get him arrested will only make us have to wait until tomorrow or possibly the day after to leave.” 

She double-timed her steps at his last comment. Tino smiled. Now he knew her weakness—she wanted to get to the dig as quickly as possible. Was it to work or to see the archeologist? The latter burned in his gut like rancid food.

At the boat, he nodded to Roberto and helped Isabella into the native conveyance. He chose a boat like the locals used to deter banditos along the water route. He knew the more remote places to pull over should the rain prove too much later in the afternoon and where to camp for the night at the confluence of the Usumacinta. 

Isabella took a seat in the middle facing forward, and he sat in the back by the small outboard motor.

Tino tugged on the rope and started the motor. He eased away from the dock. 

She shot him a narrow-eyed stare. “For someone who only drinks when thirsty, that’s a lot of beer.”

He sent her a wicked grin. “I get real thirsty out here on the water.”

“I’ve never ridden with a drunk in a boat. How easy does this capsize?” She swayed her body back and forth, making the water slosh against the sides and splash over the edge.

“Keep that up and you will make a tasty dinner for a caiman.” 

Her body went stone still and she stared straight ahead.

This could be a fun trip after all. Nothing like keeping a woman in line with threats she could be eaten by the local predators.
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Chapter Five

The farther downriver the boat chugged the thicker the cloud of mosquitoes grew. Isabella sprayed repellent on her hat and clothes. Scrunching her eyes tightly shut and drawing her lips inward, she applied the disgusting spray to her face and neck. The astringent smell gagged her and she coughed. Having rid herself of that constant nuisance, she pulled out her camera and took photos of the feathery green Castilian cane hanging from the trees like curtains. Huge mahogany trees reached toward the gray clouds filling the sky.

“To your right.” Tino’s whisper was as heavy and sultry as the humid atmosphere. 

She turned her head. The bright reds of macaws, vibrant yellows of the toucans, and vivid blues and greens of smaller birds splashed brilliant colors among the somber green canopy of the mahogany trees. 

“It’s beautiful!” She clicked the camera to the beat of the chattering birds. She wanted to stay mad at Tino for the way he’d brushed off her attack. After contemplating the incident and remembering stories of the slow judicial process in foreign countries, she realized her own stupidity didn’t merit stalling their trip. 

“Why do you think they picked me to steal from?” She’d thought she carried herself in a manner that didn’t shout “victim”.

“Female. Gringo. Spending money. Walking by yourself.” Tino shrugged. “They were not local. I think they were traveling through, saw an opportunity, and took it.” 

“But how did they know to get the grandson of the man I’d discussed local history with? I would never have gone if the boy hadn’t said his grandfather had something to show me.” It still burned she’d been so naïve to follow that boy to the church. But he’d said his grandfather asked him to show her a stone with markings. 

“One of them might have been in the store when you were talking to the old man.” He passed her the canteen. “Where did you learn to kick like that?”

“Five years of taekwondo. I’m glad I didn’t quit the classes.” If only that training had kicked in at the airport. She put it off to her jet-lagged metabolism then, but today, she’d determined she wasn’t going to be a victim. 

She read the respect in his eyes before he trained his gaze on the trees looming far above the riverbank.

“What are you doing after you drop me off at the dig? Is there someone there you have to bring out?” She’d wondered about him traveling the distance only to return empty-handed. That seemed like a waste of his time.

His gaze remained riveted to the jungle as he answered. “I was not told of anyone returning. I plan to look around for jaguars and tag a few of the adults and a couple kits.” 

Her scalp tingled. Was he being honest with her? There were moments, like after the attack, when she observed honesty, but when she asked certain questions, he slammed a door shut.

“Have you always had an interest in animal husbandry?” Large drops splat on her hat and her legs. She glanced up and nearly drowned as rain gushed out of the sky like God pouring a bucket. The water washed across her lips. She stuck out her tongue and cringed. DEET, mingled with rain, tainted her tongue. Her eyes burned as the chemical ran into them. 

Tino headed the boat toward the riverbank and pulled the gun from his shoulder holster. Isabella peered through stinging eyes to see if danger lurked on the riverbank. The blur of green plants, dotted with colorful blobs, no doubt flowers, didn’t appear the least bit threatening. 

The boat stopped abruptly. She fell forward onto her backpack. Tino leaped over her agile as a cat, traversed the length of the boat, and hopped onto shore. The boat surged a couple times as he pulled it higher aground. Isabella shoved her glasses firmly on her nose, picked up her pack, and scrambled the length of the vessel the best she could with pouring rain and blurred vision. 

Tino held out a hand to help her over the bow. She accepted since her drenched pants clung to her legs making it hard to move. 

He pulled the boat all the way out of the water and tipped it on its side. 

“Why did you do that?” The thunder of the rain pelting through the vegetation drowned her words. When he didn’t respond, she slipped through the mud to his side. She leaned toward him and said loudly, “Why did you pull the boat out and turn it on its side?” 

He started at her voice, then leaned closer. His gaze dipped to her wet clothing then back to her eyes. “I stopped and pulled the boat out of the river because it could rain enough to weigh the boat down. I flipped the boat to keep the supplies dry.” He motioned toward a large-leafed plant. 

At the plant, he dropped to the ground and sat under a large frond. Isabella sat with her back to the plant’s stalk and arranged herself and her backpack under an ample leaf.

“How long will this last?” Water washed down around their raised seat on the plant’s roots.

Tino shrugged. “A few minutes, several hours. Hard to say.”

She pulled off her hat and ran a hand over her wet head. “We just sit here?”

“Sí.” Tino tugged his brimmed hat over his eyes and leaned against the plant like he planned to take a nap.

Isabella humphed, unbuttoned her vest, and dug out her waterproof journal. If the rain forced her to stay here, she might as well reread her symbols and be ready to work as soon as she arrived at the dig. With only sixty days until the department was dismantled, she and Virgil would have to work long hours if the tablet he found proved to be tricky to decipher. 

Tino smiled as the professor tucked her nose into a small journal. Under the brim of his hat, he watched her peer into the book, narrow her eyes, then widen them as if an idea dawned. She drew out a pencil and scribbled in the book. 

She’d shown spirit and handled herself well in both her attacks. Her determination to get to the dig was admirable. He hoped she carried out her mission and returned to her college without any more mishaps. Her beauty and innocence had grown on him. He’d hate to see something bad happen to her. His blood surged as she licked the end of the pencil. 

His thoughts couldn’t go that direction. Revenge burned hotter than his desire for this or any woman. It had to. It was all he’d dreamed and lived since his family was taken from him. 

He glanced at Isabella. Even in contemplation she made a seductive picture. As ridiculous as it was to feel protective of a woman he’d never see again once he delivered her to the dig; the temptation hovered. He could remain in the area and pop in now and then to see how she was doing, or even watch her from a distance. 

No. I cannot.

Tino slammed his eyes closed and banged his head against the plant, raining water down on himself and Isabella. 

“Hey!” She shook her journal and glared at him. 

“Sorry.”

“How is it you speak English so well?” She opened her vest and the journal disappeared. 

“I watch lots of American movies.” Tino slumped more against the plant and pulled the hat down lower on his face. The last thing he wanted to do was talk about himself. 

“Have you seen Indiana Jones?” The awe in her voice drew his gaze to her face.

Her eyes sparkled, her cheeks tinted a deeper pink, and her lips tipped in a wistful smile. 

“Si.” Where was this leading? She wasn’t really an artifact hunter, was she?

“Isn’t he wonderful how he gets out of all those dangerous situations and remains so loyal to the artifacts he finds? And that whip...” She pulled her glasses off and rubbed them with her soaked shirttail. Placing them back on her nose, she frowned and tugged them off. “I tried to work a whip once.”

The thought of her with a whip and black leather unzipped to her belly button, fitting snug over her hips, and displaying her long legs flashed in his mind and brought his body to attention. 

“It was a disaster. I really should have tried it outside, but I was embarrassed and ended up breaking a table lamp, hooking the whip on a table leg, scuffing the floor, and scaring the daylights out of Alabaster, my cockatoo.”

“They are not easy to handle, I hear.” He held back the chuckle tickling his throat. 

The roar of the rain lessened. Less than an hour. A light rain today. He stood.

“Where are you going? It’s still raining.” She started to stand as well.

“Stay. The rain is letting up. I am getting food. As soon as the rain stops, we will head on downriver. There is still a good distance to travel to the spot I plan to spend the night.” 

She nodded. 

Tino dug through the supplies in the netting and found the already prepared lunches he’d purchased at the café in Sayaxche. He snatched a Gallo for himself and juice for Isabella. 

Her eyes narrowed when her gaze landed on his beer. He smiled and handed her the juice and her portion of the food. For a skinny woman she ate like a soccer player. She’d downed all her food before he ate half of his. Her lingering stare at his fruit had him handing it over to her. 

“You eat a lot for being skinny.” 

“I have a high metabolism. No matter how much or what I eat I can’t gain weight. It’s as much a curse as people who can’t lose weight. People think I have an eating disorder because I’m thin and they see me eat a lot. Believe me—it’s not something I embrace. As a teenager, when my hair was cut short, women would tell me I was in the wrong restroom.” She glanced down at her chest. 

Her dull eyes and grimace tugged at his sympathy. Tino reached out, touching her cheek. 

“I did not think you were a boy, even before I saw the long braid down your back.”

A weak smile tipped the corners of her mouth. “Thanks. But I know my body isn’t appealing.” She sighed, drawing in a deep breath and letting it out slowly. 

Her skin was soft and slicked with rain. Drops clung to her wide, full mouth. He couldn’t draw his gaze from her lips. Knew he shouldn’t let the lure of her unhappiness and pheromones get to him, but he lapsed.

And leaned in.

Brushed his lips across hers. 

Her eyes opened wide, and she stared into his. Curiosity replaced the surprise.

He pulled back, but kept his hand cradling her jaw. He smiled. It had been a long time since he’d locked lips with someone so innocent. Her emotions swam in her eyes. Uncertainty, curiosity, longing. Her lips remained partially open accommodating her rapid breathing.

Tino drew her face to his. “Do you wish another kiss?” He stared into her eyes, felt the racing of her pulse where his hand rested under her jawline and the puffs of her warm breath on his lips.

“Yes...” Her eyes fluttered closed and she leaned closer. 

He chuckled, marveling at how easily she could be seduced. The thought also soured his disposition. Would she be this easy for someone else? Say Dr. Martin? Or a drug lord? 

Groaning, he released her and sprang to his feet. She nearly fell face first in the mud, but he didn’t move to help her up. If he touched her again so soon, he would kiss her, again. Neither one of them could afford an emotional entanglement. Especially him.

She rose to her knees, sputtering. “Why you hypocrite!” Her cheeks flamed a deep red like the scarlet macaw. “I can’t believe you...you...” Her features twisted. Anger filled her tear glistened eyes.

Pendejo. Jackass, that’s what he was. The rain no longer poured. The gentle trickle refreshed after the innocent yet scorching kiss. He righted the boat and slid it into the river. 

“Come on. We can travel in this.” He offered his hand to help her in. 

She declined, climbing into the boat by herself and squeezing her body against the side when he moved past her to the motor. 

At least he didn’t have to worry about answering any more of her questions. She rode the rest of the afternoon in silence, pointing her camera at colorful birds and aquatic life along the river. She staunchly kept her eyes to the front of the boat in an almost humorous way. But he still felt like a heel. He could tell by the slight droop of her shoulders his rejection had shattered her already fragile ego. Yet, he knew if he had kissed her again, he wouldn’t have been able to leave her at the dig and walk away. 

Her vulnerability seduced his protective nature. 

He hadn’t been able to protect his family, but he could avenge their deaths. That was his focus. Not protecting a tempting professor. His goal since becoming a DEA agent was to seek revenge on the man who murdered his family. Even if it took the rest of his life.
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Chapter Six

Isabella climbed out of the boat, keeping as much distance between her and Tino as possible. He’d humiliated her, and she couldn’t get away from him. They were stuck together tonight and all of tomorrow until he delivered her to the dig. His taunting her with a kiss and then drawing away as if she were some vile creature hurt as deeply as the things Darrell Rutley had said to her face in grad school. 

She walked into the forest, hunting for a place to have a few moments to herself. 

“Do not go far,” Tino called in his seductive Latin accent. 

She cursed her reaction to his voice, raised a hand acknowledging his order, and tromped deeper into the trees. The murmur of the river faded away in the steady drone of mosquitoes. She slapped at the leaves on the plants and wandered deeper. Rustling in the underbrush shot her heart into her throat. Jaguars were nocturnal, weren’t they? A small, furry, pig-like animal trotted across her path, followed by five smaller versions. 

She giggled at her jumpy nerves and the animals’ comical parade as she watched the last one disappear through the greenery. The waning light enlarged the shadows. Reluctance played war with her logical self. She should return to the boat before darkness descended and she couldn’t find her way back. But her pride, something she usually didn’t consider, wouldn’t let her face Tino. 

Not yet. 

It was stupid to believe he wanted to kiss her. Tino was handsome, virile, and so unlike any of the men she’d met during her college days or professionally. Exactly the type who toy with women like me. His chivalry and her attraction to him made her feel attractive, something she rarely experienced. But the way he brushed her off after he’d initiated the kiss... He’d only proved he could kiss her and not that he wanted her. She mentally slapped herself at her stupidity and virginal cravings.

The walk hadn’t settled her anger. Reliving the event only escalated her rage. 

How could one be a genius yet stupid about life lessons?

She pulled out what she now considered her knife and hacked at the plants along the way. With each swing she lopped off something of Tino’s. Blue penetrating eyes. Devastating smile. A hand, so good at soothing her. The other hand. Her smile grew, and her frustration turned to the healthy exhaustion of an extensive taekwondo class. 

Isabella wiped a sleeve across her sweaty brow and heaved a sigh of contentment. The vigorous exercise worked wonders on her disposition. 

A fierce roar vibrated through the trees. 

Her heart stopped and air screeched from her lungs. The sound echoed all around her. Ducking, she covered her head with her arms. Her hands shook as she lowered her arms and peeked through the foliage. A second roar, closer and fiercer than the first, filled the air and shivered her skin. Was she surrounded by jaguars?

The crashing sound of an animal charging through the forest jerked Isabella into motion. She scurried for a tree, wrapped her arms around the smooth trunk, and climbed it like a flag pole. Adrenaline worked her feet faster than her arms, and she lost more distance than she gained. 

Her heart pounded in her chest as the thrashing grew louder, closer. 

The sting of bile rose up her throat. She spit and clung to the tree. 

“Ezzabella! Ezzabella!” 

Through the pounding in her ears, Tino’s muffled call registered at the same moment he charged into her sight. His gaze found her up the tree, and he immediately scanned the underbrush, his pistol mimicking the action of his eyes.

“What are you doing up there?” he asked, pushing the gun back into its holster. The growing darkness hid the details on his face. 

“A jaguar roared. I was getting away from him.” She used her best indignant tone, but the snicker coming from Tino reminded her she was mad at him. Savior or not. 

“Jaguars do not hunt for another couple of hours. What you heard was a howler monkey.” He stepped to the tree and reached up to help her down. “And a jaguar could climb this tree faster than you.” 

She kicked at his hands and worked her way down the trunk of the tree. The bark dug into her palms and tugged at her clothing. Funny, she hadn’t noticed those things when climbing.

“How do you know it was a howler monkey? I thought they made...monkey noises?” She kept her gaze averted as she straightened her pack. Rarely did she find something she didn’t know about.

“This is the time of night they start calling, telling others to stay out of their territory. They call at sunrise, too.” He grasped her hand, leading her through the forest. “I thought you knew all about this area.” 

His joking tone only fueled her mortification. Jerking her hand from his, she swallowed her pride. She had boasted she knew everything about this country. “It seems evident that reading about a place and actually visiting or living there are two different things.”

He peered at her over his shoulder. “You are a quick learner.”

Another roar rolled through the canopy. The fierce, deep, guttural growl trembled her insides and she flinched. 

Tino slowed, touching her arm as if to comfort but not fully committing. “That is the howler monkey. He stays high in the trees and is harmless.” 

She nodded, still unable to peer into his eyes. He was being darn nice to her considering she’d fallen apart at a monkey’s call. 

They walked into a cozy camp. A tarp draped across a rope in tent fashion, the corners tied to tree roots. Their supplies were stacked at the far end, and a small gas burner hissed under a pot of water simmering over the blue flame. 

“You’ve been busy.” She eased the backpack off her tired shoulders. 

“It does not take long to set up camp.” He dug into a box and pulled out two packages of dehydrated dinners. He held them up and grinned. “In the jungle we serve only the finest cuisine.” 

She couldn’t stop her quivering face muscles from smiling. His attempt at levity proved more comical than his actual words. His misguided attempt at calming her almost allowed her guard to waver. But not quite. She had to prove to herself she could be civil and not fall victim to his seductive voice. “So, you’re a five-star chef?”

His deep blue eyes bore into hers. “I am five star at everything I do.” 

Staring into his eyes and knowing he’d charged to her rescue, she believed he was. Her gaze dipped to his lips. His kisses proved more than five star. Squeezing her eyes shut, she willed every ounce of her being to shed the memory of his lips. It was a onetime happening. Nothing more and the sooner she let the whole thing go the better.

Tino swallowed the groan of desire bubbling in his throat when Isabella stared at his lips then closed her eyes. Was she hiding regret? He knew pulling away from her earlier had wounded her pride. But he couldn’t let his body overrule his head. Once he touched her intimately, she would be his responsibility. Once he gave a piece of himself to someone, they became family. And he’d been raised to protect family. He couldn’t worry about her at the dig while chasing drug dealers in the jungle. It was a good way to get himself killed. 

He sliced the meals open and dumped them into the pot of boiling water, glancing at the tent. Two tents would be more appropriate, but he hadn’t expected his client to be a charming, enticing sirena. From the name and occupation he’d been given, he’d expected an old, grumpy woman who would fall asleep way before him and snore. 

Isabella moved away from the fire, untangling her hair. The rain and her trek in the trees had loosened half the strands. Her long, thin fingers worked the braid loose and then combed through the straight auburn tresses. Shimmers of copper reflected the faint glow of the waning light.

Tino shifted his attention back to the food. Watching her carved her image into his mind and made him want things. Things like running his fingers through the strands to see if it was as silky and tantalizing as it appeared in her hands. He stirred the stew and inhaled the aroma. It wasn’t nearly as fragrant as his mother’s stews.

A pang of regret pierced his chest. Eight years and he still missed his mother’s cooking, her soft body hugging him, his father’s hearty slaps on the back and praise for his athletic abilities and brains, and his younger brother’s adoration. Grief gripped him, twisting his gut and holding him hostage just as it had the night his abuela called. 

He stood abruptly and paced into the darkness as tears stung his eyes. He missed his family. They had been close. Loved one another without fail.

He still remembered the night he received the call at the university. “Augustino, tu mamá, tu papá, y los pequeños, todos son muertos.” His abuela Juanita’s voice had shaken as she told him his family’s small jet had been gunned down by drug runners while flying to South America to visit relatives. She asked him not to take revenge. He had respected her request until four years ago. At his grandmother’s death, he entered the training program for the DEA. He would seek revenge for his family and for his compadre’s son—his godson who had died of an overdose. And for all the other families who lost loved ones to the parasites who traffic drugs. 

“Tino, I think our dinner is ready.” Isabella’s soft voice floated to him on the warm evening breeze. 

He swiped a hand over his eyes wiping away any trace of tears, took a deep breath, and sauntered back to the fire. Isabella had dug two tin plates out of the supply box along with utensils and a beer for him. She’d arranged the items neatly on the covered box.

“This looks nice,” he commented and sat cross-legged on the ground across the crate from her. She looked warm in her long-sleeved shirt and vest. “You should take your vest off. You look warm.”

She shook her head. “This is my survival vest. It has everything I would ever need should I become lost.”

“Does that happen often?” He raised an eyebrow, wondering if he should have let her wander alone earlier. 

“No. In my profession I go to remote areas. I like being ready for any circumstance.” She patted one pocket. “I have first aid items here.” She patted another pocket. “Food.” Another pocket. “Survival equipment. Every pocket has a function.” Her eyes shimmered with confidence, and her sensual mouth tipped into a smug smile. 

“Do you wear that to bed?” He hadn’t meant the words to slip out so intimately. But they did. 

Her eyes widened and she inhaled. “I-I attach it to my backpack, which I use as a pillow.” 

“In other words, you are ready to run at a moment’s notice.” He nodded and picked up the stew, dishing it onto their plates. “I like that. It is a good practice, especially here, when you never know when a drug trafficker or artifact thief could come upon you.”

She stared at him. “I know there are problems with these undesirable people in this country. Reading the travel advisories is enough to make one think twice before coming. But the Guatemalan government is behind all the efforts to dig up information surrounding their Maya ancestors. The archeological digs are safe.” 

Tino shook his head. “Do not go to the dig with the attitude you are safe there. As with all countries, there are corrupt people in government. Not all of them have their people’s interest. They only wish to fill their pockets with money.” He cleaned up his plate.

“I’m sure Virgil has taken precautions to make sure everyone at the dig is there for the right reasons.” 

The faith she put in this man frustrated Tino.

“The crooked are sly and can cover their tracks. Do not depend on your faith in another to keep you safe. The only person who is looking out for you, is you.”

She stared down into her plate, scooting the uneaten food around. 

“Eat. Just be vigilant when you are at the dig.”

Tino picked up a mango. He sliced off one cheek with his knife and scored the orange flesh while Isabella finished her portion of stew. He inverted the skin and fruit handing her half the prepared mango. “Eat this and I will clean up the dishes.”

“I can help. You don’t have to wait on me.” She started to rise.

“It is what I get paid for.” His statement, though not true at all, caused a frown to wrinkle her forehead. 

He gathered the dishes and the pot and went to the river to wash them. Crouched by the river, deep in thoughts of how to get through the night knowing Isabella would sleep only inches away, he rocked back on his heels. A branch cracked to his right. His senses sprang alert as he drew his gun.

His breathing resumed to normal as dark objects dropped from the branches and glided over his head. Fruit bats on the move. Though ugly, they were harmless. He stared across the dark water glittering like diamonds from the reflection of the moon shimmering on the surface. 

A light on the distant shore caught his attention. The only boats on the water as they traveled downstream belonged to locals. He knew for a fact no one lived on the other side at this bend. He’d picked this spot knowing it was a safe place to spend the night from traffickers and locals looking to help themselves to supplies.

Who camped over there and why? He’d tuck the doctor in for the night and then slip across the river and investigate. 

Tino picked up the clean dishes and headed toward the soft yellow glow of the gas lantern he’d hung from the end of the tent. Isabella must have lit the lamp. It shone like a beacon. If he could see the light across the river, whoever was over there could see this one. 

¡Coño! Now he would have to stay on this side to protect the doctor in case someone came nosing over here.

He dropped the dishes. They clattered into the box. Isabella jumped and faced him, her toothbrush protruded from her mouth and light gleamed off her scrubbed clean face. A mosquito cloud hovered above her head. The whole scene should have knocked sense into him. But instead, he felt sucker punched by her purity and tranquil beauty. 

“What?” she asked around the toothbrush in her mouth.

“Do not take too much longer. I want the light out soon.” He stomped past her and was rewarded with a fragrant whiff other than DEET. A spicy, earthy scent that reminded him of sex. He ran a hand over his face and knelt at one end of the tent. This space was much too small for the two of them. He grabbed his sleeping bag and mosquito net.

“Why are you taking your bedding out?” Her voice drifted above him.

Her accusing tone did little to squelch the need flaming his groin.

“Are you done?” He grabbed the lamp and doused the flame. With luck, whoever the light belonged to across the water hadn’t noticed their lantern yet, or if they had, didn’t have time to judge where to find this camp. 

“Yes. But you didn’t answer my question.” She stood beside him. Her spicy scent twined around his head, arousing his senses even more.

“Look across the water.” The other light still twinkled like a grounded star.

“Who is that?” her voice dropped to a sexy whisper. 

Tino swallowed a groan and shook his head. “I do not know, but I would rather they did not know we are here. Go to bed.” 

“Are you sleeping out here to keep guard?” She knelt beside him. Her shoulder touched his and her exotic scent pulsed his blood.

“Yes. Do not worry. I am a light sleeper and no harm will come to you tonight.” He told himself not to look at her. But his head didn’t listen. His neck twisted, and he stared into her eyes.

Enough moonlight reflected off the river to sparkle in her eyes and accentuate silver highlights on her high cheekbones. He’d never stared at such kissable lips before. They were his downfall. He leaned, bumping shoulders. His gaze locked on her tongue darting out and wetting lips that called to him like a hummingbird to nectar. 

He raised a hand and smoothed a stray strand of hair from her face. Her head tilted, pressing her cheek into his palm. The heat and softness of her skin, her alluring scent, and full wet lips beckoned. 

He leaned in to taste. 

“Eeeee!” she squealed and shoved him away as she scampered into the tent. “Get it away! Get it away!” Her arms and legs flailed as she flopped around inside the tent.

“What? Get what away?” 

Tino dove into the tent, ready to do battle. He found nothing other than Isabella and their supplies. He grasped her wrists and flattened her on her back, his body pressing hers into the foam pad.

“What are you afraid of?” he asked, wondering if he’d been about to kiss a woman with a sanity issue.

“The bat. It was-was hideous! I h-hate bats!” 

Her tense body vibrated. He welcomed the sensation, sliding his hands up her arms and experiencing the satin caress of her hair.

“The bats here are fruit bats,” he calmly explained. “Now if that spicy scent I smell were fruity, you might have a problem.”

Even in the darkness, he felt the weight of her gaze on him.

“I don’t care if they only eat fruit. I-don’t-like-bats. They’re ugly, nasty creatures that should never have been placed upon this earth.” 

“They have a right to be here, too.” He softened his voice and inhaled her scent. The pressure of her hips against his, her warm breath fluttering against his damp skin, and the realization that her body had grown limp, set off warning signals in his head. This was one time when his body overruled his head. His hands continued to explore her long neck and dainty ears. He hadn’t touched a woman so intimately in a year. That had to be the reason he found it hard to keep his hands to himself.

She rolled her head slowly from side to side. “No bats.” 

He heard her swallow. Lowering his mouth, his lips hovered above hers. “There is no room for bats in here with the two of us.”

“N-no room.” Her breathing quickened.

He wasn’t a saint. Never claimed to be. Fighting his conscience was useless. He ran the tip of his tongue across the seam of her lips. She gasped and he captured her mouth. Her full lips were soft, pliable, and so succulent. 

He drew back to change the angle of the kiss, and she followed him. Her eagerness, heat, and clumsiness affirmed his assumption. She was an un-plucked flower. The knowledge hardened his miembro. He pressed against her.

She gasped, wedged her hands between them, and shoved back, gulping for air.

Yes, she was a virgin, and he wouldn’t be the one to take her gift even though every nerve in his body was about to explode with need. 

He pushed up to his knees. She remained on her back, one wrist resting on her mouth. If a splash of moonlight could penetrate the small quarters, he was sure he would see recrimination darkening her eyes. 

“I will not apologize for kissing you. You, Ezzabella, are made for kissing. But, as a gentleman, I will be sure that does not happen again.” He backed out of the tent, grabbed his bedding and mosquito net, and walked a short distance away. 

Tino stared at the light still winking at him from across the water. He would find it easier to swim the caiman infested river and walk unarmed into a drug deal, than to sit in the boat with Isabella tomorrow. He went into the kiss with the plan to make her forget the bats and enjoy the honor of his kisses. Now drugged by her enticing mouth, he was filled with even more need to protect her. 

Disgust writhed in his mind. He’d just crossed a line he hadn’t crossed since losing his family. He now had someone other than himself to look out for. That knowledge made him vulnerable and scared the hell out of him. He’d done a lousy job protecting his family.
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Chapter Seven

Isabella spent most of the night reliving the blood-heating, body-shocking kiss she’d experienced with Tino and chastising herself for allowing it to happen. But her inquisitive nature had to dissect and look at the data from all perspectives. This was, after all, her first real lip-locking with a man. Her father and Virgil had brushed quick kisses across her lips over the years. When Virgil’s lips had touched hers, she’d tingled with excitement, but those sensations were nothing compared to the explosion Tino erupted in her. His bold kiss had been full of passion. She’d expected nothing less of a Latin man but, my...she fanned her face with a hand. Reliving the kiss heated her like the jungle sun. 

She had to remember the kiss meant nothing to Tino. Even though it was a mind-blowing experience for her, it was only an experiment and something that shouldn’t happen again. The only one to get hurt from allowing this to continue would be her and she never wanted to feel the anguish of one-sided love again.

Sunlight shone into the tent. She’d heard Tino during the night, pacing, groaning, and even, she was sure, cursing. She touched her lips with her fingers. He said she was made for kissing. Happiness bubbled in her chest. No male had ever thought of her other than a skinny bookworm. The idea of being a woman who was kissable, desirable, lifted her emotional self-esteem. She plucked at her top clinging to her sweaty body. Her thoughts drifted to last night and Tino’s arousal pressed against her. Her skin became infused with a different heat. He’d thought her good for more than kissing. The evidence of his hard shaft rubbing against her thigh was proof. Heat flashed through her body; both embarrassment and excitement. Could she shake the thrill of being desired as a woman and still act normal around Tino? 

He was from a culture noted for the males being lovers. She most assuredly was not his first conquest, and he would probably treat her as he had before, with ambivalence, tolerance, and a bit of amusement. 

Isabella shook her head. She couldn’t let his kiss make her react as if he were her first crush. He had found her a good distraction, nothing more, and she would view the encounter as data for further research.

The tarp whisked away, revealing the green canopy of the forest beyond the white gauze of her mosquito net. Isabella craned her neck and spotted Tino diligently folding the canvas.

“We leave in five minutes.” His surly tone caught Isabella’s attention. 

His tense jawline and dull eyes suggested lack of sleep. His tone and lack of eye contact spoke of an awkwardness they hadn’t encountered before the kiss.

Why didn’t he display the macho haughtiness she’d expected? She wadded up the mosquito net and stood, placing a hand on his arm to stall his movements. His muscles bunched under her fingers, and his gaze moved from her hand to her eyes. The apprehension and apology she witnessed in his gaze quirked the sides of her mouth. 

“Do not apologize for kissing me.” 

He started to open his mouth. She placed a finger on his warm, exciting lips. 

“I know it went farther than either one of us anticipated, but you don’t have to worry about my mooning over you like a lovesick teenager. While it was wonderful and I understand it meant nothing to you. I’ll use the data in other encounters.” Her stomach fluttered as his eyes widened then became hooded by his eyelids. 

Her intelligence told her she was just a distraction and to not let any of their encounters become emotional. 

A smug smile curved Tino’s lips, and the glint of machismo she’d witnessed so often in his eyes, flared. He leaned in and tapped a finger on her nose. 

“I may be the guide, but you could help out,” he quipped, rising to his feet and gathering their equipment. 

Relief swept through her tightly strung body. They could return to normal.

Isabella slipped into her vest, picked up her backpack, and helped him carry their supplies to the boat.

“Did you see anyone?” Isabella nodded toward the other side of the river.

“No. They are either camped or traveling inland.” His tone sounded skeptical.

“Are they hunters or locals?”

“Either would be better than narcos—drug runners...they could be trouble.” 

The worry in his voice twisted her insides. She didn’t want to be killed or kidnapped in the jungle when she had so much more to discover. 

“Get in.” Tino held out a hand to assist her into the boat. 

Isabella grasped his fingers. The contact tingled all the way up her arm. She sat down and rubbed her hand on a pant leg. The murky river swirling around the boat presented a good distraction from the thoughts banging around in her head. Tino put a hand on her shoulder for balance as he slipped by her to the back of the boat. Heated impressions of his fingers lingered on her shoulder long after they pulled away from the bank and chugged down river.

Shaking his charismatic hold on her would be hard, but she must. Once he dropped her off at the dig, they would most likely never meet again. Sadness pressed on her chest like a vice. He was the first male, besides Virgil, to see her as something other than a threat or a freak. Obviously, the two had hit it off or Virgil wouldn’t have asked Tino to pick her up. The idea of the two men she liked being friends settled her nerves over kissing Tino. If Virgil trusted the man, it said a lot about Tino’s character. His behavior this morning, feeling he’d overstepped his bounds with their kiss, also said a lot about her guide. 

“How did you and Virgil meet?” she asked, peering over her shoulder at Tino. 

He continued to scan the shoreline. “We have never met.”

After all they’d been through so far, she didn’t believe Tino would cause her any harm, but the fact that Virgil had been so carefree in hiring just anyone to bring her to the dig stung a little. 

“Then how did he know you are an honest guide?” 

“He actually hired my friend who could not make the trip.” Tino studied her. “Do you still believe I might cause you harm?”

Her ears burned at the hurt shining in his eyes. “No, I just thought since Virgil asked you, I mean your friend, oh, you know what I mean. I assumed you two had met.” Socially inept, she blundered just as she had as a teenager in the masters program at the university. 

“You and Dr. Martin have a unique relationship.” His face remained stony and bland, but his eyes flashed with—contempt? Why this emotion toward a man he’d never met?

“Virgil is a good friend of my family, my godfather and mentor. I excelled at academics and entered the graduate program at the University of Arizona at seventeen.” She shuddered remembering the cruel comments made by some of the other students. “It isn’t easy being so young and tossed into that kind of academic atmosphere. Virgil was on staff at the time and helped me whenever I had problems with the other professors and students.”

“Why would they bother you?” 

The wrinkles on his golden-brown brow brought a smile to her lips. He clearly had never been in an academic situation.

“They’d spent more years than I had getting into the graduate program. They were jealous and felt threatened.” Isabella wiped at the sweat trickling down her neck as Tino edged the boat along the shoreline to their right. Caimans lazed in the sun along the bank. The knobby bone plates on their back resembled dinosaurs. One opened its long snout showing many pointed teeth. The animals looked as if they slept, but she knew, just like her colleagues, they waited for her to make a wrong move so they could gobble her up. 

She shuddered. 

“Do you still fear your colleagues?” 

Tino’s concerned voice filtered through her thoughts as he maneuvered the boat into a larger body of water. The river must have converged with the Usumacinta. 

She squared her shoulders and stared into his eyes. “There is only so much money for research and expeditions. A bad word here or rumor you aren’t conducting by university rules can get your funding pulled. I’m always scrutinized by the older members.” 

But even all the scrutiny couldn’t dampen her desire to learn more. “Researching my family tree in grade school I discovered I’m one eighth Hopi. That triggered my interest in Native American people and my curiosity about the Aztec, Inca, and Mayan cultures. During a dig in Arizona, I discovered a hieroglyphic much like those found in Central and South America. That discovery and research led me to my thesis. Peoples, tribes, from North America traveled south to Central America and traded. To carry my thesis further, I’m currently writing grants for funding to do DNA testing. Virgil said I’d get paid well to help him decipher a tablet he found at Ch’ujuña’. This trip is to keep my department open.” She waved at a family shoving a boat off from the shore. A ramshackle house peeked out between the foliage behind them.

“We are nearing a community. See the increased activity on the water.” Tino navigated the boat out to the middle of the wide river to avoid collisions with the locals along the shore. Isabella had given him a better glimpse into her life. She idolized the doctor and felt she was a victim of her colleagues. Grad school at seventeen. He was still trying to decide what to do with his life at that age. She said very little about her family. This puzzled him. He missed his loving family every single day. He had his compadres, god-parents, his aunts, uncles, cousins, and school friends in Venezuela, but they knew nothing about his secret life as an agent. They only knew he wandered about looking for adventure by tagging wild cats. If they knew of his secret life, they could talk to the wrong people and it would put them all in danger.

The river made a large sweeping curve to the west revealing a small village landing. Hot, mid-day sun bore down on the un-shaded river. He glanced at Isabella in her palm hat. It was good protection here on the river, but once they set foot on the jungle trails, the hat could be stashed in her pack. The high green canopy of the forest trees would filter the scorching rays of the tropical sun. 

He checked the GPS on his watch. They still had several more hours on the river, once they passed this settlement, and before they would trek through the jungle. 

Tino maneuvered the vessel to the shore and stood when the hull scraped the riverbank. He stepped around Isabella and over the bow of the boat. The water came mid-calf as he tugged the vessel onto shore. 

Isabella rose. 

“We will grab something to eat then continue up river. The dig site is a couple more hours by river and then a good two hours on foot.” He helped her over the bow and onto the shore. His fingers clung to her hand longer than necessary. At the end of this day he would hand her over to Dr. Martin and never see her again. He shouldn’t feel a loss. He’d only known her for two days. But in those two days he’d come to know her better than any other person who had crossed his path since his family’s demise. His hardened heart was slowly cracking and allowing this remarkable woman to seep in. 

She stood beside him as he negotiated by hand signs with a young man to hold his main supplies until he returned and to watch the boat until they were ready to continue on down the river. Satisfied that the boy wouldn’t sell his goods, Tino slung his backpack over his shoulders and motioned for Isabella to follow him. He’d barely ventured into this part of Petén before, mainly due to the communication problem. Mayas deep in the rainforest spoke the language of their ancestors and few knew Spanish. With little knowledge of their language, he had trouble making inquiries about drug shipments. That was why, until now, his assignments had been down on the southern border of Guatemala, sabotaging shipments of drugs flown into remote airstrips. The DEA had recently heard of a new route down the Usumacinta River, and he’d been ordered to see what he could find out.

Tino found a shady spot and two wood crates to sit on at the edge of the small gathering of adobe huts roofed with palm fronds. He placed a Gallo in front of himself and a can of soda water in front of Isabella. Digging into a side pocket of his bag, he pulled out fruit, rolls, and cheese. “It is not much, but it will sustain us for the trip.” 

He handed the food to Isabella. Her gaze traveled over every inch of the community. Her desire to speak to the locals and gather more information was evident in her eyes. The few locals, watching them with curious stares, appeared harmless. If she could glean useful information without knowing their language, he wouldn’t stop her.

“After we eat, if you wish to try and visit with the locals, I do not mind waiting.” 

She rewarded him with a wide, full smile and glittering eyes. 

“Gracias. I would love to visit with them about their ancestors and way of life.” She ate with her usual vigor. A grin tugged his lips when she pulled out the large knife she carried and cut more cheese, placing it inside another roll. 

Isabella eased her backpack onto her shoulders and stood. He took that as a signal she was ready to visit with the locals. Tino put the remaining food into his pack and shouldered it. 

“Let’s try the old man over there. He seems as curious about us as you are about them.” Tino headed toward the man, a friendly smile on his lips. 

The man watched their approach, but his gaze remained on Isabella. 

“May we speak with you?” Tino asked in Spanish, doubting the man would understand their request. 

The man shook his head and chattered in a language unfamiliar to Tino. 

Isabella stepped forward, her face glowed with excitement. She haltingly spoke back to the man. 

Tino touched her arm, drawing her attention to him. “What is he speaking?”

“Cholan.” Her grin grew. 

“You know this language?” Her intelligence surprised him once again.

“I know bits of it. Not enough to learn what I’d like to know, but enough to impress him to let me in his home.” 

Tremors rippled up Tino’s arm when she grasped his sleeve and followed the old man through the small door of a hut.

Entering a structure with only one exit attacked his nerves like being in a pit full of army ants. He scanned the dark interior, expecting an ambush. The light across the river last night and the report from his friend at Sayaxche about the increased traffic on the Pasion River and in this forest in the last three months had him suspicious of everyone. For all he knew, this man received compensation to keep strangers away. 

The house proved empty of other occupants, but cluttered with stone engravings of various sizes. Isabella dropped to her knees in front of a flat gray stone three feet tall and covered with carved figures. She opened her vest and drew out her small journal.

She spoke to the man and motioned as if drawing in her journal. He nodded and smiled. 

“I’m going to be a while. I want to copy these markings and take photos. The man says when his grandfather was a small boy he found this along the river. It looks like a story about a ceremony.” Her eyes shone brightly as she returned her attention to the markings on the stone and her journal.

Tino glanced at the man. He watched each precise mark Isabella made, oblivious to Tino’s presence. The small dark building worked on his nerves, creating anxiety. 

“I will be outside when you are done.” 

Isabella waved her hand absently. 

Tino exited the house and found a spot in the shade at the corner of the next shack. He slipped his pack off and sat with his back against the adobe wall, drinking soda water. Two men, younger than himself, sauntered between the houses. Though their gait was unrushed, the set of their shoulders and the way they scanned the area ignited his interest. These two were the right age to be pulled into drug running. Money and adventure tempted many young men. 

The men stared at him, their hands edging toward their lower backs. Guns. 

He’d just arrived and wasn’t about to blow his cover this soon. He smiled and pulled out a Gallo. He popped the top and turned his attention to several children carrying on a frog-hopping contest in front of a house across the way. 

The two kept walking. The guns they’d started to reach for stuck out of the back of their waistbands. They were in town either to move goods or to check the area before bringing some in. Would his presence stall their actions? Or would they get rid of him and Isabella if they became suspicious? He didn’t like the latter idea. She was innocent. The quicker he got her to the dig and away from his business the better. 

His shade slowly diminished, exposing more and more of him to the hot sun and accelerating the twitching of his nerves with every minute Isabella spent in the building. He lost control of his patience and poured the beer on the ground. Tino stood, swung his pack on, and stepped around the corner.

At the far end of the line of huts, the two men stood deep in discussion with an Anglo male in his fifties. Dirt on the man’s knees gave the impression he’d been kneeling or crawling. But he didn’t strike Tino as a victim or the groveling type. His facial expression and verbal delivery showed a man used to giving orders. 

Tino glanced at the dark interior where Isabella sought her answers, then back to the men in deep discussion. He slipped between the neighboring houses and made his way around to where he could better hear the three men. His first priority centered on stopping drug runners. Isabella was safe as long as she remained in the house with the old man. 
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Chapter Eight

Isabella thanked the old man again and tucked her journal into her vest pocket. Once she settled in at the dig, she’d study the drawings and do a more thorough reading. This broken corner of a larger stone tablet told of a ceremony for the moon god. Her skin tingled with excitement. If the ease in which she deciphered this stone was any indication, she’d have Virgil’s tablet decoded and be back in the states with her funding in plenty of time. 

Sweet joy warmed her insides unlike the tropical heat steaming her skin. She was anxious to share her newfound information with Tino. 

She stepped outside the small home and blinked at the bright sunlight. How long had she sat meticulously replicating the drawings into her journal? Isabella patted her camera. She had photos too, but the poor lighting and the flash hadn’t combined well to capture every detail of the stone engravings. The small nuances of an artist’s portrayal of a character told as much as the character itself. Twisting her wrist, she glanced at the watch her father had given her on her twenty-first birthday. He told her all anthropologists and archeologists wore this style. Each year on her birthday he arrived, kissed her forehead, and took the watch to be cleaned and a fresh battery installed. When he returned, he replaced the watch on her wrist, kissed her forehead, and disappeared for another year. At first, she thought his actions corny, but now she realized it was her father’s way of making sure the watch always worked and she always had a piece of him with her. 

Two o’clock. She scanned the area around the house. Where was Tino? 

Isabella settled the backpack on her shoulders and meandered between the buildings and back toward the boat. A five-minute walk covered the small settlement. She’d expected to bump into Tino. At the boat, the boy and the supplies all remained at the edge of the wide river. But no Tino. 

She asked the boy in Cholan if he knew where Tino went.

His thin shoulders rose and fell. 

She scanned the area again. Where could Tino be? She didn’t know the word for tavern but with hand motions and her limited vocabulary she managed to get a response from the boy.

“No.”

No tavern, no anything that she could see to occupy Tino. He wouldn’t leave her stranded. Her instincts told her that much. 

Not one to sit around and wait, she stared at the river and the boat. Could she navigate the river by herself? Dock and find the location where the trail led to the dig? Her mind said she could figure it all out, but her gut clenched in uncertainty. 

So, she sat and waited until the heat and her curiosity drove her away from the river and back through the village. Sunlight filtering between the trunks of the trees intrigued her. Any sunlight in the jungle came from above. The high foliage of the mahogany and palm trees didn’t allow for strong light under the canopy but rather a soft natural light with muted shadows. 

Isabella stepped out of the trees. The intense sunlight, the heat, and the ravaged vision in front of her struck like a well-placed taekwondo kick to the midsection. Tears welled in her eyes at the stark landscape. Ash covered the once-green forest floor. Black stumps, shriveled blackened plants, and dead trees sporadically poked out of the ash. This devastation didn’t go on for miles, it had been contained and men worked on the far side turning the soil. 

But what of the fires that did get out of control? The chatter of birds in the trees to her left reminded her of the creatures that lost their homes. Deep in her thoughts, she leaned against a tree and watched the men prepare the earth for planting. How did one determine the loss of a forest against the production of food for the locals? 

A hand rested on her shoulder. The heat and weight told her it was Tino. Her inner debate over the ethical use of the forest came to a halt. 

“It’s sad.” 

“They are lucky their clearing did not burn out of control.” Tino squeezed her shoulder. 

“I agree. I can imagine the devastation a runaway fire could cause. One would think in a rain forest the vegetation would be too wet to burn.” She ran a hand over the cool, damp bark of the tree she leaned against. 

“The forest is not as saturated as in years past. Each year less rain falls and the pattern of the weather alters. These changes have caused the rain forest to become drier and more susceptible to fires.” He slid his palm down her arm and captured her hand. “Come. We must hurry if we are to arrive at the dig before dark.”

Isabella nodded. She should extract her hand from his but the strength of his wide calloused hand holding her was new. The comfort and warmth it instilled in her, took her by surprise. 

She slipped her hand from his. “Where were you? I looked all over the village.” 

Tino regretted taking her hand. It was plain she didn’t appreciate his touch after last night. But touching her felt right. Shoving aside his ego, he smiled at her. He’d known if she wasn’t in the old man’s shack she would be looking for him. Her inquisitive mind wouldn’t let his disappearance pass unnoticed. The worst part...he hadn’t yet come up with a convincing alibi. 

“I went for a walk and lost track of the time.” He stopped beside the boat and helped her climb in. 

She spun around and stared at him with accusing eyes. “I don’t believe you.” 

Her bluntness kept him on his toes. He curved his lips in the kind of smile he’d reserved for his abuela Juanita and said, “I heard the locals spotted a jaguar recently. I went in search of the animal to see if I could tag it.”

Her eyes narrowed as she watched him. “I thought you said they didn’t come out until dark?”

Tino shrugged. “I said that yesterday so you would not become more frightened.” He leaned down, untied the boat, and pushed it into the river. 

Isabella squeaked and plopped her bottom onto the seat. 

He jumped in and moved past her to start the motor and navigate into the center of the river. Keeping his DEA business from her was proving difficult. Her intellect dissected everything, another good reason to rid himself of the enticing doctor. 

“Did you find signs of the jaguar?”

“Yes, I will return after I drop you off.” The motor sputtered and caught. He spun the boat and steered it along the river bank about thirty feet from the shoreline. The river was wide and, in the middle, flowed a strong current that would carry them faster but also would hinder his steering of the small craft.

“Is there another settlement where the trail to the dig starts?” Isabella batted at the pesky cloud of mosquitoes and pulled out her can of DEET.

“No, but there should be boats at the landing. It is the only way to get supplies in and out of the dig.” He wondered about the men he’d followed from the settlement. The two younger men had climbed into a boat and headed up river, while the older man settled into a small boat with a powerful engine and gunned himself down river, in the same direction he and Isabella traveled. 

“Are you considered a game warden since you tag cats?” 

He looked over at Isabella. Her inquisitive mind never rested. “You must be exhausted every night when you go to bed.”

Her brow furrowed and she stared at him. “What do you mean?” 

“You are always thinking up questions and working your mind. It must be exhausting.” Smugness squeezed his chest. He had directed her attention on something other than himself. 

“Stimulating. I enjoy solving puzzles and piecing together history. Don’t you enjoy using your wits to outsmart the animals you tag?”

“Sí.” ¡Coño! She put the conversation back on him. “I do not run into a jaguar every day. That means I get to rest. Like now, when I work as a guide I sit back, steer the boat, and enjoy the scenery.” He let his gaze drift from Isabella’s head down her body to her sturdy hiking boots and back up to her cheeks which took on a red hue to rival the macaw.

“Do you always watch the scenery inside the boat and not around you?”

The hint of insecurity ringing in her voice injected him with a need to make her see her worth. “No. There has never been another in my boat who rivaled the scenery.”

Her cheeks deepened in color and she directed her attention to the forest pressing into and over the edges of the river.

Tino focused on the shoreline. The trail head should be in the next thousand meters of river. 

“I see the boats!” Isabella pointed at the shoreline at the same moment he spotted the small boat with the large motor. 

So the man he’d watched at the settlement was part of the dig. Why would he go all that distance to talk to those young men and not bring back any supplies?

Tino navigated the boat up to the shore, hopped out, and pulled it aground. He helped Isabella out of the boat and gathered his gear. He walked over to the small boat and touched the engine. Still piping hot.

“Here’s a snack to eat along the way. I want to get you to the dig before the sun goes down.” He handed Isabella an energy bar and shouldered his pack. Setting out at a brisk pace, he headed up the trail.

“Are you scared of the dark?” she snickered.

“Always the smart remark. No, trying to find your way around in the jungle at night is next to impossible.” 

“But there’s a clear trail.” 

“When it gets dark it will not be so clear.” He continued up the path at a good clip. They might catch up to the man who had docked right before they arrived. Fifteen minutes up the trail, he detected the low rumble of the man’s voice from the settlement.

Tino pivoted and placed a finger on Isabella’s lips. He leaned close and whispered, “I hear a cat. I am going to try and sneak up on him. You continue up the trail. I will catch up when I have either tagged the cat or lost him.” 

She started to open her mouth. He had to find out what the man was doing. Tino pressed a brief kiss to her lips, nudged her up the trail, and left the well-traveled path to move quickly and quietly through the trees toward the voices. 

Isabella stared at Tino’s back until he disappeared among the tree trunks and ferns. The man was full of contradictions. First, he says hurry we have to get to the dig before dark then he goes chasing off after a cat and leaves her to fend for herself. 

And he kissed me again. It was reminiscent of the type her father and Virgil buzzed her lips with. Only warmer more intimate. I like collecting kiss data. As long as she remembered all this kissing meant nothing to Tino. Either that or he’d been in the jungle way too long.

Sighing in resignation, she squared the pack on her back and set off on the path to Ch’ujuña. 

The first thirty minutes of the path proved easy walking. The well-cleared trail had smaller, less discernible paths jutting off on either side now and then. Were they animal trails? If so, would a jaguar come bounding out in front of her with Tino in pursuit? As the path started a gradual climb, vegetation crept onto the trail narrowing the passageway. 

This didn’t make sense. How were supplies delivered to the dig site with such a poorly maintained path? She pulled out her knife and hacked at vines hanging across the trail from the shorter copal and cedar trees. Sweat mixed with the humid air and mosquito spray trickled down her neck and back. The handle of the knife became slick, slipping and throwing off her aim as she hacked at the vines. 

She stepped forward and something crunched under her foot. Raising her boot, she stared at a four-inch-long squashed beetle. Shudders rippled across her shoulder blades. Insects and snakes, while not a favorite, usually didn’t make her squeamish. But the size of this creature gave rise to what other huge invertebrates she might encounter. 

Silence cloaked the forest as smothering and unnerving as a blanket thrown over her head. The eerie quiet injected Isabella with fear. No one but Tino knew where she’d gone. What if something happened to her? To Tino? 

Rain poured from the sky breaking the silence. The rhythmic sound and refreshing coolness lifted her spirits. Her hat did little to protect her from the rush of water over her head. She took it off, unbraided her hair, and let the water pour through, cooling her scalp. 

Within minutes, water gushed down the path. 

Isabella stepped out of the way of the stream and tucked her body against a tree trunk, perching on exposed roots. She’d have to wait out the storm. Alone. Where was Tino? How much farther to the dig? If the rain hadn’t been using the path as a stream bed, she could continue.

She dug in one vest pocket, pulling out a nutrition bar. In another pocket, she found a plastic bag. Opening the bag, she caught rainwater, sealed the bag, and slid it into a pocket while she ate the bar. The whole grains and natural sweeteners of the bar dried her mouth. She drank the pure rain water, savoring the sweet taste, and refilled the bag, placing it in an outside pocket on her pack. The cool, refreshing liquid might come in handy later and it didn’t need to be purified. 

The rain stopped as abruptly as it started but water continued to gush down the path. A glance at her watch helped little. Patience was needed traveling in this forest. Fortunately, her studies of ancient people and cultures gave her a Zen-like ability to perceive patience as a virtue. With slow, steady digging and research, she would learn all there was to know about the people who first inhabited the Americas. 

A mist crept in, settling over the forest. The ethereal feel and quiet seeped around her like the relaxing warmth of a steam bath. Savoring the moment, she closed her eyes and inhaled. The moist air, laced with exotic floral scents and decaying plants, perfumed the air. Nothing could be better than standing in a rainforest enjoying the wildness and peace. Birds moved about the canopy above. Their raucous squawks reminded her of Alabaster, her cockatoo. He no doubt was thriving in the care of Mrs. Sullivan, her next-door neighbor. He molted and became defiant when she was home, but loved her neighbor.

“¡Carajo! What are you doing here?” Tino’s loud whisper and accusing tone jarred her pondering.

Isabella’s heart hammered against her breastbone. Her eyes shot open and she spun toward Tino’s voice. He stood on the path where she’d cut the vines.

She willed the adrenaline his appearance produced to lessen and pointed the knife at him. “You told me to continue to the dig.”

His arms crossed. A sardonic smile raised one side of his mouth. “You are headed the wrong direction.”

“But...the path...” The wrong way? The arm holding the knife dropped to her side. If Tino hadn’t found her...

Tino’s arms encircled her as she swayed.

“I could’ve...jaguars...narcos...I could...” She stared into his eyes. The knowledge that spun in her head was revealed in his dull gaze. 

“Mi pichón, what were you thinking? You are lucky I found you.” His voice caressed her frazzled nerves.

He called her his little dove. Her heart pattered in her chest.

Then the macho tone of the rest of his comment sunk in and raised her feminist antennae. “I wouldn’t have been on the wrong trail if you hadn’t charged off after some wild animal.” She pushed out of his arms and willed her backbone to snap straight and her fear to dissolve. Anger was always better than giving into fear. “Did you find the jaguar?”
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