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CHAPTER ONE


Alta Verapaz, Guatemala





The smells of cordite and diesel mingled uneasily with chocolate as Raxha Castillo shouldered her rifle and ducked into the cacao shed, determined to retrieve her father’s legacy. 

With a flick of her hand, she sent two men along either side of the long structure. Open sides meant a clear view at least as far as the encroaching jungle, but a woman didn’t get to her position without caution. Across the tables from her, Dante ran a hand casually over the beans, rifling them as if they were coins. A thousand years ago, they would have been currency for the Maya peoples whose graves still emerged from the jungle. 

Handsome and feral, with a perpetual hunch to conceal his height, Dante scooped up a handful of beans and let them rattle back down through his hands like spent casings in a firefight. A few of the workers twitched and huddled closer to the table as if they recognized the sound. Between the civil war and the incursions of other cartels, they probably did.

“We’re looking for Eleiua,” Raxha said in Spanish. Most of these people should understand, even devoted as they were to the language of the dead. 

The nearest worker flinched and stared down, his hands gripping the edge of the table in front of him, his fingers as brown as the cacao beans themselves.

She glanced at Dante, and he lunged, seizing the kid on his side and hauling him up toward the sloping roof. Rodrigo brought up his weapon while the kid cried out and struggled. Kid. Ha. Probably twenty or so. Didn’t know enough to be still until Dante’s gun rested beneath his chin.

“Rainy season’s coming! You want me to get it started?” Dante pivoted, dragging the unfortunate young man along, feet dangling. “That’s how we do it around here, right? Blood sacrifice?”

Raxha kept the smile from her face. He looked so eager, his dark eyes lighting with his desire to help, but maybe too much. “Dante, caridad, put him down. They want to help, don’t they? For my father’s sake?” She swept her gaze over the workers. They didn’t stand taller for her as they had for her papa, but they showed respect. For now, it was enough.

“The shop,” rasped one of the workers, then he swallowed, his throat jerking with the movement. “She had — there was people.”

Dante dropped the kid back on his feet, keeping a hold of his shoulder, probably so he wouldn’t collapse or run off right then. The sleek, black barrel of the gun still hovered close. Expelled from the government’s elite ranks of operatives for being a little too eager, Dante loved nothing more than the chance to rough somebody up. His bright eyes and floppy hair made him look like a puppy. She blew him a kiss.

“There was a van,” supplied one of Raxha’s men. “Saw it pass about an hour ago.”

Tourists? Raxha stalked past the workers in her way toward the so-called shop, the workshop, really, one of the few older buildings on the plantation left over from before the war. The rest, like the sheds, were bought like the souls of her people, with American dollars. Bought, like the civil war itself. The broad porch could be closed off against summer rains, but today it stood open to April breezes, allowing sunlight to illuminate more tables, crates of tools, heaps of burlap sacks and the woman working among them. At the back corner, as there had been for years, stood a display of Maya-style ceramics: broken things pieced together from shards in the riverbank, and a few obsidian points, even a clutch of jade beads left with the dead. Somebody had been robbing graves and digging temples. Along the front of the display stood a series of cylinders, mostly new, painted to look like the older things. Cacao cups.

“You had tourists? I didn’t know you were open.”

If her arrival startled the woman, Eleiua gave no sign of that. She worked over a ledger. A refrigerator from the Spanish colonial era muttered against the wall near Eleiua’s desk, maybe muffling Raxha’s entrance. Strolling closer, Raxha slammed her gun down on the front of the desk. Eleiua stiffened, then capped her pen and sat back.

“Raxha. It’s been a long time.” Eleiua addressed her in K’iche, finally looking up. Dead language for a dying people.

Silver and midnight hair braided back from her face, high forehead and full lips. Sometimes, Raxha saw what her father had seen. Sometimes, she thought of placing her gun against that forehead and blowing away the woman who had wrecked her mother’s life. Given Eleiua’s beloved status among the villagers, that act would destroy Raxha’s own dreams of gaining their respect. She continued in Spanish. “You had visitors. Why?”

“Because some of us wish to make a living without others having to die. Is this why you came?” She stroked over the pen, then lifted her fingers away.

“You weren’t so righteous when my father was alive.”

The woman let out a long breath, and drew in another. “His death affected all of us, Raxha. My grief told me to find another way.”

Her grief made her a traitor to their town, to their way of life, and not least to Hernan Castillo and his daughter. Raxha turned away from the desk and stalked toward the display of Maya ceramics, leaving her gun there as a sign of trust. Trust that Dante could blow a hole in Eleiua the size of a sacred cenote if she did the wrong thing. “My father gave you a cup a long time ago. I need it back.” 

“I heard you visited Aabo again. Must have been nice for him. I don’t think he has many visitors.”

Nice. The flailing hands and mumbles of a drunk who still suffered from the rain of gunfire that had felled her father and the rest of his lieutenants. Certainly, it was nice. Raxha squatted in front of the cups. “He told me something interesting. Do you want to hear?” She picked up one of the cups, then set it down. It felt wrong, the wrong shape in her hand. Would her hand have been smaller then, when her father let her hold the cup? When he brought her to visit Auntie Eleiua, and called her princess, and raised a cup of chocolate in her name?

“Tell me if you’d like.” Eleiua drew her ledger from beneath the rifle and shut the cover. “I’ve been thinking of Hernan lately. It’s good to know others remember.”

“The cup is the way, Aabo told me.” She picked up another cup, glanced at the painted glyphs, and replaced it. “To the last delivery. What else could he mean?”

“Aabo talks with his hands more than his mouth these days. Maybe you misunderstood him.” Folding her arms over her American t-shirt, Eleiua said, “Besides, you really think it’s still out there? It’s been ten, twelve years, Raxha. You think the stuff would last so long in the jungle without somebody finding it? Some caver, some hunter, some other — other business man?”

Fourteen years. Since one of those other businessmen assassinated her father. Since she was nobody’s princess any more. Raxha took the next cup from the line, weighed it in her hand, and hurled it against the floor. It shattered into terracotta shards that rocked on the floor. Eleiua’s shoulders jumped. “Don’t, Raxha. Please don’t.”

“Why not? They mean something? They’re more than just cups?” She grabbed another and aimed for a paper stuck to the fridge with a magnet. The smash of the cup flicked the other pages and photos, rifled by a ghostly hand. Her father’s.

“Some of them are ancient, yes. Can you even tell the difference?”

Raxha picked up one with conspicuously better artwork. “This is, isn’t it?” She hurled it against the refrigerator, enjoying the metallic resonance of ceramic colliding with the door.

“Would you think, Raxha, would you please? What if you did find the last delivery, if it’s even out there, if it’s still worth selling?” Eleiua flung out her hands. “You want to buy your way back to los Zetas, the people who slaughtered hundreds of our own? You want a bigger piece of the business — you want to join los señores and deal in death across the borders? For what? For money?”

“That’s part.” The load of heroin would be worth several hundred thousand dollars, maybe more. But the money was the least of it. Raxha took aim with another cup, a modern one. This time, she picked a photo as her target. 

Money, yes. The respect of the citizens, yes. The respect of the Zetas. Her father had been Z68. Such a high commander that they gave him his own number. He wanted her to be his Maya princess because he had been a king among men. The cup smashed against the photo. A small group of people, a few faces conspicuously pale, because Eleiua spent more time cultivating Americans than she did cultivating trees.

“You’ve probably already broken it now.” Eleiua walked from her desk, careful not to crush the shards of the shattered cups. “Here, Raxha. We’ll find the cup. Just leave them. Just stop, Raxha.”

Her gaze pinned to the photo, Raxha walked to the fridge, and ceramic cracked beneath her feet. A distinctive rim of white bordered the photo, marking it as an instant. Four young people: three girls in shades from Caucasian to Indian, making the Maya hand-sign for “cacao”, and a young black man next to Eleiua. The last few weeks, there’d been an American hanging around, according to the village gossip. This must be him. They wore matching t-shirts promoting the cacao cooperative. The same shirt she was wearing right now. Eleiua knew Aabo had been talking, knew he had a visitor. If she had known about the cup —

“Leave my things alone.” Eleiua’s voice rang sharply, and she reached for the photo, but Raxha held it out of reach, then took long strides toward the porch. 

“Dante! Get after that van.”

“Tourists, nothing more.” The older woman grappled with Raxha’s hand, but one of the men ran over, snatching the photo from Raxha’s fingers.

She pushed Eleiua off of her, and took up her gun. “That man in the picture — get him back for me. Whatever it takes.” 







CHAPTER TWO




Lexi Dionne scooted out of the cab in front of the airport in Guatemala City. Denise and Shari hauled their bags over to the terminal while Kaitlyn haggled with someone over a handcart so they wouldn’t have to carry their stuff all the way to the gate. Each of the girls wore a colorful embroidered dress, just like they planned for their flight home, but they still had too many souvenirs crammed in their bags, and Shari even had an extra bag made from strips of locally handwoven material. Lexi should’ve bought one of those, too. Maybe there’d be a shop inside. Pretty sure she remembered two from their arrival a week ago.

Someone gave a light tap on her shoulder and she turned, cranking up her smile for Malcolm, focusing on his hands as he signed. “You’ve got the vessel in there, right?” He pointed toward the baggage.

“Of course,” she signed back. “Wrapped in all of my hiking socks.” She exaggerated the gesture for “wrapping” as if she were swaddling a mummy, not just a Mayan-style cylinder.

“Sorry,” his hands apologized, his glance flicking behind her again. “Eleiua wanted it sent to the States. Quickly.” His ASL was decent and improving all the time — he spelled out the name, and formed the signs carefully. He hadn’t mastered the role of his expressions as fundamental to the grammar of ASL, but she could usually figure out what he meant. “I’d rather it go with you than hang around in my hotel room.”

“I’d like to hang around in your hotel room.” She bounced up on her toes to give him a kiss.

Malcolm grinned and raked back his crown of twisted locs with one hand, looking even more like Michael B. Jordan. “I know, but you’ve got a flight to catch.” His hands made a little airplane fly. His eyes softened, then those strong arms wrapped around her, and they kissed again, long and melting. He broke off and sighed, signing, “Denise is waving.”

Lexi kept one arm around his waist and turned back to her friends. She held up a hand for patience, then pointed at her boyfriend.

Shari rolled her eyes and wrestled the cart around to face the doors, shoving hard to get the luggage into motion as she merged with the other travelers. Kaitlyn scurried along with her, while Denise pointed at her arm as if she still wore a watch, then signed, “Should we wait for you?”

Lexi shook her head and freed up her other hand. “I have my ticket, I’ll just meet you at the gate, okay? Can you check my bag?”

“Sure — as long as you guys don’t go off and elope, okay?” A quick clasp of her hands formed the sign, and Denise flared her eyes.

Lexi tapped her lips as if she were thinking about it, and Denise flicked her a rude gesture, then stalked after the others, her long hair rippling over her shoulders.

“I don’t want to make you late,” Malcolm said aloud so he could keep his hand at her waist while she read his lips. Given a clear context, she could usually understand.

“That’s okay. You still look worried.” Her face underscored the emotion.

He shrugged one shoulder. “I wish you were there at the village, when they gave me that vessel. It was weird. Eleiua said it had to leave quickly, like it was” — he signed carefully, probably remembering some of the new words he had learned on the trip, then said something out loud that she couldn’t follow, and she signed for a do-over. He fingerspelled, “a religious thing.” He shook his head again, those adorable curls bouncing.

“Maybe it is?” she signed.

He stepped back a little to regard her. “I think that’s —” he made horns with one hand and lay his forearms together, the fingers of his other hand flicking downward near his elbow. Bullshit.

Lexi felt a sudden chill, thinking of her bag being searched, the fact she wasn’t even inside the airport with the luggage. What if the Guatemalan police got suspicious, in spite of the letter Eleiua supplied. It’s not like the thing was old, right? Just patina’d to look that way. “She’s not smuggling something? Are you sure it’s safe?”

“She wouldn’t want me to get in trouble — and she doesn’t know your dad’s a cop.” A sign as if he held a badge to his shoulder.

“Like he’d care. He hasn’t spoken to me for years.” Never should’ve let Kaitlyn show him those pictures. Seeing her dad again just brought back the old pain. People always talked about stalking their ex’s online, never about their friends stalking their fathers. Kaitlyn’s thing about uniforms was getting out of hand, and Lexi intended to taunt her mercilessly all the way home.

Malcolm made a sad face, then signed his apology. “Sorry I brought him up. I’m an idiot.”

“Yeah, but you’re so cute, I can’t help myself.” She caught his face in both hands and kissed him, then scooped her backpack onto her shoulder and hurried toward the airport, a knot of tension building at her throat. Should’ve asked Kaitlyn to stay close, to be ready to interpret. No — Lexi was the one who made Kaitlyn back off the last time — she could use her text-to-voice if she needed to communicate with the airport staff. She’d be fine. She and her friends navigated their way here, and had the best-ever Winter Break getaway, not-so-coincidentally in Malcolm’s research zone. All she had to do was get through the check in, and familiar procedures were always easier because of the common expectations on both sides. All she had to do was leave Malcolm behind for a while — a long while, given how Mom felt about him. She turned back three strides away to blow him a final kiss. His white grin flashed.

A green truck with big tires bumped half onto the sidewalk not far from Malcolm, and he focused on that. The passenger jumped out, a guy in fatigues who started gesturing, his mouth working. Shouting, as if Malcolm were the one in the wrong when the truck had practically run him over. Malcolm backed off a step, hands up, shaking his head. The door behind him opened.

Lexi’s father the cop used to be Lexi’s father the Army Ranger. Every story he’d ever told sprang to life before her, every self-defense lesson he’d ever given in spite of her mother’s protests. Suspect everything, trust nothing. Mysterious vehicle, angry men. Something was very wrong. Lexi screamed, feeling as if it burned her throat. Malcolm jumped, alerted to the guy behind him, and tried to run.

Already, the guy grabbed his elbow, dragging him off-balance toward the open door. The passenger swiveled hard, a hand sliding under his jacket. Knife? Gun? Oh, God — Malcolm. Running toward them, she yanked off her backpack and hurled it into the passenger’s core.

The other guy locked Malcolm’s arms behind his back, shouting, his face distorting his words. 

“She’s deaf, she can’t hear you!” Malcolm shouted back, kicking and struggling.

The guy hurled Malcolm into the truck, pulling a gun, shielded by the door. Lexi kicked the door and it slammed the man’s chest. The gun went flying and his face went red, mouth gaping. She grabbed the handle and yanked it toward her, using it to balance for a roundhouse kick that would take him down, hard. Just like Daddy taught her. 

The guy collapsed out of her way.

A hand caught the back of her neck and something pressed against her side. The new guy didn’t bother to speak so far as she knew. She didn’t need to see the gun to know what it was, what it had to be. Malcolm’s face framed in the darkness of the interior, showed her everything she had to know — along with the guy behind him, holding a high-powered rifle.

Tears sprang to her eyes and her throat clenched. All she had wanted was a kiss goodbye. It wasn’t meant to be forever.







CHAPTER THREE




Raxha sat at a cafe-style table, in one of two matching chairs with ornate floral backs, the whole set developing rust patches and flaking paint like everything else exposed in the jungle. The rust reminded her of blood, though that had long-since washed away. Fourteen years was a long time to wait for a birthday present. Knee propped over the opposite leg, Raxha’s foot jigged as she waited, leaning back on the uncomfortable chair, elbow on the table between. Opposite her, Eleiua sat stiffly, starting past her toward the encroaching trees, maybe toward the spreading limbs of the ceiba where they pushed against the perimeter fencing. The sacred ceiba tree wouldn’t save her now.

A door scraped open and shut behind them, then Ramon approached, balancing a tray on his hand in imitation of a waiter, in spite of his fatigues and hip holster. He carried a pitcher of mango refresco with a couple of glasses. Plastic, actually. When Raxha reclaimed her true place, she’d have the finer things. For now, this would do.

Eleiua watched him approach, disapproval narrowing her face. “I thought you were doing well in school, Ramon, what happened?”

“I got a job,” he said, his lips twitching toward a smile and away again. “Sorry, this seems —”

Raxha smacked the table with her palm. “You don’t apologize to her.”

“Sorry,” he mumbled. He set down the tray and hustled away again before Raxha’s correction got personal. Her father had been better at this, taken from her before she had the chance to learn all she needed.

Leaning forward, Raxha poured the drinks and pushed a glass toward Eleiua. Her father’s whore, displayed her bound hands, and said nothing. Shrugging, Raxha settled again and took a sip of her own, the icy-sweet liquid cutting the jungle atmosphere. “I’m sure you can drink that way. Up to you.”

Clearing her throat, she tried again, “You must be thirsty after the ride over.”

Eleiua’s braids shifted, a tiny gesture of negation.

“Tell me about these Americans. What are they doing here?”

“Eating chocolate.” Eleiua’s voice rasped, and she added, “It would be nice, I think, if lots of other people would come for the same, or maybe we ship the chocolate to them. Maybe our town could export cocoa instead of cocaine.”

Raxha laughed with a toss of her head. Wish Dante were here to listen to this. “Is that what passes for clever? Do the Americans like that joke?” She took another drink, and set the cup down with a clunk. “It’s mostly heroin these days. Not that I expect you keep up with the business that gave you so much. How d’you build the plantation without my father’s work? His work built the village schools and hired the teachers. He built the home where Aabo’s gone to seed. He pays for the farmers, for the roads — Why else is Lanquin falling apart now, but that he’s dead? Where d’you think it all comes from, this prosperity we had?”

Dark eyes watched her sidelong. “I understand its origin. Where it comes from, and where it goes. And a thousand years ago, our ancestors watered this land with blood. Then and now, we don’t need to live that way any more.”

With a screech of metal on tiles, Raxha pushed her chair to face her companion and leaned in. “Where do you live, Eleiua? On a hilltop. In a hacienda. One my father gave you. Where do I live?” She spread her hands against the backdrop of the jungle camp. This, too, had been her father’s, and only the isolated nature of the site prevented its seizure after his death. “Don’t give me this ’we.’ There is no ’we’ between you and me.” Her palms slapped to the table, fingertips finding the points of cast-iron thorns among the roses. “Tell me about these damned Americans. This man’s been hanging around, what for? My father’s not here to support you any more so now you whore for the Americans?”

Eleiua’s shoulders squared. Her fingers knotted together, as if she chose to sit with her hands in her lap like a nun, as if her bonds were a holy servitude and not a reminder of her mortal flesh. “This man came to build a bridge. He helped with the cacao sheds, and now the bridge needs repair — you’ve seen it. Americans, they do these things. Like boy scouts. He works for a chocolate company, and no I don’t object to taking their money so my workers can cross the gorge instead of going around. You want Lanquin to prosper, Raxha — maybe you should invest.”

“Oh, I intend to.”

Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and Raxha grinned. “We have your American, Eleiua. Maybe when we’re done, he can still build your bridges. If not —” she tipped her hand one way and another — “he can fertilize your trees. So useful, aren’t they, these Americans.”







CHAPTER FOUR




For hours, Lexi squeezed against Malcolm across the back seat of the truck a gunman on either side, two more in the front. The one she had knocked down glared at her throughout, as they bounced over ruts and rocked around curves in the narrow road. They headed more or less the direction Malcolm had driven them down the day before, then turned onto a road, if possible, even more rough. 

Throughout the ride, her father’s instructions prodded her: Don’t let anyone force you into the trunk of a car; make a fuss, fight back; if you see their face — his gesture wrapping his own face — it means they don’t plan for you to survive. The driver’s face looked worn and weary, an unsmoked cigar butt rolling from one side of his mouth to the other. The passenger, the one she’d fought, had thick, dark hair that swung down sometimes across his face. He tossed it back again, revealing a boyish, bright expression as if pleasant thoughts consumed him every time he looked at his prisoners. Dollface. Cute, and creepy at the same time. She could only imagine what those thoughts might be. 

He spoke sometimes, Spanish, she assumed, and his pattern of response and expression indicated the driver answered. Malcolm answered once as well, earning a smack to the head that left a trickle of blood at the corner of his mouth. She caught his hand and held him back, shaking her head. Whatever they said now, it didn’t matter.

Then, her father’s words again. Look for opportunities. There’s always a way, always another choice. His eyes met hers, green on green, and he flipped her the coin.

Always a choice. The coin lived in her pocket, half lucky charm, and half painful reminder. About the size of a quarter, the brassy surface held Arabic writing on one side, and on the other, something like a mosque, with its onion-dome and minarets. He brought few souvenirs back from the war, and the coin was the only thing, aside from inheriting his eyes and remembering his lessons, that she had from him. As a kid, she treasured it, as a teen, it reminded her that even her father’s apparent love had had another side, that he’d made the choice to leave them and never look back. Now that she found herself in a combat zone, her memories of him pushed forward.

She fingered the coin, wondering what opportunities could be found in a jungle, in a foreign country, increasingly far from anyone who might help. She and Malcolm were on their own.

The truck lurched to a halt in a patch of jungle just like any other, and her stomach seemed to keep going a moment longer. The passenger grinned, then popped out his side as the guy next to Malcolm clambered out. Before Malcolm could react, the gunman grabbed him and hauled him out, flinging him against a tree. Malcolm twisted, turning it into a dance move, and his back hit instead of his face. He winced.

Dollface leaned toward Lexi, but she moved fast, sliding across the vinyl seat even as the man remaining inside with her made a grab of his own.

Apparently, Dollface remembered what had happened last time, when Lexi got the jump on him. He stepped aside, swinging his rifle down. Then she really wanted to vomit. He shouted at her, his face distorted, and she shook her head, gesturing to indicate her deafness. Slapper had Malcolm by the arm, and turned him around, binding his hands. The vehicle rocked as the fourth man emerged at Lexi’s back, brushing against her, and she sidestepped, her back to the truck, keeping them all in sight. The best she could do, for now. 

Cigar spat out the cigar into his hand and consulted with Dollface. Slapper got their attention, but the fourth man reached for her hands, a short length of rope already in his. 

Oh, god, no. Her heart thundered, her throat constricting. She shook her head violently, signing hard and clear. “I’m deaf. Please don’t tie my hands.” Don’t take from her what little voice she had.

Slapper pulled Malcolm around, and he spoke a few words she made out, and more she filled in with decent guesses. “She’s deaf. If you tie her up, we can’t communicate.” He said more, but no patterns she recognized. Spanish. When he had his own hands, he would cue her in so she wasn’t struggling to try to read a language she couldn’t understand. Now, he was trying to reassure her and the gunmen at the same time. In English, looking at Lexi, he said something like, “We won’t fight you. Please don’t hurt her.”

The gunmen conferred again, and Malcolm’s glance flitted back and forth, his brow furrowed as he followed their discussion. He said his Spanish was good, but not great, and she hoped it was good enough! Finally, Dollface shrugged, pointing his gun into the trees.

“They want us to follow,” Malcolm told her, or words to that effect. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” She’d seen those words often enough to recognize.

With her backpack slung over his shoulder, Slapper set out, Cigar following, then Malcolm, and the fourth guy. Need a name for him, too. Shorty. Lexi took a few quick steps, getting ahead of Dollface before he could encourage her. He still gave her a jab in the lower back with the barrel of his gun.

Broad, leathery leaves slapped Lexi’s legs and slid away again as she walked, their dense greenery concealing whatever trail these men pursued, and the roots that swelled up from the jungle floor like a nest of snakes. Speaking of snakes … she glanced around. How many snakes lurked in the trees around her, or on the hidden ground below? It shifted and slid beneath her feet, with old leaves. She stumbled, cursing her care-free sandals. Yesterday, she’d be wearing her hiking boots with their thick rubber soles. Instead, she had leather as slick as the leaves. A trailing vine snagged her dress, letting the breeze rush along her legs. She tugged it free before their guards could take action of their own. Malcolm glanced back, an edge of white at his dark eyes, and she flashed a smile to let him know she was okay. Mostly.

She stumbled again, her bare toes catching on a thick root that scuffed her bare skin and scraped under her toenails. Lexi fell to her knees with a cry that drew Malcolm’s worried gaze. He stopped abruptly, heedless of the other men.

He spoke stiffly, narrowing his eyes at Dollface, who loomed beyond her. 

She groped her hand up the tree trunk, grit, leaf litter and now bits of bark clinging to her hands. Ants skimming the tree froze, antennae waving. Like her, they relied on other senses to move through their world. A cluster of them carried a beetle the size of a quarter. Jaws clamped to their prize, they worked around in a circle, teetering and tugging, and moving onward toward their queen. The ones who paused at the strike of her hand started up again. The silent workers of the forest, cleaning up the dead. Maybe she and Malcolm would soon be among their prizes. Stomach clenched, Lexi pushed to her feet. Her knees throbbed a little from the encounter with the root. Strands of embroidery thread hung in a vivid webbing, caught on the rough surface. Good, leave a clue. As if anyone would be following. How long before her friends realized she wasn’t just late because of Malcolm? She pictured Denise on the plane, the three girls in their matching dresses griping about how Lexi and her boyfriend ran off for a little more fun.

Tears burned, but she wouldn’t cry, not here. Her eyes rose again to the glowering men before her, and the sole friendly face among them.

“Are you okay?” Malcolm asked.

“Fine,” she signed back. “You?”

He managed a smile, then started to say, “I’m sorry —”

Before he could finish the words, she swept them away, bringing the gesture back around, her two fists pressed, knuckles and thumbs touching as she brought them to her chest and pulsed the sign. Together. 

She rose and they walked on. If the gunmen had taken him alone, when would she have found out, or would she ever? He would have stopped responding to her messages, stopped calling her, become another betrayer like her father, ghosting her when she needed him most. Literally, ghosting. Not even funny. Wouldn’t that be ironic, if her deepest betrayal repeated again, but this time, it hadn’t been a choice at all, but a tragedy?

Always a choice, her father had said. Look for the chance. What chance did she have? Her hands were free. She imagined grabbing a gun and getting their attention. No good. She had little firearms experience — her mother forbade continuing anything her father had begun aside from caving to Lexi’s insistence on staying at the Horace Mann School — and it was still four against two, one with his hands tied. Better to swipe the machete strapped to Dollface’s leg, at least she knew about knife fighting, but that one was enormous compared to anything she’d ever handled. Markers. Mostly she handled magic markers her father pretended were lethal. Or, get hold of her cellphone and send a message. Would she even get reception from here? No better than in Eleiua’s village, and any move toward her backpack would get her or Malcolm another blow. She’d be an idiot to try something now. Daring was good. Stupid was not.

The trees opened suddenly into a cluster of huts around a clearing with a thatched roof covering a group of tables at the center. The huts leaned on crooked posts or had gaps in the roofs. Their windows stared like eye sockets. Deep slashes marred the doorways, and dark stains marked the cut-log steps. The lathe walls showed splintery holes, and the men around her made it all too easy to envision what had happened here: a dozen men like these, strafing the homes with their rifles and moving on, leaving the dead village behind them.

Something hung from a pillar, a long piece of leather that flapped slightly in the breeze as if waving its hand. Holy — it was. A hand. A human skin, dangling from a nail like a coat somebody hung up for later.

A curl of cigarette smoke caught her attention, and Lexi glanced around, straightening as a figure stepped from the shadow of one broken home. The person tossed down a glowing cigarette, then crushed it out, and slipped a long gun into their hands with an accustomed gesture.

They must have said something because Malcolm spun about, swaying a little, then dropped to his knees, gasping for breath He shot Lexi a look, and didn’t need to speak before she had come to her knees beside him.

Always a choice. Sometimes the only choice was cooperate or die.









CHAPTER FIVE




Remaining in the shadows, Raxha aimed her gun at the blond girl who hadn’t been in the photo at Eleiua’s place. “Dante, what’s this?” She asked in K’iche in case the Americans spoke Spanish.

His expression rolled from battle-joy to indignation. “She came after him, fought for him.” 

“You let this girl hit you? Look at her. She’s like a hummingbird.”

His brow furrowed, and he tossed back his hair. “I was thinking we kill her, maybe show him what he gets for defying us, eh? Have to do it slowly, though, if we don’t want him to catch on and shut up. I have some ideas.”

Chuckling, Raxha said, “I’m sure you do. Don’t get clever. That’s my job.”

Juan laughed, shifting an unfamiliar backpack on his shoulder. Only a handful of her men spoke the dying language, giving her another edge in controlling them, and proving her worth in dealing with the locals.

“He says she’s deaf. She talks with her hands.” Dante flapped one of his hands around, then turned the movement into a shrug.

Maybe that explained the Maya sign they were using in the picture, a way to forge connections between this American and the natives. Thousands of Maya natives across the region knew Meemul Tziij, the highland Maya sign language, whether deaf or not, to talk with others who spoke different tribal languages. Among older natives, hand speech was a point of pride. This girl might be of use in dealing with Aabo. If it were true. 

Striding from her place, Raxha moved behind the kneeling Americans. She placed her gun on the Black man’s shoulder. “Stay quiet,” she ordered, in English this time. “Girl. Who are you?”

The man’s throat worked, his eyes edged white as he glanced at his companion. She darted glances at him as well, and her shoulders shifted as if she wanted to turn at look at Raxha. 

Raxha prodded her face forward with the gun barrel. “Speak to me, girl. Tell me what you’re doing here.”

Still nothing. The girl looked worried, her eyes tracking Raxha’s mouth, her hands indicating confusion. So this tiny creature, pretty as an orchid, had assaulted Dante himself during an abduction, after coming all the way here. Raxha’s accent wasn’t so strong. Either the girl was too stupid to follow instructions, or she couldn’t hear a thing. Huh. Withdrawing the gun, Raxha walked around in front again, and squatted down in front of the pair, propping the gun stock against the blood-hallowed earth. The two Americans shared a glance, then stared at her. The girl looked like nothing, young but curvy, wearing a touristy flowered dress. Somebody’s princess, who should be completely out of her depth. Raxha tried to imagine her attacking Dante. Dante! 

The man wet his lips, a bit of dried blood flaking from the corner of his mouth. “Señora —”

Dante kicked him hard in the gut, shouting in Spanish, “She says to be quiet!” 

The man doubled over, coughing, and the girl turned, her hand sliding over her companion’s back. Her pretty face transformed, those jade eyes piercing, revealing the hardened core that allowed her earlier attack.

“Don’t, don’t, don’t.” Raxha waved her hand to tell the men to back off. “It’s alright. He has to speak if we’re going to find what we want. Have you already searched the bag?”

Stepping forward, Juan opened all the zippers and dumped the contents onto the ground at her side, a tumble of camera case, film cartridges, a couple of books, a neck pillow, a cell phone, snack food, tampons in a smaller case that Juan likewise emptied. It must be hers, then, not his. The content looked a few years out of date. An actual camera? So the girl had taken the photo, one of those instant kinds, explaining why she wasn’t in it. No earbuds or headset. Actual books. Antiques, like the ones the Americans always craved.

“Where is the vessel, the one Eleiua gave you?” She was guessing — the woman never did admit it, but the man’s cringe confirmed her suspicion. He straightened, the girl’s arm still around him. 

“I don’t have it,” he answered, his voice a little strained.

Really. As if she thought it would be in the back pocket of his jeans. She sent a signal with her eyes, and Dante grabbed the young man’s crown of curls, hauling him away from his girlfriend’s comfort. The kid was too tall for Dante to dangle him, but he still swung his arm and jerked it back again, making the young man his puppet. With the other hand, he slid free his machete as if to cut the strings.

The girl made a strangled sound and lurched to her feet, her hands carving wild symbols in the air, her face animated with need. At first, she addressed Dante, then swung away to face Raxha, maybe thinking that they could talk, one woman to another. Her gestures broke off abruptly, and she held up her hands, still, placating, her face pleading. “No,” she said, her voice awkward where her gestures hadn’t been. So it was true.

Drawing a shaky breath, the girl brought her hands together and mimed the gesture of writing, then pointed to Raxha. Writing again, this time with a grunt of frustration. Her glance fell on the phone, pointing and miming the act of entering messages. 

Raxha snorted. Certainly easier to let her use her phone; who knew what kind of app the deaf might favor to speak? But then, who knew what else the phone might do.

Rifling the girl’s belongings with her hand, Raxha found a pen, then tore the cover off one of the books and handed it over. The girl recoiled from the wounded book, but took the cover and pen. 

“This is taking too long.” Dante drew back the young man’s head against his shoulder, stretching his neck, and the girl cried out. She aimed the pen like a weapon, then focused on the scrap in her hand. A few swift strokes, then she showed the page bearing a sketch of a cylinder with a scribble on the front that might be a Maya figure.

“Yes, yes. This. This is what we need.” Raxha spoke loudly, nodding eagerly as she pointed to the vessel.

The girl sagged back to her heels and scrubbed a hand over her face. The jade eyes looked glossy, and Raxha hoped the girl wouldn’t cry. She seemed stronger than that, like Raxha had to be when her father died.

Taking a deep breath, the girl pointed to her boyfriend with the scrap, then to herself, as if receiving it from him. She looked to make sure Raxha was following, then she made another sketch. An airplane, an arrow underneath it. The girl pointed at the other American, held up the drawing, and shook her head firmly, as if Raxha were a child.

“He gives it to you, and you send it away. It’s on a plane. Okay, okay. Get it back.” She motioned to this effect, as if she could pick up the sketched cup and take it away.

The girl made an exasperated sound and held up both hands, eyes wide, head shaking. She drew the American coastline, Florida at the bottom, and a little curl of an arm sticking out toward the top. With another arrow, she flew the plan across Florida and landed it near that other peninsula. Over the little peninsula, she wrote, “Boston. 10 pm.”

“Dante, let him talk.” Raxha pointed at the other prisoner. “She puts the cup on the plane. She must call someone to send it back.”

Dante released the young man. 

Immediately, he took a step away, stumbling a little, hunched over and scared. The girl made a soft clucking sound with her tongue, and they shared a look. Finally, he shifted his shoulders, and said in Spanish, “I need my hands.”

“What are they going to do out here?” Raxha told Dante’s glower, and he freed the kid’s hands for a rapid stream of conversation between the two Americans. She formed clear, expressive signs, her hands moving like a dance, her face and body working as well. Her companion’s looked clunky by comparison, slow and stiff.

“When it arrives in America tonight,” the Black man explained at last. “Then she can text her mom.”

Raxha stood up and smiled. “Okay. They have twenty-four hours to return it to Guatemala. Then Dante gets to flay you alive.”







CHAPTER SIX




When the phone buzzed next to his head, Grant Casey snapped awake, instantly regretting his argument that even the boss at the Bone Guard should be on-call sometimes. Their clients spanned multiple time zones and sometimes needed immediate aid. The phone buzzed again, and he paused. If it were one of his operatives, they’d use the signal: two rings, then silence, then the call would start again. The phone buzzed a third time. Not one of his.

He scooped it up and pressed it to his ear. “Bone Guard HQ, you handle the past, we secure the future.” Tagline sounded a little weak. He’d have to work on that. Of course, it would sound better at 7 am then at 2.

“My daughter’s been abducted in Central America. I need someone to deliver the ransom and bring her home safe.” The woman on the other end of the line sounded remarkably smooth, given what she’d just said.

Grant came fully alert and sat up. “Ma’am, I appreciate the call, but you’ll be better served by an expert in that field. Our line is structures and artifacts. Archaeological and historical sites. That kind of thing.”

“There is an artifact involved. The ransom. It’s not money.”

Unusual. “If the artifact were missing, I’d be on it. Hostage negotiation and abductions are a very particular niche.” In fact, last abduction he’d been involved with, he was the target. He rubbed the scar that ran along his hairline.

“You said, ’I.’ Is this indeed Grant Casey?”

“Speaking.” She hadn’t introduced herself, and he began to ask, but she went on. 

“I’ve been following your career. I need someone I can trust, absolutely. I don’t want to hire some mercenary off of Craigslist.”

Twitching free of the single sheet over his bed, Grant moved to the edge. Time check: 02:27. “There’s a lot of ground between me and Craigslist. Look, have you spoken with the CIA? Anyone in law enforcement?”

“Her captors ordered me not to. They claim they’ll know. I have twenty-four hours to send someone with the ransom.” A slight tremor that time, and Grant increasingly had the impression she was just barely keeping her shit together, possibly with the help of alcohol. With a slide of his fingers, he triggered a little call tracking app D.A. had designed for moments like this.

“Understood. Do you know who’s holding your daughter?” He worried, in spite of himself. Still not the kind of job he did, but he might know somebody who would.

“Drug dealers, freedom fighters, maybe terrorists — how should I know? What’s the difference?”

“Most authorities from the cops to the insurance companies will tell you not to negotiate. If one family gives in, that encourages the bad actors to do it again. The CIA has a lot of resources, and they can be very discreet.” Truth be told, he’d been involved in a few similar ops during his time with the Unit, but in volatile situations, they at least had government coverage. No way his business insurance covered this kind of involvement if anything went south, especially if they lost the victim, and the client was justifiably pissed. The tracer came back. Newton. Straight across Boston from the Bone Guard office in Somerville, and straight up on the income-per-capita scale. “May I ask who’s calling?”

“This isn’t a corporate issue. My daughter isn’t down there negotiating a contract or anything like that — I don’t have that kind of insurance. Look. I intend to pay what you’re worth. I’m aware of your usual fees, but I know this is special. What I’m asking is out of your line, but as I said, I need someone I can trust. I don’t want to deal with strangers over my daughter’s life. Also, I need you now. Tonight. All you need to do is go down there, locate and deliver the ransom. I’ll pay you half a million dollars. One third in advance.”

Grant stared at the phone for a moment. He’d need a whole new contract, something to cover him and the Bone Guard in the event of failure. Was he really thinking about taking the job? Monday had them starting on a security review for a dig site in Greece, and after that, covering a salvage project in Dubai with concerns about looters. Neither of which was worth half a million dollars to the firm. Hold up. “Locate” the ransom? “Ma’am, with all due respect, that price suggests complications and considerations beyond the norm. You’re not offering that sum for a twenty-four hour job.”

“Also I need absolute discretion. I am a celebrity, and I don’t want this getting out.” She swallowed audibly, then continued, “In particular, my daughter’s sperm donor can’t know about this. If you tell him, the contract is off.”

The phrase rankled. If it were simply factual, that person wouldn’t have a claim, and likely wasn’t involved in the daughter’s life. As a slur against a biological father, it just pissed him off. “I can’t talk any further about this without more details. Who you are, who she is, where she is, and what they want.”

“Forgive my withholding information, Mr. Casey. I needed to hear what you had to say, and your very reluctance to take me on suggests your integrity. You understand that whatever details I reveal must be covered by client privilege, even if you still turn me down.”

“Understood, but I need to know who I’m dealing with.”

She hesitated a moment, then said, “Pamela Dionne. Formerly Gonsalves.”
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