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Chapter One
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Isabella Mumphrey stood in the threshold of her bedroom door. “How long will you be gone this time?” she asked, studying Tino Konstantine’s bare, wide shoulders and narrow, firm backside. 

He turned, giving her a full view of all his charming assets, including the smile that melted her like a pat of butter on a Phoenix sidewalk. 

“Querida, you see me more now than when I was undercover for DEA.” 

Her Venezuelan lover strode toward Isabella, embracing her to his hard chest. “I will only be gone two weeks. The Malo Perro, Bad Dog, gang that runs drugs for the Moreno Cartel have been bringing in large shipments across the border. We have to find out where and stop them.”

“I know.” Isabella inhaled his spicy masculine scent she fell in love with in Guatemala and thought she would never smell again during their missions in Mexico City. “I just don’t have any interesting projects to keep me busy while you’re gone. Which means I’ll miss you all the more.” She peered up into his dark chocolate eyes.

“Pichon, I’m sure you will dig up something. I am happy the World Intelligence Agency hasn’t called you in months.” He leaned down, kissed her sweetly. “I cannot concentrate on my work when I worry about you chasing after disreputable people.”

She sighed. It was true. Daddy hadn’t called her to go on a mission in months. That was part of her boredom. She loved her work as an anthropologist and until her escapade in Guatemala at the Ch’ujuña Dig, she was quite satisfied with her job. Now, every day that she worked in her office at the college writing grants to get more money for her department and the few requests for her help and knowledge, her life had become stale.

Tino kissed her again, this time with more passion. Her body hummed, and her mind took the challenge. This was the only part of her life that wasn’t stagnant. Since discovering their love in the Guatemalan jungle, they had yet to become tired of one another. At Christmas, Tino gave her an engagement ring, leaving it up to her to pick the wedding date. That was seven months ago. She loved him but was unsure about marriage given their occupations. Her parents made their marriage as undercover operatives work, however, they were in the same organization. She and Tino were apart more than they were together. 

Isabella maneuvered Tino against the bed. He tumbled onto the Mayan-print coverlet, dragging her down on top of him. 

“When did you say you had to leave?” she asked, shoving his duffel bag closer to the edge to make more room for the antics she had in mind. 

“Ten minutes ago. Ezzabella, you always make me late.” He cradled her head and pulled her lips to his. 

Two weeks. She drifted into the kiss, taking and giving in equal measure.

The sound of Native American drums rolled through the room. 

“Hello! Hello!” squawked Alabaster, her cockatoo.

Isabella squirmed out of Tino’s embrace and kiss. “I should get that.” The interruption annoyed her, but it could be Daddy calling with a mission. And she’d just wished for more excitement than a romp in the bed with Tino.

She fanned her face to ease the heat Tino had injected in her body. Picking up her phone, she recognized the number of the Hopi cultural center. The call had to be from Aunt Una. Isabella couldn’t remember the last time she’d talked with her mother’s sister. 

“Aunt Una?” 

“Loloma, Isabella. I hope I am not disturbing you.” Her aunt’s slow wording was indicative of the sedate, spiritual community of the Hopi.

“No, Tino was just getting ready to leave for his job.” Isabella stifled a giggle as Tino frowned and grabbed for her. She place her thumb over the phone. “You said you were late.”

“Sí. Talk with your aunt, and I will get dressed.” He waved his hands in a shooing motion.

“Oh, then this is a bad time to talk?” Una’s voice softened with disappointment. 

Isabella took the hint. “No, not at all,” she said, exiting the bedroom and folding her feet under her as she sat on the couch. She rarely had contact with her family at the reservation. The occasional calls with Una had only started after Isabella had graduated and took control of her life. The same warm feeling she always experienced while talking to Una filled her heart. All her life she’d believed in the power of one’s heritage and roots, the comfort she found from this woman’s voice proved her theory.

“How is everyone at the village?” She’d only met the extended family once as a child but she still wanted to hear how they were.

The hesitation on her aunt’s part sent goose bumps up Isabella’s arms. “Is something wrong?”

“Not that I can say on the phone.” Aunt Una breathed deeply. “Could you get away from work and come see me at Walpi?” 

Before Isabella could answer, Una continued, “You could study drawings on the wall of a recently found cave. Make it a working visit?” 

The anxious tone in Una’s voice, started Isabella’s mind whirling with the possibilities of what her aunt wasn’t saying. 

“Yes. Tino will be gone for two weeks. I can drive up there tomorrow and stay as long as you need me.”

“Thank you! I’ve had this weighing on my mind and have no one else to call.” The relief in Una’s voice humbled Isabella that she could bring comfort to her aunt.

“Let me get a pen so you can give me directions to your place.” Isabella scrambled off the couch and picked up a pad and pen from her neat and tidy desk in the corner of the room.

“Pen! Pen!” Alabaster said in his gravelly voice while shifting from foot to foot.

“Quiet, Ally.” She handed the cockatoo a brazil nut still in the shell from a dish next to his cage. 

“Okay, I’m ready.” While jotting down the directions from her aunt, Isabella noticed Tino entering the room in her peripheral line of sight. Seeing her aunt was the perfect distraction while Tino was away. She winked at him and ended her conversation.

Tino studied the woman who had captured his heart in a short amount of time. He adored her thick, reddish brown hair, full eyebrows and slim figure. But her intelligence and ease with him, the academic world, and even her new inclusion in the World Intelligence Agency and how she remained so innocent and unassuming had captured his heart. He rubbed his chest, feeling his heart swell. He couldn’t believe she wished to spend her life with him, an ex-DEA agent, and now border patrol officer. 

He caught Isabella around the waist with one arm as she set the phone on the table. He nipped her ear and whispered, “What did your aunt want?”

Isabella snuggled into his embrace. “She wanted me to come to the reservation and look at a new cave they discovered.”

He’d heard that evasive tone before. Tino spun her in his arms, peering into her green eyes. “There is something you are not telling me.” 

She started to lower her lashes.

“Uh, uh, uh. You are hiding something. I know you better than anyone. What mischief are you getting into, querida?” He held her squirming body.

She let out an exasperated sigh and stopped squirming. “Really, that’s all she said. She wanted me to make this a working visit. But there was something in her voice. Almost a pleading tone for me to come. I can’t explain it.” 

Tino tipped her face up to read her eyes. “You are worried for your aunt. Go connect with her.” He tapped her nose. “But do not get caught up in trouble without checking in with me.” 

Her troubled expression melted into the seductive siren he’d discovered in the Guatemalan jungle. That woman had been hard to resist and had nearly cost them their lives. 

“Carajo! You will cause me to age fast.”

Isabella hopped up, wrapping her legs around his waist, and kissed him. Her actions and his desire for her won. He carried her into the bedroom to love her thoroughly. What was another hour when he was already thirty minutes late? 
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Chapter Two
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Isabella had only stopped once during the four-hour drive from Phoenix to the Hopi Reservation. The summer desert landscape veiled behind the undulating heat waves rising from the desert floor never ceased to amaze her. Where others saw desolation and endless sameness, she saw the wonders of the life that could live in such arid conditions. Her ancestors, the Hopi, had learned to live with the land and prosper. 

The high mesas that cradled the villages of her ancestors rose out of the sandy soil, hoisting the villages heavenward. This was only the second time she’d made this trek to the Hopi reservation. The first was when she was young. Her mother and father had returned to her mother’s people for the burial of Isabella’s grandmother. It had been a somber rather than a joyful time as her grandmother was sent to the Maasaw. The trip had been the first time Isabella ever witnessed the ceremonies and felt a familial closeness. It had been the catalyst to send her on her quest to be an anthropologist specializing in Native American cultures. 

Through the years, she’d tried to capture that familial feeling through her work and new discoveries, but she always came away feeling like she still missed many of the pieces. She stopped her Jeep Compass alongside the road and sat, staring at the long arms of the mesa. Her studies of the Hopi only made her more in awe of the people whose blood coursed through her veins. They believed in living a simple life; living off the land and holding their religion close. 

Isabella clicked on her blinker even though she’d only seen three cars since turning off the main highway an hour ago at Winslow. She followed her aunt’s directions, passing an up-to-date cluster of buildings and turning right onto a dirt road. The road wound at a leisurely pace up the mesa. She studied the stone buildings and metal roofs of the buildings as she drove through Hano and Sichmovi. These villages had adapted some of the twentieth century ways of life. But the people of Walpi, the oldest Hopi settlement, still lived the old way. No phones, no electricity, no plumbing. The residents of Walpi walked to Sichmovi to wash and haul drinking water to their homes. Primitive outhouses sat along the rim of the mesa and town. 

Ahead the rock homes and pole ladders came into view. 

The sense of coming home overwhelmed Isabella in a way she’d never experienced before. “I know these people are part of my heritage, but why is my heart pounding like after I’ve made love to Tino?” She pondered this spoken thought as she pulled up to the area reserved outside the village to park vehicles.

Not knowing how long she would need to remain with her aunt, Isabella had packed clothes, toiletries, hiking boots, and her survival vest. She never went anywhere outside the city without her vest. The items stored in the garment had helped her out of several nasty encounters.

She left all these items in the car for now and stepped out with just her notebook tucked into a daypack. 

“Isabella.” 

The soft voice belonged to her aunt. While she hadn’t visited over the years, the infrequent contact via the telephone had ingrained her aunt’s voice in her memory. Her aunt used the phone at the Hopi cultural center to make phone calls on the days she taught classes.

“Aunt Una, it’s so good to see you.” Isabella embraced her aunt. The woman was plumper than her sister, who worked to keep a trim figure. But to Isabella it only made her aunt more authentic than her mother. 

Tears glistened in the woman’s eyes when she stepped out of the embrace. 

“What could be so bad it makes you cry?” Isabella wanted to pull the woman back into her arms. She always wondered at the protectiveness and closeness she felt for an aunt she rarely saw.

“These are tears of happiness, not sadness.” She grasped Isabella’s hand. “It is so good to see you.” 

A smile spread across Isabella’s face, tugging the corners and lightening her heart. “I agree. I’ve wanted to come see you ever since I started working at the college in Phoenix, but there always seemed to be something that kept me away.”

“Now that you have come, you must return more often.” Aunt Una led her toward the village. “We do not allow many to see our true hearts, but you, you are one of us and have missed out on so much.” 

Isabella had studied the Hopi and knew they were a secretive group and believed in keeping their religion and ceremonies to themselves. Even though she had Hopi blood, because she hadn’t been raised in the ways, she was considered a kahopi, and would only be allowed to see the same ceremonies and Hopi life as that of a tourist. 

If her mother hadn’t turned her back and ignored her heritage, Isabella could boast she was of the Fire Clan. All children became part of the clan of their mother. She glanced wistfully at the kiva sitting to the side of the village entrance. If she had grown up closer to the Hopi, she could have enjoyed the ceremonies and been allowed into a kiva. 

They sauntered by stone structures that had stood against everything the weather could toss at them for over eleven-hundred years. 

“This is the home where your mother and I grew.” Aunt Una stopped beside a door in one of the rock structures. 

Memories of entering this home when they visited her grandmother’s burial bombarded Isabella. She’d met cousins and family she’d never known existed. Why had her mother shunned the ways of her family? Why had she lived such a shut-off life from those she loved? Daddy had said it was because of her mother’s job working for the World Intelligence Agency, but there was more. Her mother opened herself up to few people, including her daughter.

Isabella stepped into the cool darkness. Her eyes adjusted quickly. The room was much as she remembered. A new tapestry hung from the wall above a bed. The elementary dwelling harkened back to the days when the white settlers came to America. 

The absence of electricity or running water gave the place an earthy aura. A loom sat against the wall where she remembered her cousin sleeping in a cot. He would be grown now and out on his own. 

“Does Cody still live on the mesa?” Isabella faced her aunt.

She smiled proudly. “Not this mesa. He has a small home down on the valley floor, but he isn’t there much. His job keeps him away more than he likes, but he is doing good for our people and many others.”

Isabella nodded her head, though she wasn’t certain what Cody did. She knew he’d been in the military for a while. With the military background, perhaps he worked as a Hopi police officer. 

“This looks a lot like I remembered it from our one trip here.” 

Aunt Una’s expression became haunted, but changed in a blink of an eye, leaving Isabella to wonder if she’d registered the haunted reaction in her aunt’s eyes. 

“That was a long time ago. I have corn cakes for our lunch. Then I will take you to the cave.” Una busied herself, putting the cakes and a pitcher of water on the old wood table covered with a Hopi weaving.

Again, Isabella had the feeling there was more to this visit than the cave and whatever it held. 

~*~
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Tino pulled his SUV up alongside the others at the end of the road it had taken him several hours to find. The maps Border Patrol gave him didn’t include all the roads on the Tohono O’odham reservation along the Arizona/Mexico border. 

“I was just getting ready to send a Shadow Eagle out looking for you.” Lt. George Melvin of Border Patrol said, slapping Tino on the back. Tino had heard of this elite Native American tracking team under Immigration and Customs Enforcement, but this was his first time working with them.

“If you had given me a reliable map, I would have been on time.” Tino stepped forward extending his hand to the first man on his left. “Tino Konstantine.”

“Jonny Crow. I head up the Shadow Eagles.” 

Tino shook hands and extended it to the other three men present. 

“Cody Honani.” The youngest man in the group had a solid grip and a suspicious expression.

“Tank Halfmoon.” 

Tino grimaced as the man squeezed his hand. His name suited him. He was taller than any Native American Tino had encountered and his shoulders wouldn’t fit through many doorways.

“Ignore, Tank’s intimidation. I’m Charlie Taft.” The man’s good-natured comment and affable face took some of the sting out of the other introductions. 

“There are nine on this team, the other five are off duty,” Jonny said. “We know this land. Until you become accustom to the landmarks it would be a good idea if you stayed with one of us and not go out scouting on your own.” 

Lt. Melvin nodded his head. “These men have located what they think is the route the Malo Perros have been using to cross the border. You’ll go on a patrol tonight and see if you can catch them.”

“Are they coming in by foot?” he asked no one in particular.

“They are using human mules. We’ve found pieces of the burlap they use to wrap the packs,” Cody answered. His watchful gaze more wary than the others.

Tino nodded. He’d brought in his share of people packing forty pounds of illegal substances on their backs. Anger bubbled in his gut knowing each person endangered their lives for five hundred dollars, taking all the risk while the cartel reaped the spoils. 

“I want to check out the area in daylight and set-up a trap to try and catch them.” Jonny motioned to two pickups. “Hop in one of these. Your lieutenant can take your vehicle back to base.”

“I’ll get my gear.” Tino opened the back door of his Tahoe and grabbed his pack, loaded with all the latest surveillance equipment, his weapons, and one of Isabella’s survival tins. He would have laughed at her when she handed it to him, if he hadn’t watched her get them out of several harrowing instances with the items she kept in a mint tin.

“Hop in here,” Cody said, sitting behind the wheel of a faded silver four-by-four truck.

Tino noticed all the others climbing into Jonny’s rig. 

“Badger will take good care of you,” Tank said, drawing his tree-sized leg in and closing the door.

A vehicle was a vehicle, though the other men were in a newer, shiner truck than Cody. Tino shoved his pack down on the floorboard and slid in. 

The door barely clicked and the vehicle shot forward, following the plume of dust the other truck kicked up. 

“Have you been with Border Patrol long?” Cody, or Badger, as Tank called him, kept his gaze searching the sides of the road. 

“About ten months. I was DEA for eight years before that.”

“We’ve worked with Border and DEA before, and Homeland.” Cody glanced over then back at the road. “We’ll find the traffickers and you can take over from there.” 

Tino shrugged. In his years of working with DEA, both openly and undercover, he’d learned to ignore distrustful officers of other agencies. Some felt it a slight when they had to work with people from other organizations. But if this group had worked for ICE and with the Department of Homeland Security, they must have skills beyond what technology could do. Which made them the elite and knowledgeable members of this operation.

“How do you know the group we’re going to intercept is the Malo Perros?” He was more interested in taking down the cartels than some nickel-and-dime dealer. 

“We staked out a pick-up site two nights ago and took two suspects into custody. One rolled. He told us about the drop tonight and where he was to deliver it.” Cody slowed as the brake lights on the vehicle in front of them flashed. 

Tino perked up. This was the most solid evidence he’d come across since taking this job ten months ago. Even though he told Isabella he was glad the WIA hadn’t called her, he understood her longing for excitement. Being Border Patrol had long, boring stints as well. Especially when he was used to being on full alert all the time for eight years. But he’d taken this job to be closer to Isabella and it had less risk than his previous job. 

“If the informant didn’t make the last drop, they may have changed plans.” Tino wanted this drop to be effective, but there were so many variables.

“We made sure some of the goods were retrieved and delivered.” Cody leveled a steady gaze on him. “We know there are people higher up that must be taken down before this trespassing on sacred ground will be stopped.”

Tino nodded. He didn’t like anyone getting away with transporting drugs, but it was a sacrifice that had to be made to capture the people supplying the drugs. 

“Did the informant mention any Moreno family member as the drop-off point?” Using his past contacts, Tino had found out Moreno had family in the U.S. and from the word in the drug industry they were his U.S. distributors. 

Cody shook his head. “He only gave us the drop, no names.” He pulled the truck up beside the other parked truck. 

The men climbed out and fussed with packs. Each one donned their packs; slung an M-4 assault rifle over their shoulder; and shoved semi-automatic pistols in their shoulder holsters. 

Tino exited the truck, slipped on his pack, and checked the Glock in his shoulder holster and the knife sheathed in his boot.

Crow handed out walkie talkies. “We’ll split up, except you.” He pointed to Tino. “You’ll go with Badger until you become knowledgeable of this country.” Crow scanned the horizon. “If you see anything let the rest know. We’ll fan out and head toward the known drop site then take up positions around the site.” 

The men nodded and set out heading southwest. 

Cody motioned with his head for Tino to follow him. 

It irked that he’d spent years finding his way around South and Central American jungles but these men didn’t trust he could find his way around in open country. Tino moved to the left of Cody twenty feet and walked parallel with him through the cactus and sage. The arid climate didn’t tax his body as the sweltering jungle had. The moisture dampening his back and brow was his own, not moisture from the atmosphere. 

He kept his gaze trained on the ground for tracks. Staring at the grayish-brown sand sprinkled with pebbles, larger rocks, as well as cactus, thorny bushes, and an occasional beetle and scorpion, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to see sign of trespassers.

They’d traveled an hour when Cody dropped to his knees. 

Tino worked his way over to the other man. “What did you find?” 

“I’ve been following burlap fibers on the mesquite. Then I spotted this.” 

Two sand-covered pieces of carpet twelve inches long and six inches wide with strips of cloth wrapped around them lay on the ground beside a set of footprints that appeared out of nowhere. Human mules tied the carpet to their feet to hide their footprints.

“Anyway to tell if that’s old or new?” Tino made a note to watch the plants for sign. He was used to looking for bent or broken foliage in the jungle, but here the bushes were so full of spines and thorns and far apart, he didn’t think people barged through them like they did the lush jungle undergrowth.

Cody shook his head. “What is curious is that he abandoned the carpet and is now making prints for us to follow.” He scanned the rises around them. “There could be spotters watching the area to make sure the drop hasn’t been compromised.”

Tino pulled out his high-tech binoculars and scanned a three-hundred-sixty perimeter. His heart started pumping as he put the binoculars into his pack. “There is a man on the ridge to the north.”

Cody nodded and continued on a few paces then knelt with his back to the knoll as if studying something on the ground. He pulled out the walkie talkie. “We have a raven on the knoll to the northeast.”

He replaced the radio and stood. “We will continue on following the tracks. They will lead us nowhere near the drop, but it will keep the person watching busy and the others will capture him.”

Tino didn’t like being the decoy, he wanted in on the action. 

“We know exactly where he is. We could split up. I’ll circle around behind him.”

“Today is not our day to make contact. Today, we are the distraction.” Cody kept on marching along the hot desert sand. 

Tino let out a long Venezuelan curse and fell in behind the man. Working with the Shadow Eagles was going to take some getting used to. He’d worked as a group before, but everyone also worked as they felt best fit the situation. He was just getting ready to voice his disappointment in the way things were going, when radio static disturbed the desert quiet.

“We have raven. Drop still scheduled. Meet at rendezvous point.”

Cody said something Tino didn’t understand and continued walking. 
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Chapter Three
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Isabella hid her surprise when Una asked her to drive them to the cave. She’d expected the cave to be within walking distance of the mesa. They drove back down the mesa and through Schmovi and Hano. 

“You have cousins who live there and there.” Aunt Una pointed to two different residences. “They would like to meet you if you stay long enough.” 

Family! She’d been dreaming of having cousins to play with her whole childhood. Now, she was an adult and playing was out of the question, but getting to know them would be just as good. 

“I’ll have to make time.”

At the base of the mesa, Una instructed her to turn left. They followed a dirt road around the mesa. The highest speed she could go without the car sounding like it would jiggle to pieces was twenty miles an hour. Nearly an hour had passed when Una leaned forward in her seat.

“There. That wide spot.” She pointed. “Pull over and we’ll walk from here.” 

Isabella parked and scanned the area. Stepping out of the air-conditioned car in the arid July heat was like opening an oven ready for a batch of cookies. She moved to the back of her Jeep and opened the hatch, pulling out her vest and two bottles of water. She tucked the waters into her vest pockets. 

“What is this?” Una fingered the hem of the fishing vest.

“It’s my survival vest. I don’t venture out without it.” Isabella pulled a rolled-up canvas hat out of a pocket and placed it on her head. “Lead the way.” 

Una smiled. “You are prepared.” She took the lead, following an easy-to-see trail that led up an arroyo. The pebbles scattered across the indention made from years of rain water had Isabella keeping a close eye on where she placed her feet to avoid slipping.

She stopped and scanned the horizon, noting the trail led them to the base of First Mesa, almost directly below Walpi. Anticipation of what she would see had her mind doing mental calisthenics. What could she uncover in this cave? Would it be unknown history? Or a foretelling of the future? 

She hadn’t been this excited about a discovery since her trip to Guatemala. That discovery had nearly killed her and had killed her mentor. That line of thinking was best left alone. She glanced at her aunt. She couldn’t bear the thought her aunt would pull her into something as heinous and evil as the plot hatched by her mentor, Virgil. 

Una was Hopi and a blood relative. Isabella loved her aunt and knew the woman loved her. No, her aunt would never lure her into a trap.

The side of the cliff was solid rock. There were the usual nooks and crannies that centuries-old rock developed from the elements, but she didn’t see a cave entrance.

“Are you sure we’re in the right place?” she asked.

Una smiled and walked up to the cliff. She spread her arms, hovered her hands over the stone, and walked sideways. 

Isabella sucked in air as her aunt slid between the rocks and disappeared. 

“How?” 

She stepped up to the rock wall and slid her hands along the hot, solid rock, side-stepping as Una had. That’s when she saw the crevice her aunt had slipped into. No wonder this cave hadn’t been found before. 

She expected to step into darkness, but cracks and crevices along the rock wall, allowed snips of dim light to filter into the cool, large open area.

“How did you find this?” Isabella dug in her vest and pulled out a small LED flashlight. 

“I overheard some of our young people talking about the drawing they saw and knew it was somewhere no one had been before. I asked a niece who is friends with the group. She would not tell me at first because they feel it is their hideaway from their parents. But when I explained it could be an important discovery, she told me.” 

Isabella peered into Aunt Una’s eyes. The sadness was not because the cave had been discovered. “Why did you really bring me here? It wasn’t to see these drawings.” 

Una shook her head. “You will find this,” she spread her arms, “of interest. I brought you here because of the group of young people. Two of the boys have been wearing expensive clothing and buying things for their friends.” Her dark eyes held a glint of fury in them. “This was after a white girl, the daughter of a teacher, came up missing.” Una wrung her hands. “I don’t want to think bad of the young people, but I know some go down to the border and carry the drugs over. I now fear they are also kidnapping girls and selling them.” 

Isabella had a hard time thinking a peaceful Hopi would do anything as heinous as selling another human being. “How can you leap from drug smuggling to human trafficking?”

“I know the young people of this reservation. I work with them at the cultural center. There is a small group who always have more money than the rest. They are the ones who rarely come to ceremonies, who want out of here, but don’t want to work the right way to do it. They want quick riches and adventure.” Una walked over to a small boulder and sat. “These young people have fallen from their roots. They no longer belong.”

She glared up at Isabella. “I will not allow them to dishonor the Hopi way of life.”

“What do you want me to do? They won’t talk to me.” Isabella had her mind not only on the conversation but the interesting carving she found low on the wall. It appeared to be the top of more drawings. 

“I have talked to the elders of Walpi. We need to purify our young. We need the Blue Star Kachina to appear and cleanse our people.” She shook her head. “I do not know how it will come to be, but I had a vision, and you were standing beside the Blue Star Kachina.”

“Una, I know only what I have studied of the Hopi and this is little because the Hopi allow so few white men to know their religion.”

Una patted her back. “You will learn everything. You are special. Kele will talk with you. She is your cousin’s daughter. It is her friend, Janelle, who is missing. And perhaps your man, Tino, can ask about human trafficking?” 

Isabella had her doubts about all that her aunt was hoping she could accomplish. But the markings on the cave wall were different than any she’d studied on the Hopi. She dismissed her aunt’s visions and concentrated on what she found under the sand.

Una slid off the rock to her knees beside where Isabella was digging the sand away from the wall. 

“What have you found?”

“Some very early carvings. They were made before all this sand sifted into the cave.” She handed Una a collapsible cup. “Use this to scoop away the sand.”

“What do you not carry in that vest?” Una asked and scooped the silt away from the wall. 

Isabella used her hands to pull the loose sand even farther back. Once they had cleared a ditch along the length of the wall, Isabella brushed the grit out of the carved lines and used her phone to take photos. 

“These carvings are older than the ones on the top. See how they show the four directions and this...” Isabella traced a drawing of a person with his hands stretched upward, a leader. The details told of a kiva, a ceremonial place south of the Mesa. She sat back on her heels. With the photos, she’d be able to find this place. It would be a new discovery, she felt it in her heart. 

Isabella grinned at her aunt. “I’m hungry, let’s get dinner and then you can introduce me to Kele.”

Una brushed her hands together. “My stomach had the same idea. Come.”

~*~
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Tino remained still and vigilant. Cody and the others had disappeared into the desert to wait for the drop. He had to admit, the group was well trained and good at what they did. When they said this was the drop site, he’d been skeptical. Now as the lights he’d spotted thirty minutes ago drew near, he realized the Shadow Eagles knew this land better than anyone.

Static from his walkie talkie disrupted his thoughts. “Stay where you are until the prey starts unloading.” Jonny Crow’s voice floated out of the box fastened to Tino’s belt. 

He didn’t respond and knew the man didn’t expect a response.

The SUV chugged over the last rise and down into the ravine. What appeared to be three young men jumped out, scanned the area, and pulled burlap wrapped bundles out of the SUV. Tino’s muscles bunched, ready to move in, but Crow didn’t give the signal. What is he waiting for? Tino rose. His duty was to capture the three unloading the SUV. He couldn’t do that if they finished unloading and left. 

“Stay. There are more coming.” 

The voice at his ear startled Tino. “Carajo!” He whispered. How had the man snuck up so easily? 

Cody put a hand on Tino’s shoulder. He crouched, pushing Tino down beside him. 

“I don’t see or hear anything,” Tino whispered.

By the moonlight, he saw the narrowed glare on the other man’s face. 

He knew it was a warning to be quiet. They remained crouched, watching the SUV and three men.

His leg muscles were screaming along with his patience when a low rumble traveled across the quiet from the northwest. Staring in the direction, he caught a glint of moonlight on steel every now and then as the vehicle drove closer. 

A lone coyote call echoed over the ravine. 

Cody stood. “Now we go,” he whispered and pointed to the three men looking in the direction of the approaching vehicle. 

Tino followed the Shadow Eagle. They were aptly named. Not only did they have killer tracking skills and keen sight, but the man seemed to disappear into the desert shadows. Tino nearly tripped over Cody, who stopped behind a large cactus, hiding in the shadow. 

The approaching vehicle’s lights lit up the desert not five feet from their hiding spot. The rumble stopped and the lights blinked out. 

Cody moved forward. 

Tino followed in a crouched position. 

The others stepped out in a circle around the three men and newest arrival. 

“Hands in the air!” shouted Crow.

The latest arrival drew a gun. A shot rang out and the sting of gun powder assaulted Tino’s nose. The drug trafficker’s arm dropped to his side and the gun plopped to the ground. Red seeped onto his shirt near his shoulder as he howled in pain. 

Cody lowered his rifle and walked in to help subdue the others who all fell to their knees with their hands behind their heads. 

Tino followed. This was the Shadow Eagles’ collar, but it was his job to take them back and interrogate them. He stared at the man clutching his injured shoulder. Anglo. He’d hoped to find a member of the Moreno family working this side of the border. 

Turning his attention to the other three, Tino stamped down his surprise before the man he recognized turned an angry glare his direction. The young man’s eyes flashed with hatred.

“You will die soon!” the young man shouted and started to raise to his feet.

Tank put a hand on Cruz Sanchez’s shoulder, holding the man down on his knees.

“You two know each other?” Crow asked, walking up beside Tino. 

“Sí, he was an informant for a corrupt DEA agent I worked with in Mexico City.” Tino didn’t like the thoughts racing through his head. He knew Rico was still alive, but had hoped the man was laying low after officials realized he was working both sides of the drug war. The idea the corrupt DEA agent could be running a drug cartel was not something Tino wanted to think about. The man had connections on both sides of the law. Catching Rico would be harder than taking down the whole cartel.

“Looks like you and this boy will have lots to discuss.” Tank jammed the cuffs on Cruz and sat all of the runners in a circle, including the injured man. 

The Eagles loaded the burlap bundles into the SUV while Tino took photos of the traffickers, the bundles, and the vehicles. Once the SUV was loaded, they shoved all the men in the back along with the bundles.

Everyone but Cody and Tank slid into the SUV. Crow drove it through the desert and out to a road. Two hours later they pulled into the Shadow Eagle headquarters on the reservation. Tino had contacted Lt. Melvin to meet them.

His superior stood at the door of the building as they led their captives inside. 

“Good work,” Lt. Melvin said to each Eagle.

Tino stopped in front of the lieutenant. “Sir, one of those men works for former DEA agent Rico Montoya.”

Melvin studied him. “How do you know this?” 

“My last DEA assignment in Mexico, I was working with Montoya to bring down Paolo Garza. In the end, we discovered that Rico was working both sides. He vanished before we could capture him.” Tino had Isabella and another young woman to think about when Rico got away, but it still ate at his pride. 

“You think this shipment may have been from Montoya and not Moreno?”

“Sí. Either that or Rico is working for Moreno, in which case, I would say he is trying to take over Moreno’s cartel as he was trying with Garza.” 

Lt. Melvin looked over Tino’s shoulder. “Use whatever means you need to find out what you need to know.” 
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Chapter Four
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Isabella drove her car away from Walpi. She’d spent three days on the reservation meeting family, visiting with the niece whose friend was missing, and discussing the markings she’d found in the cave with her aunt. 

Anticipation tingled down her spine. Aunt Una worried she was making too much of the carvings she found in the cave below the mesa. The carvings represented kivas. Holy ceremonial sites. Isabella believed they were built and used at the start of the Hopi exodus to find a new home. Her aunt had an unsettling dream about the kivas and Isabella. Una argued with Isabella to take someone with her when she visited the area. 

Isabella thought about putting in a call to her graduate assistant to meet her at the wildlife refuge where she believed the holy kivas resided. If she did find evidence it would be good to have a witness. However, Jason had taken over her two classes while she was away. She didn’t want to endanger his grades and her job for a whim.

She’d be careful and make sure her camera had batteries. While she did tend to get sidetracked while researching, she was always careful when exploring. 

Smiling, Isabella thought of her call to Tino. He’d sounded distracted but had given her the name of his motel in Tucson and said he’d be there tonight when she arrived. She wanted to tell him about the possible holy site and the information Kele gave her about Janelle. 

It had taken two trips to see her second cousin before Isabella had gained the girl’s confidence and could ask about Kele’s friend. At first, Kele had been scared to say anything. Fearful it would get back to the boys that Una felt had a part in the abduction. 

Kele said she’d heard the boys say they took something to the border and exchanged it for money. She believed it was her friend. But fear of the boys kept her from going to the authorities. With Una vouching Isabella would get the information to the right people without using Kele’s name, she finally broke down weeping and told what she knew. 
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