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To Toni and her red pen … thanks for the save!




 


Dear Reader,


Some books are flashes of inspiration, others are perfect storms. Hollow Bones was a perfect storm, a collision of irresistible ideas that wouldn’t let go until I found a story for them.


The first was the discovery of a previously unknown Mayan city including a temple painted bright red, known as El Diablo (the Extras section of www.CJLyons.net has a video from Nat Geo), hidden in the jungle of Guatemala.


The next was a reunion of college friends where we relived stories of our incredible naiveté (despite thinking we knew it all, of course!) and escapades—with much head-shaking about how we ever survived into adulthood.


Then the final storm front that hit me like a hurricane: an investigative report on the human tissue trade (you can read it at www.CJLyons.net in the Extras section). As a doctor, I knew about medical tourism where people go to other countries for organ transplants, even to conceive children via in vitro fertilization, but I had no idea of the lack of oversight surrounding the human tissue trade.


The images were macabre (even to an ER doctor like me!), the stories from the families horrific, and the danger of unleashing diseases such as Creutzfeldt-Jakob unimaginable … and all of it was true, happening right here, right now.


How could a thriller writer resist such a perfect storm? 


I certainly could not. And so, with the help of my fantastic agent, Barbara Poelle, my editor, Kelley Ragland, along with Elizabeth Lacks and the rest of the crew at St. Martin’s, Hollow Bones came to life.


It was tons of fun to write and I hope you have just as much fun reading it!


If you’d like to learn more about my work, you can join my Thrillers with Heart mailing list at www.CJLyons.net or join in on the discussion at the Thrillers with Heart Goodreads group.


Also, by buying this book you might have helped save a life or catch a criminal! Check out my Buy a Book, Make a Difference program to see why you are a hero, helping to raise money for charity and CSI scholarships for police.


As always, thanks for reading!


CJ Lyons




 


CHAPTER ONE


FBI Supervisory Special Agent Caitlyn Tierney was glad she’d skipped her morning coffee. The adrenaline she mainlined when the Escalade’s driver pulled a .45 was quite enough to jump-start her heart. Wide awake now, thank you very much, have a nice day.


“Lower your weapon, Commissioner Schultz!” Sheriff Mona Holdeman shouted from where she stood behind her cruiser stopped on the other side of the Escalade from Caitlyn’s position.


The early-morning March wind cut down the lonely country road, bringing with it the promise of snow. A stray memory flitted through Caitlyn’s mind even as she sighted along the barrel of her Glock 22, aiming at the driver. Waking up on mornings like this as a child, rushing to the window, ignoring the sting of the cold floor on her naked feet, and looking outside, searching for snow, only to be disappointed. Not by the weather, but by the fact that by the time she reached the window, she’d be awake enough to remember her father was gone. Dead. Buried back in North Carolina at the home they’d left behind.


Caitlyn shook free of the childhood memory and focused on their subject, a corrupt county commissioner with a penchant for weaponry. Holdeman’s cruiser and two state trooper vehicles blocked Schultz’s path forward, creating a barricade. Not that there was anywhere to run. They’d chosen their spot carefully, here in the middle of Pennsylvania Dutch Country, where the only civilians to worry about were a trio of horses grazing in the field across the road.


Caitlyn was here as backup—something the newly elected sheriff was in dire need of after discovering two-thirds of her force were on the county commissioner’s payroll and that Schultz had ordered a hit on her.


When your county’s population numbered twice as many cows as people, and most of the people didn’t get involved in elections or vote, it made for interesting politics. Which was exactly how Schultz had been able to control this quiet patch of Pennsylvania countryside for the past decade, growing rich as he decimated taxpayers’ coffers. Public corruption was one of the FBI’s top priorities, so when Holdeman and the Pennsylvania State Police needed assistance building a case against Schultz, Caitlyn was happy to help.


She hadn’t intended on being on the front line. But after two months in her new position as the FBI’s Local Law Enforcement Liaison, juggling cases via phone, Skype, e-mail, and paperwork, it felt good confronting a bad guy in person. From what Caitlyn and the other investigators had dug up on Schultz, he was a very bad guy, into everything from taking bribes, extortion, and now, contracted murder.


Knowing that the commissioner always traveled armed and had a stockpile of weapons at both his house and office, they’d chosen the location for their takedown carefully: an empty road surrounded by farmland on one side and rolling hills covered in forest on the other. Schultz drove the road every day on his way into work.


“Place the weapon on the ground and back away,” Holdeman’s voice came over the loudspeaker of her patrol car blocking Schultz’s vehicle from the front. “Keep your hands above your head.”


Schultz hesitated. Turning his weapon on Holdeman would only invite certain death from Caitlyn positioned at the rear of his vehicle or the two state troopers behind Holdeman who both held long guns aimed at Schultz. Exactly how they’d planned it: Give the subject no reason to resist, and things would go quietly. Their plan called for a quick takedown and arrest, back at the sheriff’s station in time for coffee and homemade doughnuts drizzled in maple syrup.


Slowly, with exaggerated movements, Schultz bent forward and placed his weapon on the pavement, keeping one hand in the air. He raised the second hand and turned to back away from the pistol on the ground.


That’s when everything went wrong.


Caitlyn was in charge of covering the rear and passenger side of the Escalade. Easy duty since Schultz was supposed to be alone. At least that’s what their intel said. No one was visible through the Escalade’s tinted windows. Schultz stood at the driver’s side of the vehicle, all guns and eyes trained on him except Caitlyn’s.


She was too busy trying to figure out what to do with the little girl who had jumped out of the passenger door, aiming a rather large semiautomatic pistol at Caitlyn’s heart.


Caitlyn’s training had her sighting her own Glock at the girl, but she stopped herself from pulling the trigger. The girl was a skinny thing, looked to be around eleven, with twin blond braids and freckles on her nose. She wore a purple jacket with puffy sleeves decorated with a grinning kitty cat with impossibly long whiskers embroidered on the front. The cat’s whiskers crisscrossed right over the girl’s heart, making for a perfect target.


“Put the gun down,” Caitlyn called to her.


“Let my daddy go!” The girl jerked her weapon at Caitlyn.


All eyes turned to the girl. Except her father’s. Schultz used his daughter’s diversion to attempt to escape by running into the woods beside the road. Immediately the sheriff and one of the staties followed, yelling at him to stop.


Caitlyn didn’t move. Didn’t even blink. Her entire universe was filled with the girl and the gun.


The girl had a good stance, looked like she knew how to use the semiautomatic. Even more reason why Caitlyn should shoot her—lethal weapon, not responding to commands, everything in her training told her to take care of the threat. Now.


She was just a kid. If she’d been endangering someone else’s life, Caitlyn would have shot her. But it was only her and the girl on this side of the vehicle. Caitlyn knew it was stupid, risking her own life to save the girl, but she had to try.


“This isn’t helping your father,” Caitlyn told her. It felt like they were the only two people in the universe. Even the springtime serenade provided by birds pecking through the field alongside the horses had vanished, leaving just her and the girl. “What’s your name?”


The girl frowned. For a moment Caitlyn thought she was going to start crying, lay the weapon down. But then Holdeman and the statie dragged Schultz back, now in handcuffs.


The girl straightened, eyes narrowed. With Caitlyn dead center in her aim.


“I said,” her voice tight with anger, “let my daddy go. Now!”


“We can’t do anything until you put the gun down.” Caitlyn’s vision eclipsed to a black-edged tunnel, but she forced herself to break through it and scan the periphery. The other statie had moved to cover the girl from behind. One wrong move and he’d take the girl down for Caitlyn.


It wasn’t going to come to that, she vowed. Releasing one hand from her weapon, she stretched it out to the girl. Twenty feet separated them, but she wanted her to feel like she was closer.


“Your dad is going to be fine, sweetheart.” Damn, she’d forgotten the girl’s name from the briefing. “He wouldn’t want you to get hurt, now, would he?” Or hurt anyone else, she hoped. “Just put the gun down and come here. Then you can go with your dad.”


On the other side of the SUV, the sheriff moved to put Schultz in one of the squads. The girl whirled, stepping back at an angle so she had both Caitlyn and her father in sight. “Leave him alone! Back away, now!”


Time to play hardball. Caitlyn shifted both hands back onto her Glock and leaned forward. “Look at me,” she commanded. The girl obeyed, squinting over the barrel of her pistol. “Feel your fingers going numb? How heavy your gun feels? That’s adrenaline. Look at how your hand is shaking.”


It was working. The girl glanced at her hands knuckled white around her pistol. The gun wavered and she hunched her shoulders to steady it, but it kept trembling.


Caitlyn continued, “Shaking like that, you’ll never hit me. Pull that trigger and the gentleman behind you is going to shoot you dead. Worse, that will make your dad run to help you, and I’ll have to shoot him dead, too. That what you want? Want your dad dead?”


What she wanted the girl to hear was: dead, dead, dead. It must have worked. The girl began crying, shoulders shuddering. She shook her head. But she didn’t lower her weapon.


C’mon, kid. Don’t take all day. Caitlyn wasn’t sure how patient the staties would be.


She kept her voice firm and level. “If you want to stay with your dad, you need to put down the gun and come with me. Now.”


The girl hesitated; blinking hard and fast, glanced at her dad, looked back at Caitlyn, then finally nodded and carefully set her weapon on the ground.


Caitlyn kept her in her sights as one of the staties moved around the front of the SUV and took the kid into custody.


Even after the danger was over, it took Caitlyn a few breaths before her hand was steady enough to holster her own weapon. She sent a quick prayer up into the clear blue Pennsylvania sky. Thankful she didn’t have to kill anyone today. Especially not a little girl who only wanted to save her father.




 


CHAPTER TWO


Maria Alvarado’s feet touched the concrete below the cruise ship’s gangplank. Her first step—ever!—on the land where she was born. Tourists, mostly fellow college kids from the spring break “booze cruise” swarmed around her, jostling her as they rushed to grab tour guides or cheap souvenirs from native vendors hawking their wares. She inhaled deeply. Scents of cocoa and coffee and exotic spices tantalized her nostrils. Even the air here in Guatemala felt different: It tasted of freedom.


And danger. Because once her father found out what she’d done, how she’d disobeyed him … It was worth risking his wrath, coming here to follow her dream. It had to be.


Besides, she was an Alvarado, and as her father was constantly telling her, Alvarados never retreated. No matter how fierce the enemy, no matter how great their fear.


Maria blinked against the bright morning sun. She might have half her father’s DNA coursing through her veins, but she wasn’t at all confident that she’d inherited any of his courage. Uncertainty flickered through her—she could still change her mind, go with her friends, cancel her plans to join Professor Zigler at the site.


A bird’s raucous call cut through the air. Exotic, unlike anything Maria had heard before. Exactly the reason she was here. To decide her own fate, make her father proud. Always forward, no retreat.


“So, Maria, where’s your hunky grad assistant?” Linda, one of Maria’s friends, asked. Tracey and Vicky joined them, pocketing their passports.


“He’ll be here,” Maria said, trying hard to take in all the various elements. The port wasn’t what she expected. She’d imagined something out of a movie, thatch huts and colorful bungalows, maybe a steel drum band to welcome the Caribbean Dream.


Instead, Santo Tomás was a working cargo port. Stacks of shipping containers towered past the horizon to the south, and the only building in sight was a thoroughly modern concrete warehouse with a utilitarian steel roof. It would have been right at home on the streets of Miami if not for the sign overhead that read: WELCOME TO GUATEMALA.


“You sure about this?” Vicky, always the worrywart, asked. “You could come with us, forget about this crazy treasure hunt.”


“Miss my chance to meet Professor Zigler and work on the discovery of a lifetime? No way.” Maria still couldn’t believe how lucky she’d been, meeting the professor’s grad assistant in an online archeology forum, helping Prescott decipher clues that might lead the professor’s team to a Maya treasure trove that hadn’t seen the light of day for two thousand years. It was her chance to redeem herself after being turned down to join her own university’s dig. Not to mention proving to her father that at nineteen, she really could take care of herself.


He was going to be so angry when he discovered her deception—he thought she was here only to enjoy spring break with her friends. Served him right; she was certain he was behind the rejection of her application to join the UCF dig in Belize. Neither of her parents wanted her to continue pursuing a degree in archeology, much less her chosen area of interest: Preclassic Maya culture.


She’d been only a few months old when her parents fled Guatemala and made new lives for themselves in America. They never spoke of their homeland; never even spoke Spanish if they knew Maria was around. They insisted their family be true Americans. If they’d had their way, she’d be spending spring break just as she had last year: at home in Coral Gables, lounging by the pool or playing tennis at the club. That was her parents’ idea of fun.


They were so boring. Maria wanted more. She wanted adventure, excitement, a chance to meet new people, see new places. A chance to explore the world, maybe even help people understand it better. She took a deep breath—so deep, it tingled the whole way down to her toes. Freedom.


“When my father asks where I am,” she reminded her friends as they navigated through the crowd of tourists and natives, heading past the tour buses lined up on the concrete in front of the cruise ship, “tell him I’ll call when I’m ready to come home.”


“And he can send the company jet to pick you up,” Linda said, rolling her eyes. “We got it, we got it.”


Vicky wasn’t so sure. Her eyes were wide as she took in the vista of jungle-covered mountains beyond the bustle of the town with its crowded, brightly colored buildings, none taller than two stories high. “I still don’t think this is a good idea.”


“Professor Zigler is from Cambridge. He’s highly regarded,” Maria argued. “He even came out of retirement for this dig. It might be my last chance to work with someone of his stature. Besides, I was the one who thought to combine Irfan View with the NASA imaging programs to isolate the exact location of the temple. I deserve to be here, a part of the archeological find of the century.” Her travel pack slipped off her shoulder as she sped up to a jog in her excitement. She couldn’t help herself; there were so many feelings spinning around inside her she might just explode.


Yes, fear was part of it. After all, she’d be heading off into the jungle with strangers—except they really weren’t. She and Prescott had Skyped for hours. And she felt like she knew the professor, had read all his papers although he hadn’t published in years and his methodology was hopelessly outdated—exactly why he needed someone more tech-savvy like her on his team. She glanced around, the foreign sights and sounds and smells leaving her light-headed. A little fear was good for the soul.


Even if her father would probably lock her up in a convent after she got home. She pushed the thought away, feeling guilty about disobeying him for the first time in her life.


A handsome man in his late twenties pulled up in an open-topped Jeep and honked the horn. He hopped out without opening the door, one hand balancing lightly on the roll bar, springing to the ground, graceful as a cheetah. Or jaguar, Maria thought. There were jaguars here in Guatemala. Fear tickled her senses once more but was quickly overruled by excitement.


“Maria?” he called as he weaved through the other vehicles, his blond Hollywood features a strong counterpoint to the darker-skinned Spanish and Maya surrounding the tourists. Without waiting for an answer he hugged her, lifting her off her feet. “It’s so good to meet you! Sorry I’m late; the professor had me running errands. We don’t get into town very often.”


Maria struggled to regain her composure. He was even more handsome in person than he’d appeared in their Skype chats. She turned to her friends, proudly introducing him. “Prescott, this is Linda, Vicky, and Tracey.”


“Pleased to meet you, ladies.” He reached for Maria’s bag. She’d filled it with all the necessities for living in the primitive conditions of an archeological dig: sleeping bag, ripstop shorts and pants, mosquito netting, mess kit. Unlike her friends, who wore casual, bright-colored tourist clothing, Maria wore khaki shorts, hiking boots, a tank top, and an ExOfficio long-sleeved shirt wrapped around her waist above her fanny pack. Despite her dark skin, she even had a hat—a wide-brimmed squishable khaki-colored sun hat that she wore at what she hoped was a jaunty angle.


“Now, don’t you ladies worry about your friend here,” Prescott said as if reading their minds. “We have a satellite phone at base camp—as long as the weather cooperates, she can call her boyfriend, tuck him in for the night anytime she wants.” He laughed and turned to Maria, one hand pressed flat against his chest, mimicking a posture of lovesick despair. “But please, please tell me you don’t actually have a boyfriend; it will break my heart if you do!”


Maria blushed. “No, no boyfriend. Yet,” she added with bravado foreign to her usual introversion. She hugged her friends as Prescott carried her bag to the Jeep. “Remember, not a word to anyone,” she admonished as she gave Linda her cruise ship passenger ID. “And tell my parents not to worry.”


They smiled, enjoying the intrigue, and waved her off. “Have fun!” called Linda.


“Bring us back some treasure,” Tracey said.


“Be safe!” yelled Vicky.


Maria felt like a movie star as she drove away in the Jeep with Prescott at the wheel, weaving through narrow streets lined with brightly painted adobe brick and cinder block buildings. It was as if her life was finally starting. And what an exciting start it was, working with a world-famous professor on a dig that could change the way they viewed Mayan culture. Not to mention the treasure—if she was right, they could be talking about the location of the Dresden Codex’s lost gold, millions of dollars’ worth of treasure that had been missing for centuries. More than money, though, the treasure represented a glimpse into the ancient Maya, perhaps even solving the mystery of their demise.


“The professor is looking forward to meeting you,” Prescott said as he steered them around slower-moving trucks and brightly painted “chicken buses” filled with locals. He kept one hand on the wheel, the other draped casually behind her, resting on the back of her seat. “He was quite impressed with your theory connecting our site to the location mentioned in the Dresden Codex.”


Maria felt her cheeks warm as Prescott beamed at her. “Thanks. Anyone would have put the two together if you discounted the common belief that the codex is talking about Lake Izabel. And of course, I had modern satellite imaging to help me.”


She was actually quite proud of that not-so-small feat. By combining a unique series of image translation algorithms, she’d been able to confirm her theory about the river shifting its course after the earthquake two years ago, revealing evidence of a vast quantity of metals at a location just a few miles away from Lake Invierno. With further enhancement and using historical images to reveal how the terrain had changed over time, she realized she’d uncovered the location of a Maya temple, devoured by the jungle, hidden from human sight. Until now.


She only wished she could have found a way to join the professor’s expedition sooner. His team had spent the last month exploring her discovery, working to unearth the temple. Prescott had Skyped her almost daily progress reports, which had mainly consisted of getting the road built, supplies transported in, and the start of the surveying work. Still, how thrilling it would have been to be there from the beginning.


She’d been surprised by how quickly the professor had been able to get funding and permission from the Guatemalan authorities to start the project—the perks of being a world-famous archeologist. Maybe someday she’d be able to command such influence. As it was, she was lucky to be here now, even if it was only for two weeks as a volunteer.


There had been reams of paperwork: applications, followed by insurance waivers, health history forms, nondisclosure forms, forms to acknowledge that she wasn’t receiving any compensation or university credit, travel checklists, and liability waivers. No wonder the professor left all the details to his grad assistant—she was surprised anyone ever got any work done, mired down in academic bureaucracy. If the professor was pleased with her work, Prescott had promised her an actual for-credit internship for the summer—although it would mean plowing through even more paperwork.


After she returned home. For now it was two weeks of adventure, soaking up as much knowledge and experience as she could from one of the leaders of her field.


“The greatest minds in the world have been working on that codex since it was found during World War Two,” Prescott said. “But you’re the first who came up with the idea that the codex pointed to Lake Invierno. Much less found a temple that was previously undiscovered. If your theory is right, this find is going to be bigger than even the Brown University El Diablo discovery last year.” El Diablo was the archeologists’ name for a previously unknown temple of the Mayan sun god, painted bright red to catch the sun’s rays and create an incandescent display. Before the jungle swallowed the temple whole a thousand years ago.


Prescott paused, slowing the Jeep, checking all the mirrors. She twisted in her seat and looked behind them. The road was empty.


He caught her look of concern and said, “You can never be too careful.” For the first time she saw a hint of uncertainty cross his face. “Do you really think the gold is there?”


“Oh yes.” Maria forced herself to curb her enthusiasm and sound professional. “I think there’s a good chance. Wouldn’t it be thrilling if it was?”


They turned off the main highway, heading into the jungle and climbing the hills leading up to the mountains. The road was wide enough for only one vehicle, dirt and gravel, but not too rough. Then they came to a fork where the road narrowed and turned into two muddy trails, each barely wide enough for the Jeep. Prescott stopped the Jeep, looking down both paths.


“Are you lost?” she asked, suddenly aware that she hadn’t seen any other cars for the past hour. Without the breeze generated by the Jeep’s movement, the humidity closed in on her like a smothering blanket. They were alone in a wilderness filled with every shade of green imaginable, the only other color the occasional swath of blue sky overhead. But the farther they went into the mountains, the more crowded the treetops and fewer glimpses of sky.


“Is something wrong?” She reached for her phone. An urban instinct—there would be no reception this far from civilization.


Prescott turned away, scowling down the left-hand turn, then yanked the wheel to the right. “Nothing wrong. I just want to make sure we get there before dark.”


Made sense, she wouldn’t want to be caught on this road in the dark—even though it was just past noon, the jungle’s gloom was so thick that he’d already turned on the headlights. This far into the mountains, night fell earlier than down in the lowlands. Prescott no longer looked at her or smiled. Instead he drove hunched over, swearing every time he had to slow down to avoid a fallen tree limb or navigate through a patch of mud as the road quickly devolved into something barely resembling a path.


Thank goodness for Prescott. She never would have made it here on her own. They rounded a sharp curve. A mud-splattered pickup blocked the trail before them. Men with machine guns flanked the truck, motioning to them to stop.


“Prescott!” Maria shouted as he wrestled with the wheel, steering them into a U-turn. The Jeep lurched and wobbled. Its wheels spun in the mud and they drove over some small bushes, but somehow he kept it upright. They sped back the way they came.


“Who are they?” She grabbed the door handle and ducked her head in case the men began shooting. Her heart pounded so hard, she felt it in her throat, but Prescott kept driving, cool and capable. “What do they want?”


“You.” He hunched over the steering wheel and looked both afraid and angry. They rounded the curve, leaving the men with guns behind.


“Me? Why me?” Panic surged through her as she remembered every urban legend involving rape and kidnapping female tourists. Then she realized. The treasure. They thought she knew where the treasure was. No, that couldn’t be it. How could they know?


The Jeep fishtailed into a skid as Prescott slammed on the brakes. Maria looked up over the dash. A large yellow Land Rover blocked their escape. A man stood in front of it, arms crossed, leaning against the bumper casually, as if waiting for a date. He was Spanish, his handsome chiseled features marred by a pale scar slashing across his right cheek.


The Jeep stopped, twisted diagonally across the road, the driver’s side closest to the man. Prescott blew his breath out and narrowed his eyes at Maria. “Wait here. Don’t move. Do exactly what I say.”


How could he be so calm? Crouched down in the wheel well, she nodded. None of this felt real. It couldn’t be happening, not to her. Nothing ever happened to her. Her life was even more boring than her parents’.


Prescott climbed out of the Jeep and warily approached the man.


“I think you made a wrong turn,” the man said. His voice sounded almost cheerful, but when Maria edged her gaze above the dash, his scowl appeared deadly.


Despite Prescott’s admonition to stay put, she inched her door open. Whatever happened, she wanted to be ready. Her side of the Jeep was on the edge of the road, surrounded by bushes and ferns; if she ran, she’d be swallowed by the wilderness in a few steps. Of course, she’d also be hopelessly lost.


Hoping it wouldn’t come to that, she slid out of her seat and planted her feet on the soft ground, hiding behind the door. Prescott knew what he was doing; he’d get them out of this. Soon, they’d be sitting around a cheery campfire with the professor and his students and workers, laughing at their adventure in the jungle.


“You had one job,” the man said in the tone of a father scolding his wayward child. “Bring her safely to el doctor. But you got greedy.”


“I’m sorry,” Prescott said, arms stretched wide in surrender. He sounded scared—which escalated Maria’s own panic. And what did that man mean, “greedy?” Maybe Prescott wouldn’t be able to talk them out of this after all. All those questions about the treasure—could Prescott want it for himself?


Following her instincts for survival, she pushed her confusion aside and sidled toward the edge of the door, ducking low as she slid between large leaves of some kind of ferny type of bush. Moving very slowly, creeping an inch at a time so the leaves wouldn’t rustle and betray her, she crouched behind a palm tree, angled so she could see the men standing on the road.


The man with the scar nodded at Prescott’s apology. He even smiled, showing his teeth, as if all were forgiven. Prescott’s posture relaxed.


Then the man drew his gun and shot Prescott in the head.


Everything moved in slow motion. Prescott’s body jerked, then sagged, finally dropping to the ground.


Maria screamed but it was mainly in her head because her throat had spasmed shut with terror, swallowing the sound. She couldn’t stop looking over her shoulder at Prescott even as her feet moved her away from the horror.


The man walked past Prescott toward the Jeep. Like a thunderclap, time began to move forward again. Maria turned away from Prescott—he was obviously dead, there was nothing she could do for him—and she ran.


Head ducked low against the possibility of bullets flying, arms held in front of her, branches and leaves and vines slapping against her body, she ran as she’d never run before. Wished her father were here to save her, to protect her.


Why had she ever left home?




 


CHAPTER THREE


During the eight-mile drive to the sheriff’s station, Caitlyn counted seven barns and three houses. The only people she spotted were an Amish farmer and his sons plowing a field in the distance. Their horse-drawn plows kicked up a cloud of dust that made the March sunshine shimmer gold. Hard to believe they lived in the same reality as Caitlyn.


She wondered if the Amish ever accepted converts. Specifically semi-atheist FBI agents with blood staining their souls. Probably not.


She rounded a curve, and the farmers with their horses and tranquility vanished from sight. The sheriff’s station was in a town named Blue Ball. A village of less than a thousand souls, it was created when an intrepid trader built a hostel at the intersection of two Indian trails two hundred years ago.


She pulled into the station, a utilitarian cement block building, behind Sheriff Holdeman and parked her car beside a familiar Harley. Her lips quirked into a smile that she fought to suppress and failed. What the hell was Carver doing here?


She followed the sheriff into the station, her feet practically dancing a jig as she scoured the reception area. No sign of Carver.


The staties and Holdeman’s deputies began processing Schultz and his daughter. Sheriff Holdeman paused in the open bullpen, watching as the door to the holding area closed behind Schultz. She eyed her few remaining deputies, all men.


They didn’t applaud or do anything overtly demonstrative, but each man sat up straighter and met the sheriff’s gaze, most with a small nod of satisfaction and acknowledgment.


The sheriff nodded back. Mission accomplished. Then she opened her office door.


At least Carver had had the good grace not to take the sheriff’s chair, Caitlyn saw as she followed Holdeman inside. Instead he lounged in one of the spare chairs, legs stretched out, ankles crossed, a self-satisfied smirk creasing his face.


“Carver, what are you doing here?” Caitlyn asked. She hated the way the words came out in a rush, as if she cared.


“When you said you were working a public corruption case in Blue Balls—” He drawled the colorful town name with a grin.


“It’s Blue Ball,” Sheriff Holdeman corrected automatically. “Singular.”


“No, I’m pretty sure both my—”


“Don’t encourage him,” Caitlyn cut him off, but she didn’t bother hiding her smile.


Carver’s gaze roamed over both women, spending more time on Caitlyn. She and Holdeman were dressed alike in tactical gear, were both redheads, about the same height, five-six, although Caitlyn definitely had more curves.


“I think you ladies might be the cure for my unfortunate condition,” Carver continued, his voice practically twinkling with restrained laughter. “I’ve always had this fantasy about twins—”


“Unless that fantasy includes handcuffs—,” Holdeman warned, fighting back her own laughter. Caitlyn had noticed that about the sheriff. She took her work seriously, the people she was there to protect and serve always foremost in her mind, but she had a wicked sense of humor. Probably how she’d lasted so long in a job where testosterone ruled.


Carver nodded eagerly. “Handcuffs are good.”


Caitlyn had work to do, and now that Carver was here, she had even more reason to get it done quickly. “Cut the crap. Sheriff Mona Holdeman, this is Special Agent Jake Carver, who—despite his adolescent demeanor—is one of the FBI’s top forensic accountants.”


“They stole me away from the IRS.” Carver flexed his biceps as he bent his arms behind his head. Until two months ago he’d been deep undercover with an outlaw motorcycle gang, precisely for the reason that he looked like anything but an accountant. Now, wearing his leathers for the ride up from Virginia to Pennsylvania, he was reprising his role of sexy outlaw hunk.


“Seriously, Carver, why are you here?” Caitlyn asked again.


He was supposed to be crashing at her place in Manassas, safely out of sight from grudge-holding bikers, while the Assistant U.S. Attorney debriefed him on his year and a half of undercover activities. The preliminary hearings for the first of the biker defendants were scheduled to start soon and the AUSA wanted to make sure his star witness was ready to go.


Carver stared at her, a tiny sigh escaping his lips, quickly covered by another smirk, but she saw the truth: He’d missed her.


Even more surprising, she felt the same way about him. It wasn’t the reaction she expected—or wanted—so she quickly masked it. Hopefully before he noticed. Otherwise, she’d never hear the end of it.


“I finished early with the AUSA, figured most public corruption cases are won by following the money, so thought I might be able to help. Tell me about your case, Sheriff.” He glanced at Caitlyn. “And call me Jake.”


As Holdeman laid out her case against Schultz, Caitlyn moved to take the seat on the other side of the office. She never called him Jake. She wasn’t sure why—after all, they’d been sleeping together for the past two months and he was practically living at her place.


Except somehow it didn’t feel like living together. Not with her constantly on the road, working cases in her new position as the Bureau’s Local Law Enforcement Liaison—a fancy title for a job that basically meant helping communities unravel crimes they didn’t have the resources to handle but that also didn’t strictly fall under federal jurisdiction.


Besides, both she and Carver were self-proclaimed loners. Her last relationship had ended disastrously, something she wanted to avoid repeating at all costs, while he had sworn off commitment after his first marriage crashed and burned. His fault, he admitted readily. And that was as far as any talk of taking their own not-a-relationship-or-a-commitment to the next level went.


So she called him Carver. Better than using his undercover biker name, Goose. Yet lately, sometimes, only in her mind, Caitlyn found herself slipping and thinking of him as Jake. Wanting to ask his opinion on a case or share an interesting tidbit from her day, she’d call him up while she was on the road. He was so easy to talk to, always had great ideas, and she’d hang up, lie alone in bed in some motel far from her home, and fantasize about what her world would be like if she had him in her life every day.


Wasn’t going to happen. As soon as he was done testifying, he’d be shuffled to a remote field office far from any vengeful bikers, probably stuck behind a desk the rest of his career. Hell, given the way the Bureau and AUSA threw a fit when he’d first outwitted his security detail and came to Caitlyn’s place after refusing to be placed into protective custody, he’d probably end up in Guam. If he was lucky. If not, then Fairbanks, Alaska.


Carver was just a visitor to her world; that much was clear. Taking things further would only hurt them both in the long run. So Carver he would remain. At least outside her fantasies.


Sheriff Holdeman was finishing her summation. “Schultz has been giving county projects to the crooked contractors for years, taking kickbacks, and then giving them new contracts to fix the shoddy work they do in the first place. Our schools are falling down, the hospital has a roof that leaks like a sieve—actually had to evacuate after a blizzard when the snow began to melt, short-circuiting their electrical systems—and there are bridges just waiting for a strong gust of wind to blow them down.


“It’s a miracle no one has been killed—and it’s my job to make sure that this all stops before it gets that far.” No one could claim the sheriff wasn’t passionate about her job. It was one of the reasons why Caitlyn had taken this case, come up here in person to help.


“Wow,” Carver said. “Now I know how you got elected, Sheriff. What can I do to help nail this bastard?”


*   *   *


Maria pressed her face into her palms, inhaling her own sweat and fear. She’d quickly realized that running wasn’t her best option—not with all the noise and rustling branches pointing the way for her pursuers—so while the man with the scar called for reinforcements, she’d found a place to hide.


Hiding was what she did best. Emotionally, hiding the pain of a lonely childhood, constantly trying to prove herself worthy of her father’s love, escaping into a world of books and imagination. She had a gift for physical concealment as well. Her father said her vision was better than 3-D glasses, the way she could look at something and translate it into multiple dimensions—it was that gift that had helped her locate the temple from the professor’s satellite images. Instead of studying archeology, her father wanted her to use her talents to figure out puzzles like protein structures and enzymes—stuff that would help his biotech company. Boring stuff.


Even as a kid, she could spot the best hidey-holes, places that to the casual observer appeared too small or not the right shape for a person to fit inside. Like this rotten tree stump. The ground around it appeared empty, but Maria spied a depression beneath one large root, partially covered by low-hanging branches of another tree with wide, flat leaves. She had no idea what kind of tree it was—palm, banana, manna from heaven—but the shadows it cast onto the hollow carved out by the roots of the dead tree made for perfect concealment.


Curled up in a ball, ignoring the scurry of insects as she burrowed deeper into the soft soil left by the decomposing stump, she hid and waited, barely breathing.


Her heart pounded so hard and fast, she was sure it would knock over the dead stump above her or make the leaves of the other trees rustle and quake. But unless her pursuers took the time to poke and prod every dead tree and raise the lower branches to look beneath every live one, they’d never find her.


At least not quickly. Not unless there was an army of them. But she’d counted only five, including the man with the scar, the one who’d shot Prescott.


The man’s words still puzzled her. Had Prescott led them here, lured by the prospect of finding the treasure? But the man said Prescott was supposed to take her to el doctor—that had to be Professor Zigler. And the professor—what would the men be doing to him and his team? He was old, in his seventies—surely they wouldn’t hurt him.… The image of Prescott’s bloody face destroyed that small hope.


As she crouched, arms and legs going to pins and needles, she created a mental map of the area. The temple was less than two miles to the northeast in a direct route, a little longer via the twisting road—but she would need to avoid the road. The nearest town was over thirty-five kilometers—about twenty-two miles—away, so forget that. But if she could make it to the river, she could follow it downstream to a hospital she remembered seeing on the map. Following the river would take longer, with its twists and turns, but safer than trying to follow the more direct route the road provided. All she had to do was make it to the river.


“Maria,” a man’s voice called, setting off a wave of raucous echoes from the birds. He spoke English with a slight Spanish accent. “We’re not going to hurt you. We’re here to help. Come out now.”


Yeah, right. Did they think she was stupid? Even if Prescott had been after the treasure, these men were still killers.


The men were between her and the road, but that was a good thing. She wasn’t going back to the road. They wouldn’t expect that.


“We need her alive,” the man told his partners. “Fan out and cover back to the road. She couldn’t have gotten past here, we’ll drive her into the open.”


No, you won’t, she thought stubbornly. Her legs cried out for release, and the urge to shift her weight was overwhelming. She bit the inside of her mouth, using one pain to distract from the other.


Men stomped through the jungle, rustling the undergrowth around them. She imagined them wielding machetes and machine guns. They moved all around her, one actually raising the leaves on the other side of the tree covering her.


Maria closed her eyes, waiting for a bullet to hit her. Her pulse pounded through her temples and her chest tightened.


Then he was gone. She had the sudden need to pee, but forced it aside by thinking of something—anything—else. Her father with his military posture and stern scowls, daring anyone to disobey him, yet beneath it all he was so unhappy that Maria treasured every smile he gave her. Her mother, regal in her beauty, so poised and confident, everything Maria wasn’t.


She wished she’d never left home. She should have listened to them. They were right. She didn’t belong here. She belonged safe at home, curled up with one of her books.


“Maria, please, let us help,” the man called. “Your father sent us. We’re old friends of his from the army. He’s very worried about you.”


Maria listened hard, hoping against hope to hear a familiar voice. Had her father discovered her deception? Was he coming to rescue her?


“It will be night soon,” the man continued. “You can’t survive out here alone in the jungle. Not at night. That’s when the jaguars feed.”


Still she said nothing. If these men knew her father, wanted to save her, then why had they killed Prescott?


Lies. Everything the man said was lies. Her father wasn’t coming. She was on her own. Her tears mingled with her sweat as she struggled to stop crying, to keep still and quiet.
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The deeper the grave, the darker the secret. . .
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