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CHAPTER ONE
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	Belize City.

	Nearly three years had passed since he was last here. Red tape. Politics. Authorities. There were a host of obstacles to prevent his return, but now Chuck Borgas was back. It was bittersweet in a manner of speaking. The last time he was here, he was a graduate student escorting a team of archeology students across the border into Guatemala to work for the esteemed Professor Alexandra Langley. 

	That had gone to hell quickly.

	Now, he was a colleague of Alexandra’s—co-curators for the Museum of Historical Art and Antiquities. Shortly after that debacle three years ago, Alexandra returned to Guatemala with her husband and discovered the potential site of the lost city she had been searching for. They affectionately referred to the site as the Red City. The color red was associated with the direction east in Mayan culture. And this sector was at the easternmost point of her grid in the jungle.

	In the time that they waited for approval from the Guatemala Ministry of Culture to return to the site, Alex had given birth to a bouncing future historian. Chuck was now the lead archeologist on this venture. A team of students was already in place, awaiting his arrival.

	Slinging his backpack over one shoulder, Chuck passed through customs and headed towards the sliding glass doors to wait for a Chicken Bus to take him across the border. An archeologist’s budget didn’t exactly call for limo service. The crowded, chaotic local transport would have to do.

	“There you are!”

	Chuck felt a hand slide through his crooked arm. Startled, he looked down at the slim tanned limb before his eyes vaulted up to take in the rest.

	Whoa.

	A student? He knew everyone on his team. This woman with the tawny lopsided bun definitely was not part of his group.  She wore a navy-blue polo shirt with an insignia he couldn’t quite catch.

	“I’ve been waiting for you,” she said. “Come on, let’s go. We’re going to be late.”

	This little pistol of a female was corralling his six-foot-plus athletic frame towards the doorway. Momentary surprise allowed for it, until he snapped to attention and locked his feet.

	Unaffected, she beamed up at him. “I missed you too. Your flight was late. I almost got a taxi, but I promised I’d be here when you got off the plane. It’s stifling out today.”

	She leaned in, and for an irrational moment, he thought this stranger was going to kiss him. Hell, it wasn’t often that beautiful women threw themselves at him. 

	Okay, never.

	“Look,” he said. “You’ve made some mistake.”

	Her head tipped back and a husky laugh brushed across glossless lips. There was not a shred of makeup on the heart-shaped face that glistened slightly from the heat. 

	“You’re always so funny. Remember that time with the margaritas? You blew through a straw to make bubbles and ended up splashing the drink all over the guy at the next table.”

	There it was. That tiny revelation. Not anything about her story. She was, as his grandmother would say, a real card. Audacious. Flippant. Bubbly. And she was like syrup pouring over his arm. 

	But there was some serious shit going down in her eyes. Fear. Anxiety. Desperation. Mostly fear. That registered foremost in the shadows of her pupils.

	Clearly, this was an act. And if it was an act, then the audience had to be nearby. Chuck lifted his eyes over her head and scanned the possibilities.

	Was she running from an abusive boyfriend? From the police?

	The crowd was thin here. Everyone was congregated down at the baggage claim. A family with two kids in tow scrambled by with their wheelie carts screeching. A taxi driver stepped through the sliding glass doors, sizing them up as prospects. A man was engrossed with the airline schedule monitor, while some people sat on the wooden benches, seemingly preoccupied—none returning his searching gaze.

	“Listen ma’am—” God knows what trouble she was into. “I’m in a rush here.”

	That much was true. He could see the colorful Chicken Bus waiting out in the parking lot. It was an old school bus modified into a party on wheels, earning its name from the days of transporting live animals along with human passengers. Public transportation with flair.

	To his surprise, she casually punched his arm and snickered. “You’re a hoot,” she remarked. “Like an owl. Hoot. Hoot. Hoot.”

	Okay, where’s the camera? Surely this was some stint for a reality show.

	A tug on his arm arrested his attention. Although the woman was oozing mirth, her soulful blue eyes pleaded as they looked up at him. Even as she forced another laugh, one truthful word squeezed across her lips.

	Please.

	In a blink, the glib smile was back, making him wonder if the plea had all been in his mind.

	“Will you look at that thing!” She nudged her head at the vibrant bus parked outside. “It looks like a bag of Skittles threw up on it. I can’t even imagine what the inside looks like. Do you really think there will be chickens like in the movies? It’s gonna smell like chicken crap, isn’t it? How long will it take to get there?”

	All this time, she was tugging him. Subtle, but forceful enough that if he resisted it would draw attention. He played along. The last thing he needed was to be drawn into someone else’s problems, but the look of desperation in her eyes was enough to propel him through the door with her in tow. At least get her outside. Maybe she could catch an Uber or something.

	Evidently, she wanted whoever was watching to think they were together. He got that. He even nodded once or twice in response but kept scanning the parade of vehicles loitering in front of the airport for the source of her performance.

	The Chicken Bus was bouncing already, the chassis swaying under the weight of the line of people now climbing inside the cabin. Hesitating just outside that queue, he looked down at the animated leech attached to his arm.

	“This bus is going across the border,” he mentioned, not sure if his words made it through her non-stop chatter.

	“Yes.” She nodded, coaxing him into the line.

	Okay. Whatever. Let her get on the bus. There were bound to be a hundred other passengers with equally eccentric backgrounds. 

	They shuffled on board and the woman edged down the aisle looking for a free bench seat. He detected the discreet bob of her head as she searched out each window. Finally, she threw her canvas bag on an empty seat and then stepped out of the way, allowing him to sit.

	Chuck remained standing.

	“I—” she stammered, “I dropped something. I’ll be right back.”

	Before he could react, she was swimming against the tide of passengers, dodging each one in an attempt to get off the bus. Colorful outbursts followed in her wake.

	“Hey!” he called, starting after her. 

	Stuck in the throng, it was then that he noticed the two men stalking toward the bus. He ducked his head close to someone’s shoulder for a better view out the window. Instead of joining the line to board the bus, the men walked in tandem with the woman’s progress against the flow. Pursuing her. Waiting for her.

	“Hey,” Chuck called to her. 

	There was a flinch of her shoulder as if she heard his call but refused to turn around. Then with one final push, she was off the bus. She stepped onto the curb and stood still, facing the bus, locking on his gaze through the window. Even from here, he could see her staged levity was gone. Resignation joined the shadows in her eyes as the two men in cargo shorts and black t-shirts reached her, each seizing one of her arms.

	Chuck struggled against the last-minute throng of passengers as the squeal of the door closing made him cry out.

	“Wait!”

	The Chicken Bus lurched forward with the aisle still crowded full of people. Through the mud-streaked window, Chuck caught one last glimpse of the young woman roughly being hauled away.

	He fumbled into his back pocket for his phone and took an off-balance photo, which from this distance and angle would show nothing more than three stick figures.

	Disturbed by the sequence of events, he tried to shake it off. Trouble came in all shapes and sizes in Central America. Not even off the airport property, and already he’d encountered some. Trying to cast away the shadows of the stranger’s glance, or the soft plea from her lips, Chuck slumped back into his seat, feeling each bounce of the bus jar his spine. Clutching the seatback in front of him, he noticed the woman’s canvas bag lying on the cracked vinyl surface.

	Great.

	Just great.

	He didn’t even want to chance a glimpse. What had she planted on him? Was he that susceptible to a woman in distress?

	Chuck’s head wobbled as the bus shimmied. A constant ebb and flow of brakes, gas, brakes, gas echoed his thoughts. Look. Don’t look. Look. Don’t look.

	Flapping his hand down on the bag to keep it from sliding onto the floor, he dragged the canvas sack closer. After a discreet glimpse around, he was assured by the laughter and steady din that no one was focusing on him.

	Just leave it. 

	Just leave the damn bag alone.

	Let the next hapless soul who sits here deal with it.

	What if it’s just her clothes?

	What if it has her passport?

	She’s going to need that.

	Growling out a curse, he slid the zipper open, casting one last glance at the closest passengers. Satisfied that they were busy, he slid the bag closer to his lap and peered inside.

	Son of a bitch.

	Keeping the gap of the bag as narrow as possible, he slipped his arm inside and let his hand confirm what his eyes had just glimpsed.

	Texture. Shape. Size.

	One last peek and he hauled the zipper closed on the bag full of human skulls.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	[image: Image]

	 

	Faith Sanders sat in the back seat of a car that reeked of cigarette smoke. The driver and his sidekick spoke in animated Spanglish with occasional outbursts tossed back at her.

	“Es la maleta en el autobús?”

	Is the bag on the bus?

	Faith shook her head and stared out the window, watching the city evaporate into a blur of shacks and vegetation.

	How did it all go to hell so quickly?

	Straight forward, they said.

	Easy, they said.

	Great experience, they said.

	Homeland Security special agent trainees had to complete one case investigation. She was part of a small task force working with Customs and Border Protection to return smuggled artifacts to the Guatemalan government. A couple in Iowa were caught selling the relics on eBay. Arresting them was irrelevant, she now learned. The couple was nothing more than a front. 

	Two hours ago her team was ambushed on the Western highway by members of a drug cartel. It was this cartel that was using couples like the eBay-ers to traffic artifacts out of Central America. Sure, their primary objective was to smuggle drugs—but artifacts made money as well, and that was the bottom line. 

	From the moment her task force landed at the airport, they were targeted. The senior agents noticed a van trailing them on the highway. They phoned in their suspicions, but two more vehicles quickly boxed in the Jeep, forcing it onto the shoulder. In the following seconds, chaos ensued. Her small team rushed out of the Jeep in divergent paths. 

	At the first crack of gunfire, Faith convulsed. The shooting range was a weekly part of her training, but being the target altered the discharge into something macabre—like the sharp retorts of footsteps in hell. Her senior agents were armed, although she was not licensed to carry yet.

	Your role is simple. Hang onto the artifacts until they reach their destination. Until that time, they stay with you every step of the way. Get the artifacts to the Guatemalan government and you have successfully completed your mission.

	It would have been admirable to say that her zigzag patterns were intended to evade gunfire, but in reality, the rutted ground kept knocking her off balance. 

	The sound of sirens approaching spurred the assailants into retreat. Under a cascade of rubble, their vans peeled out.

	Faith searched for the rest of her team. She shouted out to them. She fumbled for her phone and sent out a group text. No response.

	Men in uniforms closed in on her. Despite her demands, they were reluctant to give chase to the vans that were long gone. At least they dispersed and searched the woods for her fellow agents.

	One police officer took her to his car, assuring her that the investigation would continue, but for now, it was best to get her back to the airport. 

	Faith clutched the bag, feeling the officer’s eyes rove over it—and her, for that fact. 

	Get the artifacts to the Guatemalan government and you have completed your mission.

	And that was how she found herself back at the Belize City airport, lugging a sack over her shoulder—a bag she had refused to let go of. The police dropped her off on the curb. No statement. No artist renderings. No update on her team. Just a simple message. Go home.

	She couldn't even make it to the ticket counter before she spotted two men jogging towards the sliding glass doors. One of them caught her eye, his narrowing on contact. He started towards her as she searched desperately for options. The swarthy man’s accomplice entered the lobby and chatted with the armed airport security officer like they were old friends. 

	Okay, the authorities were out.

	 Her eyes roved over possible places to stash the bag. It was just a matter of seconds before the first man would reach her.

	A tourist in a hat ambled by. He was typing one-handed on his cell phone. American? He had dark features, but she caught a glimpse of green eyes under the lowered lashes. There was little time to analyze more. She noticed her attackers moving in. They remained on the periphery, invisible to the public—camouflaged by innocuous tasks. Pausing to look at flight schedules. Stooping to tie a shoe. Reaching into a pocket for a gun—no, phone—but the point was taken. 

	Faith latched onto the oncoming stranger and managed a ridiculous and desperate performance. It worked. The visitor walked with her outside the building and onto a bus. She thought for a second she and the bag might be able to escape on the bawdy vehicle, but the appearance of her attackers out the bus window proved how futile that notion was. 

	Would they shoot a Chicken bus full of innocent people? Would they hijack it? The questions roiled through her head, and even if just one of those answers came back as yes, she couldn’t chance it.

	The driver prepared to depart. If she was quick enough, maybe she could get off and distract her assailants while the bag made a getaway. Where it would end up, she could only speculate. But it would not end in the hands of the cartel that attacked her team. This was the only way to assure that. It was a last-ditch effort to complete her mission.

	With one final look over her shoulder at the stranger standing up in the aisle, she tried to convey gratitude with her eyes. 

	It was all for nothing. Her frantic effort was stupid. Everything she had done since she landed at this airport was stupid. Where were her two teammates? Her superior officers? HSI Special Agent Carol Watkins, a woman in her forties with little humor but plenty of professionalism, and ICE criminal investigator, Will Chang. He had the sense of humor that SA Watkins lacked, but he was sharp. He picked up on the tail first.

	Where were they? Had they escaped into the woods on the side of the highway? Had they been shot? At least they were armed. If she had completed this mission, she would have been licensed to carry as well.

	Faith rubbed her arms for warmth against the crack of humid air that raced through the open window.

	Theirs wasn’t the only unknown fate. She was in the back seat of a rank vehicle, charging after a bus that had long passed over the horizon. 

	Why were these cartel punks keeping her?

	If they were after the bag—thanks to her, they knew where it was heading—there was no need to hold her.

	Faith swallowed. What were the alternatives? Leave her on the side of the highway? She didn’t think men like this left loose strings. They left declarations. She had done her research on some of the most unsavory Central American cartels. They didn’t leave loose strings. They left bodies. Statements.

	Twenty-six. She was twenty-six years old. A trainee. Was that an excuse for stupidity? For mistakes? 

	Her knowledge of the language was passable, but she couldn’t decipher the low timbres of the exchange in the front seat. The man in the passenger seat turned his head to leer at her. Perspiration or hair gel plastered his black hair back from a high forehead.

	“When we get the skulls back, we chop you head off so it can join them.”

	Lovely.

	Faith crossed her arms to try and conceal the tremors racing through her limbs. They had not handcuffed her. She searched the back seat and grimy car mats for something she could attack them with. Reading her thoughts, the man hefted the barrel of his gun over the seatback, aiming it at her.

	“No, no, señorita.” He wagged the gun back and forth. The motion drew her attention to a tattoo poking out from beneath his shirt sleeve. The snout of a pig was exposed. 

	Faith sucked in a quick breath. The Cerdo Loco cartel.

	“I threw the bag in the garbage at the airport,” she vowed futilely.

	Gel-head sneered, revealing the tip of a badly yellowed tooth.

	“We saw you get on the bus with it,” he claimed. “We saw da man you got on with. We go to Tikal where the bus goes. We find the man. We find the bag. We chop your head off.”

	If only that was a figure of speech, but she had read that beheadings were often an execution of choice by the cartels.

	Tears crept up to the corners of her eyes, but she tipped her head back so they could sink back into her soul. Now glossy eyes glared back at the man.

	“What happened to my colleagues? Did you kill them?” Her verve dissolved upon that question.

	A shadow darkened Gel-head’s eyes. “Not yet. They escaped. You had better hope they went home, because if they are still here—yes, we will kill them.”

	They escaped!

	“Veinticinco kilómetros,” the driver mentioned, nodding at a highway sign.

	Faith caught a glimpse of the sign.

	Tikal 

	25 Kilometers

	Would the bag still be sitting on the bus? Would the man still be there? She prayed otherwise. She prayed he was long gone. How many lessons had she learned in the past few hours?

	Don’t endanger a civilian. 

	That’s right. Maybe she was only a trainee, but it still marked her as the short arm of the law. How negligent to compromise someone innocent.

	Self-preservation, her conscience argued.

	Selfish, her gut countered.

	It was too late to withdraw the stupid action. Her fate was sealed. But let her last act be a means to save this stranger from the airport.
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	The utility vehicle Faith was in executed a slow roll past the parked Chicken bus. On close inspection, its bright façade was riddled with rust. Most of the windows were open exposing an empty interior. 

	Good. The stranger was gone. 

	Her eyes swept the empty parking lot to confirm that. As the vehicle circled past the bus, a man was spotted on the other side with his leg hiked up on the tire. He was smoking a cigarette, leaning over an ample sweat-stained girth.

	Pulling up alongside him, her captor slid down the passenger-side window and hung his elbow outside.

	“Señor,” he called.

	Swiping an arm across his forehead, the man glanced disinterestedly over his shoulder. The cigarette dropped from his lips and his boot fell off the bus tire. He swung about to attention, his body trembling like a nervous Chihuahua.

	“Dónde están los pasajeros?” her captor barked out the window.

	“No sé.” The man’s eyes bulged as his head shook.

	Faith leaned towards the window, pleading with her eyes, but the bus driver barely glanced at her. He clearly knew who or what he was dealing with, and he was terrified.

	Gel-head opened the car door with a quiet click—or was that the safety on his gun? The driver pivoted in his seat to aim a pistol at her as his partner got out.

	The bus driver shrank against the rusted chassis as Gel-head stalked up in confrontation. Faith couldn’t hear the conversation, but she could see the sweat pouring down the side of the bus driver’s head as his hands bobbed defensively. Eventually, one of those hands rose and pointed, his lips snapping in rapid speech.

	Gel-head clapped the man on the shoulder and dipped back into the SUV. Faith finally met the bus driver’s wide eyes as he slumped back against the Chicken bus. There was no sympathy there—only the relief of survival.

	Faith lunged for the door handle, but it was locked. In a fit of rage, she pounded her fists against the window, hoping to break the glass and squeeze her body through. Laughter filled the front seat as the vehicle started moving.

	“Basta!” Enough. “It will be over soon,” Gel-head followed up in English.

	Giving directions to a nearby complex of Mayan ruins, her captor went on to recite the information he had obtained from the bus driver. She picked apart enough of the dialogue to surmise they knew the approximate destination of the stranger with the bag.

	They passed by a tiki hut advertising tours of the nearby temples and continued onto a gravel road that wound forever until it dissolved into the grass.

	“This is a waste of time,” she cried from the back seat. Her voice was raw. Her throat so tight. “I threw the bag out at the airport. I’d rather it go in the garbage than end up with you.”

	Black eyes glared at her over the seatback. 

	“We will find this gringo and see for ourselves. Until then, you live. If the man does not have the bag, then we will decide what to do with you.”

	Faith curled her fists up on her lap and forced her breath through her lips in slow stabilizing sweeps.

	“It’s just a damn bag of skulls. Human remains. Worth very little.”

	Black eyebrows arched in the universal, come on now look. 

	Faith slumped back in the seat. Under the air conditioning vent, she trembled with chills. Sultry heat clashed with that effect when the door opened.

	“Out!” Gel-head instructed, waving the gun for encouragement.

	She eagerly launched from the vehicle, but the manacle grip of his hand around her arm kept her from getting too far. 

	It was hard to gauge how far this graveled road had taken them. There was no sign of temples or Mayan ruins. No trace of tourists. This wasn’t even a parking lot. The road simply ended, transitioning from gravel to grass until the bordering fangs of the rainforest ultimately consumed it.

	“Por ahí,” Gel-head pointed and directed his partner into the woods on the opposite side of the vehicle. The man in cargo shorts quickly jogged off in that direction with his gun raised.

	Faith wrenched against the human manacle, but it held fast. She was tugged off the gravel towards the trees. 

	As soon as that verdant canopy braided into an impenetrable mesh and the few spokes of sun disappeared— 

	As soon as the forest devoured her—

	—Faith knew she would never see the sun again.

	 


CHAPTER THREE
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	The Red City didn’t have majestic stone temples or complex tombs. There were no riveting ancient sculptures. In fact, it was so unassuming it amazed Chuck that his boss—no, peer—ever discovered it. What it offered, though, was a time capsule of the indigenous tribe that once occupied this land. Pieces in this uncharted area revealed the culture of a society that lived autonomously for hundreds of years. 

	Sweeping open the flap of his tent, Chuck ducked back inside to grab a bag of pin flags he used to mark areas for the students to search. Next to the small orange flags sat the canvas bag. He had yet to address it. He left it on the bus when he got out at the border crossing. He was surprised to see it when he boarded again. He thought for sure it would have been confiscated. 

	“Damn, she won’t last long.”

	“Worse fates than death down here.”

	Chuck caught some of the conversations outside his tent.

	“At least two of them escaped.”

	Nudging the sack deeper into the corner, Chuck intended to hand it over to the authorities as soon as they traveled into town. It wasn’t uncommon for him to dig up human remains. Often, it was his job to do so. It was not his cup of tea, though. Too much bad mojo with disturbing the dead. But, he was familiar enough with the skeletal anatomy to know that there was something off about the
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