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      A botched execution. A reverend on the run. Can she solve the mystery before she’s caught in the crosshairs?

      Reverend Cici Gurule went to the sacred Chaco Canyon in search of a sign. She’s been offered a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity in a megachurch, but taking the position would mean abandoning her Southwestern home and the man she’s grown to love as much more than a friend. She’s so caught up in her thoughts that she doesn’t realize when she stumbles upon a group of heavily armed operatives on the verge of an execution.

      Soon, Cici’s dodging bullets and scaling mesas with the mysterious man she saved from certain death. With a little help from her twin sister’s ghost and restless ancestral spirits, they venture deeper into the maze-like rocky terrain. But her new companion’s deadly aim makes her wonder if she can afford to trust his side of the story.

      To make it out of the canyon alive, Cici must unearth the true story behind the man and a sacred Navajo artifact before the next blood shed on sacred ground is hers.
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Cici

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wheresoever you go, go with all your heart.― Confucius

      

      

      “Check the perimeter,” a guttural voice charged. “Shoot anything that moves.”

      From bad to worse in a heartbeat. Cici’s gaze darted around, looking for a possible place to hide. She heard the crunching of multiple pairs of boots over the dry ground getting ever nearer.

      She tipped her head, straining to catch any further words on the heat-soaked breeze. Eighty-nine degrees when she last checked around three in the afternoon. The heat wave and drought refused to break even this late in September, causing unpleasantness for the entire region.

      Now, as her heart thumped in arrhythmic sympathy, her mind conjured scenarios for the men.

      None of the thoughts were positive.

      Cici had traveled to Chaco Cultural National Historical Park wanting to avail herself of the solitude there to weigh the pros and cons of the executive reverend position for the large church in Portland, Oregon. When she’d flown up to Portland and interviewed with the search committee a few weeks ago, she hadn’t expected to be made an offer—not with the quality candidates they were sure to bring in.

      But the church committee had offered Cici the job with a salary boost and a moving package to entice her further. Temptation flitted through her, overlaid by disappointment and despair.

      She wanted a life.

      No, she wanted a family; a deep, intimate connection to people within her world. Which meant something in her current life must change—something huge, like her job or the pseudo-communications with her dead twin.

      Something big…but not this. Never, ever yet another life-or-death, kill-first-never-bother-to-ask-questions situation.

      Footsteps neared. Cici stiffened as another voice rose, dripping with hostility. She peeked around the wall where she sat and her heart rate tripled, beating hard and fast as a bird’s wings against a cage.

      And in that moment, Cici feared not just for her life, but for the other two men whose voices she’d heard because…because…

      One of them gripped a gun in his fist.

      She stared at the dull metal barrel, her bag of trail mix sliding from her fingers, her mind numb.

      Cici took a deep breath of dust-clogged air. She stiffened her spine and gave a mental middle finger to the entire world, including her sister.

      No way was Cici going to die under the harsh New Mexican sun just because she was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Not out here, in the middle of nowhere—in one of the most barren stretches of desert in the entire country. That’s why Cici chose this location: a getaway to consider her life and plan her future.

      No way, Anna Carmen Sandra Gurule.

      Wow. Her sister had a long name. She’d never understood her sister’s double first name, but Cecilia and Anna Carmen had the same number of syllables, so Cici rarely gave it much thought.

      The randomness of her thoughts helped calm her enough to get a deep breath into her lungs. No longer lightheaded, Cici’s vision improved and she managed to drag in another breath, ears straining for the next sound—any indication of where the men were.

      One of the men said, “Is all this drama necessary? I mean, your ability to drill oil has been cut off for a while⁠—”

      The more guttural voice cut him off. “Save it. You know why you’re out here.” He had a slight accent—one not native to this area. Cici couldn’t place it.

      “No, I don’t, actually,” the first man’s voice turned almost conversational. “Can’t say I expected you to drag me out into the ruins with guns. I mean, that feels very eighties spy novel. Back in the Cold War days.”

      Who the heck remained conversational—so casual and unperturbed—when someone pointed a gun at them?

      Cici never wanted to find out if she was capable of that particular skill. She supposed she should say again. She’d had to do that before, the whole time trying not to lose control of her voice or bowels. She did, however, want to point her phone’s camera at the scene unfolding in front of her and get a decent picture of Guttural Voice who was threatening the other man. She rose slowly from her crouching position and tried to hold her phone steady enough to snap a clear picture.

      When she pressed the button, it made the shutter-click sound. Cici dropped to the ground with a grimace as she flipped the switch to set her phone on silent mode. Her breathing once again became ragged.

      Lord, she was the worst stealth investigator in the history of the world. Her stomach rippled as she held her breath, all muscles poised to flee.

      “What was that?” Guttural Voice asked.

      “At no time was kidnapping or murder suggested as part of the plan.” The man was on a roll or he’d seen Cici—at least heard her camera click—and tried to distract the bad guy. Was that something she wanted? To be in one of these men’s debts?

      Could she allow a man to be shot and not try to save him?

      A flurry of thoughts rammed through her brain so quickly, Cici couldn’t grasp any of them.

      “Go check out that noise, Don.”

      “You said no one was here.” Cici assumed that was Don talking; it wasn’t the voice of the other two men. Don had a thicker accent than Guttural Voice. Eastern European, maybe?

      “Besides, I told you to check the perimeter. There’s a car here,” Don complained.

      Cici tensed, having forgotten about the other guy—Don, apparently—who was ordered to kill everything on sight.

      That was not a statement to forget. Ever.

      Cici edged away from the voices, intent first to buy herself some distance. Her only option appeared to be a mad sprint back toward her car, which was about three-tenths of a mile from her current location. Less than half a mile, if she could get around the kivas and haul butt.

      She peered out at the flat, barren landscape devoid of trees or even clumps of boulders to hide behind and grumbled another curse. Most of the time Cici loved New Mexico. Today when her life hung in the balance? Not so much.

      Chaco Canyon, as all the locals called it, was a group of interconnected, dusty ruins built into the northwestern New Mexico landscape that offered a glimpse into a vast pre-Columbian cultural complex used for ceremonies, trade, and political activity. While interesting enough to garner a UNESCO seal, Cici had been fascinated with the Chacoan society because of a story her mother, Sandra, had told her and her sister as they’d sat overlooking the Plaza in Santa Fe—the last place the gambler was supposed to visit.

      Anna Carmen had begged their mom to drive them to Chaco, but they’d never had time. Later, once Sandra died, Anna Carmen had asked Cici to go with her to poke through the great house built by the Chacoans to buy back the men, women, and children won by the gambler, but Cici had been too far away, then too busy.

      Today, she was fulfilling that promise to her sister, exploring Pueblo Bonita, one of the many ruined complexes, taking in the sheer majesty of the multi-storied adobe structure, when the voices drifted forward on the wind.

      Now, after seeing the men and the guns, Cici knew, deep in her bones, she had moved well beyond the realm of reasonable and into a category of the most rotten luck possible.

      She wished her dogs were with her. Or Sam.

      Sam.

      She swallowed hard.

      She’d slunk from town at the first opportunity to avoid him. The problem was, Cici couldn’t see Detective Samuel Chastain and remain the pal-around-gal she’d been all these years. Ever since he’d kissed her, Cici’s lips tingled whenever she so much as heard his voice. And that was just…just…well, it was damn uncomfortable was what it was.

      Later. Focus on that later. When she wasn’t so near guns. Crap on Challah bread. This wasn’t how she saw her first vacay in three years going.

      She needed a thick copse of trees to dash into. Or more rocks. Anything she could hide behind and use to her advantage.

      Sadly, nothing appeared.

      She sucked in a deep breath and edged toward a doorway. From it, she looked forward through three more doorways. She kept her back pressed against the adobe bricks. Mud and straw—not much protection against a bullet, but the best Cici could use. Nothing moved.

      With a deep breath, she scuttled forward, much like a hermit crab darting from the safety of one too-small shell to its hopeful new home.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw two of the men. The man pointing the gun seemed more nervous than the man staring down the barrel. The man with the gun pointed at him must have caught her movement from the corner of his eye because he shifted, forcing Guttural Voice to turn his back toward Cici as she edged farther through the complex.

      “Care to explain how we moved from casual acquaintances of maybe-we-should-work-together to you pointing a pistol at my chest?”

      At the next intersection, Cici paused. She breathed in deep and let the breath trickle out, seeking enough serenity to think of a plan. Her brain kept screaming run!

      But that wasn’t her smartest move. Not with more than a quarter mile between her and her car—the only route of escape. Keys! They were in her pack. She needed those to make a faster getaway.

      Slowly, to avoid making any additional noise, Cici took off her pack and shoved her hand inside the small side compartment. She took her time, undoing the clip that held her key chain with one hand, grasping the keys with her other fist.

      “When you decided to stick your nose into our business and take items that do not belong to you.”

      “Let me play along. Suppose I did take something—and I’m not saying I did. But if I did, were you the original owner?”

      “You say stupid things. Who owned originally doesn’t matter. What matters is I have it now.”

      “But, based on what you said, you do not have the…what is it?”

      Guttural Voice swore. “You’re trying to confuse me. Trying to bait me into telling you what I took…” Guttural Voice cursed again. “Never mind that. You didn’t do your homework on the Bratva.” Guttural Voice seemed to be speaking away from her.

      Bratva? Cici shook her head. Not a word she knew.

      “I work in permitting oil and gas leases for the State of New Mexico. Until now, I’ve never heard anyone mention something called the Bratva,” the man said. “Doesn’t sound Spanish.”

      Where was Don? Hopefully moving toward the back of the complex, where Cici stood moments before.

      Guttural Voice laughed, but it sounded more like a dying donkey. “Oh, it isn’t. But you know what it is. Lesson one, the Bratva does not hand out invitations, Mr…, ah, what did you want us to call you? Right. Vasiliev.”

      Cici reshouldered her pack, still grasping her keys in her hand.

      Russian surname. Cici had heard it often enough in Manhattan and in Boston.

      She scooched forward, trying to control her breathing as she worked her way around one of the rounded kivas in the floor.

      Why the pre-Puebloans chose to build so many sinkholes proved incomprehensible. Yes, yes, the kivas connected the underworld with the earthly realm. This was their church. All great points, but large kivas made escaping complex situations more difficult.

      Maybe that was the point.

      Anna Carmen, I’m sorry I was angry with you. I need some help. Now would be a good time to…do something. Like commune with any shaman or another spirit hanging out here, unhappy to have invaders clambering all over their spiritual sites.

      In that brief flash of panicked prayer, Cici never considered herself an unwelcome invader. She swallowed hard. Wait. The Chacoans disappeared hundreds of years before the great Spanish drive north into this part of the country.

      Okay…so maybe, to the Chacoans, Cici wasn’t a conquistadora.

      Her family invaded their homelands. She totally was an invader.

      Never mind, Aci. I just need help to get out of here.

      “Sergei, come here!”

      Guttural Voice—his name was Sergei, apparently—grumbled.

      “What?”

      “Found a baggie. It’s half full of trail mix.”

      “So?” Sergei called back.

      “Looks new. Chocolate bits aren’t that melted. Yum. This is good stuff.”

      Sergei grumbled about how something could look new when it was litter. He must have moved toward Don. Cici worked her way around the next circle. A few more steps and she’d be back to the path. Her chest tightened. This mad dash would be the scariest part. She would not be able to look back to see if the men were shooting while simultaneously dodging cacti and rocks.

      She sucked in a deep belly-full of air, like she used to at her lacrosse games. Another as she settled into the old, comfortable running position.

      Behind her, the sound of scuffling rose.

      Pah-ting!

      Cici jerked. No, not a firecracker going off. She was too familiar with that sound.

      Pah-ting. Pah-ting. Pah-ting. Pah-ting.

      Her heart raced as she shoved off the ground and broke into a sprint.

      Behind her, more gunshots slammed into the earth.
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            Cici

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        We have two lives, and the second begins when we realize we only have one.― Confucius

      

      

      Cici ducked her head, prayed even harder to her sister and God, and kept running. She veered one way off the path, then came back and went the other. She, like so many people around the country, read the recent articles about the less-than-stellar hit record of highly trained police when trying to gun down a moving target.

      Dios mio, she forced more speed into her legs and hoped the guys behind her were no better than the policemen in this country with their shots. At least then she had a chance.

      Seriously, Aci, I need your help.

      The last part she yelled in full caps inside her head, hoping to get her twin’s attention.

      Nothing. No cosmic shifting or grand diversions occurred.

      Cici muttered a curse under her breath, unable—because of her inability to draw a deep breath—and unwilling to yell it as she had the last time she was this angry with her sister.

      Pah-ting! That bullet’s heat seared her ankle, causing Cici to yelp and pump her legs even faster.

      Aci, help me out, please.

      More shots echoed through the canyon, burning her ears and causing her to flinch. The hot wind kicked up around her, seeming to bend toward her body, almost as if it propelled her forward.

      Winds were strange out here—shifting, fickle, and strong. The gust pushed her off the trail and Cici leaped over a rock, continuing to pump her arms and legs.

      A cactus to her right—just off the trail where she’d been—exploded. Cici bit her lip as some of the spines tunneled deep into her skin. Those hurt. No time to falter, no time to even consider the pain—like the moment when her hands were all scraped up as she drove through that ragged hole in the chain-link fence two months ago.

      Run. Cici’s legs tore across the ground, flying underneath her with a speed she never exhibited on the lacrosse field. Feet pounded behind her. She picked up speed, moving faster yet. Her heart hammered so loud, she almost couldn’t hear the person running behind her. Her chest burned like she’d swallowed lightning.

      “Go! Go!” the man behind her yelled, his arms out straight as if he meant to push her.

      Mr. Vasiliev. The man who’d stared down the barrel of the gun.

      They hit the edge of the parking lot with Vasiliev mere steps behind her—curse his long legs—and Cici veered toward her car. She popped the locks of her Subaru and slammed into the seat, trying to ignore how awkward her back was arched, thanks to her pack that she didn’t stop to take off. Mr. Vasiliev ripped open the passenger-side car door and buckled himself into the seat.

      Cici turned to stare at him, her breath ripping in and out of her lungs. “What are you⁠—”

      “What are you waiting for?” Mr. Vasiliev growled. “You have to realize they aren’t the only ones in the area. Drive this damn thing!”

      He pulled Cici’s seat belt across her body and buckled her in. The nylon edge bit into the soft skin of her throat, causing it to sting and burn.

      “Now!” he barked.

      His tone—that same one Cici’s father liked to use—snapped her out of her stupor. She shoved the key into the ignition and gunned the engine as she reversed the car out of the lot.

      More fireworks, no those were gunshots, sounded behind them. One rock or bullet ricocheted off some part of the rear of her car with a sickening sound of grinding metal. Cici gripped the steering wheel and ducked lower in her seat so that she could barely see out the front windshield. The radio blared the last song she’d connected through her phone—Dan Tyminski’s voice warbled out about dogs and deadbolts.

      She reached toward the radio dial at the same time as the man, and they both slammed their palms on the volume button, leaving the interior of the car in ringing silence.

      She pressed the gas harder, straight down to the floorboard, ignoring the way her head bounced and the backend of the vehicle sprayed gravel before its tires caught and the car lurched forward. The Subaru gained speed at a rapid clip along the smooth one-way road that wound around nine miles of ruins. For the moment, Cici ignored the engine’s high-pitched whine and instead focused on putting as much distance between her and the men with the guns as possible.

      “Who the hell are you?” she snapped at the man sitting in the seat beside her.

      Mr. Vasiliev glanced back over his shoulder. Slowly, his hand reappeared from the pocket of his trousers. He slammed a fist on his thigh as he sighed.

      “The man who just ruined your life.”
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        Worry not that no one knows you; seek to be worth knowing.― Confucius

      

      

      “She what?” Sam asked, his words clipped and hard, as he stared at Evan. The other man stood at even height with Sam, blond and big-boned to Sam’s dark hair and more lithe build.

      “Left a couple of hours ago,” Evan said, his eyes trained on Sam’s face. Looking for…what?

      “When, exactly, did she leave?” Sam asked, leaning against the doorjamb to Cici’s house, shooting for a level of nonchalance he most certainly couldn’t maintain for long.

      “I’m going to guess around dawn.”

      Hell. Even in September, sunrise came before six in the morning. Considering it was only eight now, Cici must have been prepped and ready for this trip.

      She never mentioned it to Sam. “I left her a message last night. Told her I’d stop by this morning.”

      “When I talked with her last night, she said she wanted to get to Chaco with plenty of daylight,” Evan said.

      “Last night? What time?”

      Evan scratched his chin. Of course, being a lawyer, Evan was clean-shaven and his hair was styled back. Nothing was ever out of place or mussed. Sam found that fact—everything about Evan—annoying.

      Not as damn frustrating as the fact Sam could no longer ignore: Cici was avoiding him. From what Evan had said, Sam couldn’t pretend it to be otherwise now.

      Not that he blamed her. Fine. Yes, he did.

      He’d hoped their hike today would be the time, finally, to air out the grievances she’d been harboring. Hard to do when Cici had sneaked off.

      To avoid talking to him.

      “I spoke to her about ten,” Evan said.

      Sam’s hands clenched into fists. He’d called Cici and left her a message about a half-hour before she’d called Evan.

      Mona, one of Cici’s large Great Pyrenees, stuck her white head under his hand and looked up at him with those soulful brown eyes he couldn’t resist.

      “Yes, I’ll walk you, sweet girl,” Sam muttered to the dog. With a sigh, he gave her black-edged ears one last stroke. “Go get your leash.” The dog pranced back with an excited yip.

      Turning back, Sam focused on Evan again. “Did she say anything else?”

      “Nope. But thanks for walking the dog. She’s got more energy than her brother. He only made it around the block when I took them earlier.”

      Sam didn’t care about that. He rocked back on his heels, unable to keep from asking, “So, you have no idea why she up and left?”

      “Oh, I have an idea,” Evan said, the annoyance Sam detected in Evan’s voice stronger now.

      Sam gritted his teeth. “Care to share it?”

      “Care to tell me why Jeannette was at your place, drinking beer and looking all cozy when you’d asked Cici over for dinner—you know, a date.”

      “Did Cici tell you that?” Sam asked, anger beginning to burn in his stomach. Then, he processed the rest of what Evan had said. A date. Cici had considered their time together a date.

      Sam wanted to take Cici on a date. He’d never asked her out—never romanced her—before.

      “No, fool. I heard it from Jeannette. Boy, was she pissed at you.”

      “I don’t see what my relationship with Jeannette has to do with you,” Sam said, voice and posture stiff. Or how Jeannette was allowed to be ticked off when she was the one who ruined his evening—his whole week, apparently—with Cici.

      How and when had Jeannette and Evan started talking? He’d save that tidbit for later. Right now, he needed more information about Cici skipping town.

      Evan chuckled. “I’m going to hope you came here today because you want to know how to fix the hole you dug by inviting Jeannette over. Here’s the thing: you can’t.”

      “The hell I can’t!” Sam snapped back. He swallowed the irritation lashing up his spine and throat. No way was he accepting that he couldn’t fix whatever was wrong with his relationship with Cici. That was…well, any chance of Sam not getting to spend time with Cici was… unacceptable. And scarier than any thought but losing her. “And I didn’t invite Jeannette over,” Sam added in a mutter.

      “You hurt Cici, man,” Evan said. His voice was lower, but Sam heard the underlying censure there.

      Mona ran back toward the front door, her brown leather leash dangling from her grinning mouth. She skidded to a halt just short of knocking Sam in the legs, dropped her leash, and thumped her butt down in a sitting position, her long, plumed tail wagging in feverish excitement.

      “All right,” Sam said, trying to man up under the unpleasantness of being told off by his best friend’s ex-fiancée. “Let’s go, Mona.” He raised his gaze to Evan’s. “We’ll be back in an hour or so.”

      “Sam?”

      Sam turned back to face Evan, whose large body fidgeted in Cici’s doorway.

      “She, ah…she said she’s not sleeping. And, well, when I came by last night with dinner, Cici looked like she’d been crying.”

      “She has been,” Sam said on a sigh. “A lot.”

      “Right.” Evan cleared his throat. “I mean…well, these past few weeks have been like losing Anna Carmen all over again, now that we know the why.”

      Sam eyed Evan’s bleak expression. Anna Carmen’s death might be solved, but none of the people who loved her felt better knowing her killer was also dead because both Sam and Evan knew the drug syndicate would find another path into Santa Fe soon enough.

      “And then there was the whole situation with the Bruins’ baby.”

      Sam’s lips curved down as he dipped his head. So much had happened in such a short span of time. He dropped his sunglasses onto his nose.

      “Sam?” Evan’s voice dropped a little lower. Possibly a warning. “She has a letter from a church in Portland.” Evan’s words hammered against Sam’s chest. “With a job offer. She asked me to look it over today. It’s a pretty good one.”

      Before Sam could think of a suitable reply, Evan slammed the door shut. Mona pawed at his leg, clearly ready for a long walk.

      Cici had never hinted to him she was leaving today, never mentioned anything about a job offer. When had she interviewed?

      Sam mulled over the potential options based on what he knew of her schedule these past few weeks. Must have been while he was wrapping up all the paperwork from the last case. Cici would have had time to fly out to Portland and fly back during the past few weeks.

      Not that Cici needed to say anything to Sam about her job. But this was the first time since he’d picked her up from the airport after her sister’s death that Cici kept something from him. Cici wouldn’t approve of his hovering. She was independent, capable. Sam respected those qualities in her, especially, even as they annoyed him. Which those traits did now.

      She was four hours away in desolate country—alone.

      Sam turned toward the path, Mona’s leash clutched tightly in his hand, as he tried to make sense of Evan’s words…and his own jumbled thoughts.

      All he knew for sure was that the feeling in his chest was an awful lot like panic.
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        It does not matter how slowly you go as long as you do not stop.― Confucius

      

      

      “What?!” Cici gasped. “Why are you trying to destroy my life? Oh my…I don’t even know you.”

      Shouts and shots directed toward them, though thankfully, still distant. But the men would reach their vehicle soon and speed after Cici and the mystery man in her passenger seat.

      Cici gripped the steering wheel so tightly her whole hands turned white and vibrated against the stiff leather. She shot down the road, hoping against hope this madness would stop.

      Mr. Vasiliev sighed as the engine revved even louder in protest.

      “Because you are now an accessory to my…let’s call it an investigation. And, though us being shot at should make this apparent, today, in case you were under some false pretenses, I managed to royally piss off the Russians I was supposed to be gathering intel on.”

      “No way. I don’t want to be involved.” Cici struggled to maintain some semblance of rhythmic breathing. Between the mad dash to her car and the hyperventilating realities Mr. Vasiliev threw out there, Cici half expected to pass out and blow her car into a fiery crash before they made it out of the national park.

      At least that would be less painful than what the men now following them seemed to have in mind for this man. And her.

      She glanced over, trying to take in as much of him as possible while maintaining the necessary focus on the road. Mr. Vasiliev was attractive. His light brown hair lay smooth against his skull in a conservative cut. Slashes of dark brown brows sat over deep-seated, always-roving coffee-brown eyes. Strong jaw, stern lips.

      “Get out of my car,” Cici said. Though it was a half-hearted attempt—more of a hope he had a better plan than sticking close to her. No way Cici would permit the man to get shot.

      “Wouldn’t do me any good to leave now,” Mr. Vasiliev said, his voice calm and much too reasonable considering the direness of their lives’ current trajectory. “Would do you less. I’ve been with you. Best I can do now is make sure you stay alive. Because my…well, I guess we can call them associates will not allow you to live. They’ll worry I gave you something or told you something.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      Mr. Vasiliev shrugged. “Men of that caliber won’t take the chance.”

      “One vacation,” she grumbled, glancing up at the sky. “That’s all I wanted. I wanted two days to myself.”

      Her heart stuttered as she considered what her problems were an hour ago. Stay in Santa Fe or go to Portland. Now, Cici hoped she had the opportunity to make that decision.

      “Nice driving back there,” Mr. Vasiliev said.

      Cici yanked her gaze from the road to her passenger, much as she yanked her mind back onto the task at hand. “Thanks. Learned it
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