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Chapter One

 

Isabella Mumphrey, anthropologist and World Intelligence Agency operative, stood in her kitchen making sugar cookies and singing Christmas carols. She hadn’t been this excited about the holiday since her sixth birthday. She would be spending Christmas with her Venezuelan lover, DEA agent Tino Constantine. 

Faint Native American drumming and Alabaster, her cockatoo, shouting “Who’s there! Who’s there!” interrupted Isabella’s cookie making and sent her scrambling to find her cell phone. 

Daddy!

She hit the respond button. “Hi Daddy! Merry Christmas!” 

“You sound happy. I’m glad you have someone in your life you can spend the holidays with. But this isn’t a personal call. I wouldn’t ask you to take on a job right now, but it’s in Phoenix and it needs a person who has knowledge of Maya artifacts.” 

Her happiness was squashed by his immediate business-like tone and the fact he was putting her to work on her first Christmas in twenty years that she could spend with someone she cared about.  

“There are other agents in the area you could contact.” She didn’t want to sound like a whining, spoiled child; however, she wasn’t about to miss this important first holiday with Tino.

“That’s true. But none have your expertise. I promise, this won’t interfere with any Christmas plans.” He cleared his throat. “It’s not classified. If you want to drag Tino along, I give my permission.”

While she wasn’t excited to even do the mission, having Tino along might make it go faster. 

“Ok, what’s the mission?” She strolled over to Alabaster’s cage and handed him a brazil nut to chomp on and keep him quiet so she could hear Daddy’s instructions. 

“A package will arrive by messenger in an hour. There shouldn’t be any problems, but keep in touch.” 

The connection clicked. 

She wandered back into the kitchen and pulled the last pan of cookies out of the oven. Staring at the ingredients simmering on the stove, her chest tightened. She wanted to make this a Christmas Tino would never forget. He’d told her of a Venezuelan tradition he missed since the deaths of his family. She’d scoured the internet and found a recipe for Hallaca, a plantain-leaf-wrapped food that required days to prepare. A pot of chopped vegetables and meat simmered on the stove. 

  Should I keep making hallaca or am I going to have to go right out and get started on this mission? Watching the ingredients bubble, tears burned behind her eyes. I finally have a chance at a normal life and Daddy has to call. 

This was the first time in over twenty years she would have a real Christmas. She’d purchased a fresh, well, fresh for Arizona, evergreen tree. The five-foot noble fir stood in the small living room waiting for she and Tino to decorate it with the ornaments they purchased during the Thanksgiving shopping crush. She couldn’t wait for tonight. They’d decorate the tree, sip wine, and enjoy the first family Christmas either of them had had in years. 

Once she’d discovered there wasn’t a real Santa Claus, her parents had stopped making Christmas a magical time. Her seventh Christmas she’d come home from the boarding school and found only the housekeeper at the apartment. They’d watched Christmas specials on TV and the next morning there were two packages under the tree; a bright colored scarf from the housekeeper and a new coat from her parents. Once she became a teenager, her Christmas presents from her parents were their voices in a phone call. 

Christmas wasn’t about material things. It never had been, but the more her parents drifted away, the more she mourned the way her family had celebrated those first six Christmases. The three of them putting out cookies for Santa and on Christmas morning gathering around a Christmas tree her mother had delivered from a department store to see what Santa had brought. 

And the Christmas day brunch. One of the few occasions throughout the year when they all sat down together as a family and had a meal. She had to lose these melancholy feelings and look toward the future.

Strong arms wrapped around her middle and Tino placed his chin on her head. “You’re making hallaca for me?” 

The warmth and excitement in his voice swept her misery away. She spun in his arms. 

“Yes. You mentioned how you missed this dish. I only hope I can make it as well as your mother and grandmother.” She placed her head on his chest and listened to the rhythm of his beating heart. She didn’t have a doubt in her mind, she loved his man. Had from the moment he teased her about the howler monkeys in the Guatemala jungle.

“You already have the main ingredient, love.” He kissed the top of her head. 

Isabella tipped her face upwards and was rewarded with a knee-buckling kiss. If he kept this up, she’d be nothing but a puddle of needy woman by dinner time. 

He drew out of the kiss, dropping soft kisses over her face. When he no longer kissed her, she peered into his eyes. 

“Did I hear Alabaster yelling ‘Who is there’?” Tino asked, picking up a cooled cookie. 

“Yes. Daddy called. I have an assignment.”

Tino swallowed the bite of cookie. “But it’s only three days until Christmas. Our first Christmas together.”  His brow furrowed. 

“He said it was local, and it wouldn’t interfere with Christmas.” She rubbed a hand up and down his arm. “And he said you could help me.”

Tino’s hand raising the cookie to his mouth stopped halfway. “I can help? Your father doesn’t like anyone but WIA to work your cases.”

“He said it wasn’t classified.” She bit the cookie waving around in front of her nose. 

“What is the assignment?” Tino popped the rest of the sweet into his mouth and picked up another one. 

“I’ll find out when the package is delivered.” She stepped out of his one-armed embrace. “While we wait, how about helping me with the hallaca.” 

 


Chapter Two

 

An hour later the doorbell rang. Isabella held one of the box of ornaments she and Tino had purchased. She stood by the tree scrutinizing the decorations while waiting for Tino to come out of the shower. This would be their first Christmas memory together. Decorating the tree.

“Door! Door!” shouted Ally moving back and forth from foot to foot and bobbing his white- plumed head.

“I have it, Ally, pipe down.” Isabella opened the door. 

A man in his mid-twenties wore a baseball cap with the insignia of a local delivery service. “Isabella Mumphrey?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Sign for a package.” He held out an electronic clipboard.

She signed her name, and he handed her a carved wooden block the size of a softball. 

“This is it? No envelope?” she asked, running her fingertips over the intricate carvings on every side of the cube.

“That’s it.” The man pivoted and left. 

Isabella slowly closed the door, staring at the box. Why would Daddy only send her a small box? What was the assignment? To open the box? To discover where it came from?  Questions bounced around in her head. She stared at the block of wood. 

“Did you get the assignment?” Tino walked out of the bedroom, a towel draped around his lower body. He’d headed for a shower when the first batch of ingredients for the hallaca were in the pot simmering.  

Isabella pulled her gaze from the wood to the half-naked man in her living room. Seeing Tino in only a towel, Isabella’s thoughts dove straight to the bedroom and how she and Tino could celebrate his return home. 

Tino snapped his fingers in front of her. 

She shook off the steamy ideas swirling in her head and turned the block over and around.

“Where did you get that piece of wood?” Tino asked.

 “It was delivered without a note or anything.” Her fingers continued to trace the carvings on the cube. Her mind hummed, going through the photographic files in her brain trying to remember where she’d seen this type of symbol before. They had a classic square shape. 

“It’s Maya. Pre-Classic period.” Her finger dipped into each crevice and over the swells. Some of the symbols were still used today, others… “I need to go to the university library.” 

“It is closed for the holiday,” Tino said. 

“I have keys.”

“To the library?” 

“No, but I’m good at picking locks.” 

“I’ll get dressed. You might need someone along in case you get put in jail.” Tino ducked into the bedroom. 

Isabella slid the cube into her backpack, covered the cookies, and turned the burner off under the simmering mixture of meat, spices, and vegetables. She strode into the bedroom and grabbed her survival vest. What had started out as a security blanket of sorts at the age of ten, was now an essential piece of clothing when exploring and on missions. 

“Why do you wear your vest?” Tino
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