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Prologue

Ny

The sky growled. Lightning shattered the darkness, flashing an image of heavy
wood and wet stone. The gargoyle flanking the door leered at him in the brief
burst of light as he fitted his key to the lock.

Rain and darkness suited the old house, Michael thought as he swung the door
open. Suited his mood, too.

The only light in the foyer came from a Christmas tree winking at him merrily
from one corner. The wide stairwell was dark, and no light came from the hall
that led to his brother's office.

Jacob wouldn't be in bed yet. The playroom, maybe. Michael's boots squeaked
on the marble floor, reminding him that he was dripping wet.

Ada wouldn't thank him for tracking water all over. He stopped by a high-
backed wooden chair that resembled a throne and pulled off his boots and leather
jacket. Before tossing the jacket on the chair, he pulled a thick envelope from an
inner pocket.

His steps were soundless now as he made his way to the back of the house. He
paused in the doorway to the playroom.

The lights were off. A fire burned in the fireplace, hot and bright, tossing
shadows along the walls. The windows were bare to the night, rain-washed, and
the limb of one young elm tapped against the glass like fretful fingers. Jacob sat in
the wing chair beside the fireplace, his legs outstretched, his face turned to the
fire. He held a brandy snifter in one hand.

Michael smiled. "Snob. That expensive French stuff doesn't taste any better
than what | can get at the grocery store for $12.95 a bottle."

If he'd startled his brother, it didn't show. Very little did, with Jacob. The face
he turned to Michael revealed neither pleasure nor surprise, but the welcome was
there, in his voice. "I have a palate. You drink like a teenager, purely for the
effect.”

"True." Michael moved into the room.

It was furnished in a haphazard way at odds with the elegance of the rest of the
house. Every time their father had taken a wife, the new Mrs. West had
redecorated. Michael and his brothers had gotten in the habit of stashing their
favorite pieces here. The playroom had become a haven for castoffs in more ways
than one.

There was a library table that had once been the property of a Spanish viceroy
of Mexico. It made him think of his brother Luke and countless games of poker—
which Luke had usually won. Michael's second-oldest brother might seem
reckless, but he had always been good at calculating the odds. Luke was almost as
at home with a deck of cards as he was on the back of a horse.

A chessboard with jade and jet pieces sat on the table now. Michael paused
there to pick up the jet king and turn it over and over in the hand that wasn't
holding the thick envelope. Chess had always been Jacob's game. The patience



and planning of it had suited him when they were young, just as his careful
accumulation of wealth did now.

Michael sighed and put the chess piece down. It was hard to ask, but worse not
to know. "How's Ada?"

"Mean as ever." Jacob stood. He was a big man, Michael's oldest brother. Big all
over, and four inches taller than Michael's six feet. His hair was short and thick, a
brown so dark it almost matched Michael's black hair; his shirt, too, was dark,
with the subtle sheen of silk. "She's doing well, Michael. The treatments are
working."

The breath he hadn't realized he was holding came out in a dizzy rush. He
cleared his throat. "Good. That's good."

"You here for a while?"

"I'll have to leave in the morning. I've been..." He glanced at the envelope still in
his hand. "Taking care of business. You have anything to drink other than that
fancy cologne you're sipping?"

"I think I can find something cheap enough to please you." Jacob moved over to
the bar. "How much of an effect are you after?"

"More than that,” Michael said when his brother paused after pouring two
fingers of bourbon.

Jacob handed him the glass. "You can start with this. You won't be here long
enough to nurse a hangover."

"I'll nurse it on the plane." He let his restless feet carry him to the pinball
machine in the corner.

Pinball—that had been his game back when they all lived here. Flash and
speed, he thought, and swallowed cheap fire, grimacing at the taste but relishing
the burn. He'd been drawn to both back then. Lacking Jacob's patience and Luke's
athleticism, he'd settled for the gifts he did have—a certain quickness of hand, eye
and body.

He couldn't complain. Agility was an asset for a man who lived the way he did.
So was a clear mind ... but tonight he preferred to be thoroughly fuzzed. He tossed
back the rest of the liquor.

Jacob's eyebrow lifted. "In a hurry?"

He shrugged and went over to the bar to refill his glass. What he'd done—what
he intended to do—was for Ada, and therefore worth the sacrifice. Without the
treatments administered by a Swiss clinic, she would die. But the treatments
were experimental and very, very expensive.

There had been only one way for the West brothers to raise the money to keep
Ada alive. The trust, the be-damned trust their father had left his fortune tied up
in, could be dissolved and they could claim the inheritance none of them had
wanted to touch ... once they fulfilled the conditions.

Luke had already done his part. Michael intended to do his—that's why he was
here. Jacob wouldn't be far behind ... all three of them dancing to the old man's
piping at last, five years after burying him.

Jacob set his snifter on the bar. "Pour me some more while you're at it. I'm not
interested in a hangover, but I'll keep you company. What's the occasion?"



"What else?" He tossed the envelope on the bar. "That's a copy of the
prenuptial agreement your lawyer drew up for me, duly signed and notarized."

"I see. Found someone already, have you?"

Michael lifted his glass, empty now, in a mocking salute. "Congratulate me. I'm
getting married as soon as | get back from this mission. So tonight, I'm going to
get very, very drunk."



One

Were they coming for her?

She sat bolt upright, thrust from sleep into wakefulness. The bed ropes creaked
beneath her. The taste of fear was thick and dry in her mouth. Dan, she thought.
Dan, why aren't you here?

There was, of course, no answer.

If it had been a sound that awakened her, she heard nothing now except the
rhythmic rasp of Sister Maria Elena's breathing in the bed beside her. Darkness
pressed against her staring eyes, the unrelieved blackness only possible far from
the artificial glow of civilization.

Automatically her gaze flickered toward the door. She couldn't see a thing.

Thank God. Her sigh eased a single hard knot of fear. If they came for her at
night—and they might—they would have to bring a light. She'd be able to see it
shining around the edges of the door.

Her gaze drifted to the outside wall where whispers of starlight bled through
cracks between the boards, smudging the darkness. Soldiers had hammered those
boards over the window when they'd first locked her in this room last week.

One week. When morning came, she would have been here a full seven days.
Waiting for the man they called El Jefe to return and decide if she were to live or
die ... or, if the taunts of her guards were true, what form that death would take.

He would decide Sister Maria Elena's fate, too, she reminded herself, and
wished the fear didn't always come first, hardest, for herself. But while the sister
was a religioso, she was also a native of San Christobal, not a representative of the
nation El Jefe hated even more than he hated organized religion. She was old and
ill. He might spare her.

AJ. pushed back the thin blanket, careful not to wake the nun, and swung her
legs to the floor. Her knees were rubbery. Her breath came quick and shallow,
and her hands and feet were chilled.

She ignored the physical symptoms of terror as best she could, making her way
by touch and memory to the boarded-up window. There she folded her long legs
to sit on the cool, dirty floor. Spaces between the boards let in fresh air—chilly,
this far up in the mountains, but welcome. She smelled dampness and dirt, the
wild green aroma of growing things, the heavier perfume of flowers. Even now, in
the dry season, there were flowers here.

Wherever "here" was. She didn't know where the soldiers had brought her
when they'd raided La Paloma, the sleepy village where she'd been working. San
Christobal had a lot of mountains.

The boards let in slices of sky along with air. And if the sky was clear ... yes,
when she leaned close she could see a single star. The sight eased her.

The night wasn't truly silent. Inside, there was the labored breathing of the
feverish nun. Outside, frogs set up a staccato chorus, and the soft whirring of
wings announced the hunt of some night-flying bird. Somewhere not too far
away, a man cried out a greeting in Spanish and was answered. The distant



scream of a puma rattled the night. Then there was only the sighing of wind
through trees.

So many trees. Even without boards, without soldiers and fear, it had been
hard sometimes to find enough sky here to feed a soul used to the open plains of
west Texas.

AJ. tried not to regret coming to San Christobal. That, too, was hard. Her eyes
stayed open while her lips moved in a soundless prayer.

It shamed her, how deep and terrible her fear was. It weakened her, too, and
she would need strength to get through whatever was to come. So she would pray
and wait here, wait and watch as her slivers of sky brightened. In the daylight, she
could remember who she was. There was Sister Maria Elena to care for then, and
birdsong and monkey chatter to listen to. In the daylight, the slices of sky
between the cracks would turn brilliantly blue. She could steady herself against
those snatches of life.

But at night, locked into the darkness, she felt alone, lost, forgotten. In the
darkness, she missed Dan intensely—and blamed him, too, as foolish as that was.
In the darkness, the fear came back, rolling in like the tide of a polluted ocean.
Sooner or later, he would be back. The one they called El Jefe. He would finish
killing people elsewhere and return to his headquarters.

Being left alone was a good thing, she reminded herself. El Jefe was a man who
believed in killing for his cause—but he didn't condone rape. Neither she nor
Sister Maria Elena had been harmed in that way. AJ. watched her star and
murmured a prayer of thanks.

If she hadn't been sitting with her head almost touching the boards, she
wouldn't have heard the sound. Softer than a whisper, so soft she couldn't say
what made it—save that it came from outside. From the other side of the window.

Her breath stopped up in her throat. Her eyes widened.

Something blacked out her star.

"Reverend? Are you there?" The voice was male and scarcely louder than her
heartbeat. It came from only inches away. "Reverend Kelleher?"

It was also American.

Dizziness hit. If she had been standing, she would have fallen. "Yes," she
whispered, and had to swallow. "Yes, I'm here."

A pause. "I'm going to kill Scopes,"” that wonderful voice whispered.

"Wh-what?"

"I was expecting a baritone, not a soprano." There was a hint of drawl in the
whisper, a deliciously familiar echo of Texas. "Lieutenant Michael West, ma'am.
Special Forces. I've come to get you out of here."

"Thank God." The prayer was heartfelt.

"How old are you?"

"Thirty-two." She bit back the urge to ask him how old he was.

"Are you injured?"

"No, I—"

"On a scale of couch potato to superjock, how fit are you?"

Oh—he needed to know if she would be able to keep up. "I'm in good shape,
Lieutenant. But Sister Maria Elena is over sixty, and her leg—"



"Who?" The word came out sharp and a little louder.

"Sister Maria Elena,"” she repeated, confused. "She was injured when the
soldiers overran the village. I'm afraid she won't be able to ... Lieutenant?"

He'd begun to curse, fluently and almost soundlessly. "This nun—is she a U.S.
citizen?"

"No, but surely that doesn't matter."

"The U.S. can't rescue every native endangered by a bunch of Che Guevara
wannabes. And what would | do with her? Guatemala and Honduras aren't
accepting refugees from San Christobal, and Nicaragua is still pissed at the U.S.
over the carrier incident last spring. They wouldn't let us land a military
helicopter.”

"But—Dbut you can't just leave her here!"

"Reverend, getting you out is going to be tricky enough."

AlJ. leaned her forehead against one rough board and swallowed hope. It
lumped up sick and cold in her stomach. "Then I'm sorry," she whispered. "l can't
go with you."

There was a beat of silence. "Do you have any idea what El Jefe will do to you if
you're still here when he gets back?"

"I hope you aren't planning to give me any gruesome details. It won't help. |
can't leave Sister Maria Elena." Her voice wobbled. "She's feverish. It started with
a cut on her foot that got infected. Sh-she'll die without care."

"Lady, she's going to die whether you stay or go."

She wanted desperately to go with him. She couldn't. "I can't leave her."

Another, longer silence. "Do you know anything about the truck parked beside
the barracks?"

She shook her head, trying to keep up with the odd jumps his mind made. "I
don't know. They brought me here in a truck. A flatbed truck with metal sides that
smells like a chicken coop."

"That's the one. It was running last week?"

She nodded, then felt foolish. He couldn't see her. "Yes."

"Okay. Get your things together. Wait here—I'll be back."

She nearly choked on a giggle, afraid that if she started laughing she wouldn't
be able to stop. "Sure. I'm not going anywhere."

The moon was a skimpy sliver, casting barely enough light to mark the
boundaries between shadows. Michael waited in a puddle of deeper darkness, his
back pressed to the cement blocks of El Jefe's house. A sentry passed fifteen feet
away.

The sentries didn't worry him. He had a pair of Uncle Sam's best night goggles,
while the sentries had to rely on whatever night vision came naturally. He also
had his weapons—a SIG Sauer and the CAR 16 slung over his shoulder—but
hoped like hell he wouldn't have to use them. Shooting was likely to attract
attention. If he had to silence one of the sentries, he'd rather use one of the darts
in his vest pocket. They were loaded with a nifty knockout drug.

El Jefe's headquarters was like the rest of his military efforts—military in style
but inadequate. The self-styled liberator should have stayed a guerrilla leader,



relying on sneak attacks. He lacked the training to hold what he'd taken. In
Michael's not-so-humble opinion, San Christobal's government would have to
screw up mightily to lose this nasty little war. In a week or two, government
troops should be battling their way up the slope El Jefe's house perched on.

But what the guerrilla leader lacked in military training he made up for in
sheer, bloody fanaticism. A week would be too late for the soft-voiced woman
Michael had just left.

What was the fool woman doing here? His mouth tightened. Maybe she was no
more foolish than the three U.S. biologists they'd already picked up, who were
waiting nervously aboard the chopper. But she was female, damn it.

One sentry rounded the west corner of the house. The other had almost
reached the end of his patrol. Michael bent and made his way quickly and silently
across the cleared slope separating the compound from the forest. Then he
paused to scan the area behind him. The goggles rendered everything in grays,
some areas sharp, others fuzzy. Out in the open, though, where the sentry moved,
visibility was excellent. Michael waited patiently as the man passed the boarded-
up window. He wouldn't move on until he was sure he wouldn't lead anyone to
the rendezvous.

He was definitely going to kill Scopes.

It was Scopes who'd passed on word from a villager about some do-gooder
missionary who'd been captured by El Jefe's troops. He must have known the
minister was a woman, damn him. Andrew Scopes was going to strangle on his
twisted sense of humor this time, Michael promised himself.

Maybe the minister's sex shouldn't make a difference. But it did.

He remembered the way her voice had shaken when she'd whispered that she
couldn't go with him. She'd probably been crying. He hated a woman's tears, and
resented that he'd heard hers.

She was scared out of her mind. But she wasn't budging, not without her nun.

A nun. God almighty. Michael started winding through the trunks of the giants
that held up the forest canopy. Even with the goggles the light was poor here,
murky and indistinct, but he could see well enough to avoid running into
anything.

Why did there have to be a nun?

Since he'd joined the service, he'd had more than one hard decision to make.
Some of them haunted him late at night when ghosts come calling. But a nun! He
shook his head. His memories of St. Vincent's Academy weren't all pleasant, but
they were vivid. Especially his memories of Sister Mary Agnes. She'd reminded
him of Ada. Mean as a lioness with PMS if you hadn't done your homework, and
twice as fierce in defense of one of her kids.

Dammit to hell. This was supposed to have been a simple mission. Simple, at
least, for Michael's team. His men were good. True, Crowe was new, but so far
he'd proved steady. But gathering intelligence on the deadly spat brewing
between El Jefe and the government of San Christobal, rounding up a few terrified
biologists on the side, was a far cry from snatching captives from a quasi-military
compound.



Still, the compound wasn't heavily guarded, and the soldiers left behind when
El Jefe left to take the mountain road weren't well trained or equipped. Michael
and his men had watched the place for two days and a night; he knew what they
were up against. No floodlights, thank God, and the forest provided great cover.
Once they got their target out, they had three miles to cover to reach the clearing
where the Cobra waited with its cargo of nervous biologists. An easy run—unless
you were carrying an injured nun with fifteen armed soldiers in hot pursuit.

But El Jefe had thoughtfully left a truck behind. And, according to the Reverend,
it had been running a week ago, when they brought her here. There was a good
chance it was in working order.

If the truck ran...

She'd giggled. When he'd told her to wait there—meaning for her to wait by the
window so she would hear him when he returned—she'd answered with one
silly, stifled giggle. That sound clung to him like cobwebs, in sticky strands that
couldn't be brushed off. He crossed a narrow stream in the darkness of that
foreign forest, his CAR 16 slung over his back and memories of Popsicles melting
in the summer sun filling his mind.

Her giggle made him think of the first time he'd kissed a girl. The taste of grape
Nehi, and long-ago mornings when dew had glistened on the grass like every
unbroken promise ever made.

There was no innocence in him, not anymore. But he could still recognize it. He
could still be moved by it.

He could knock the Reverend out. It would be the sensible thing to do.
Downright considerate, even, since then she'd be able to blame him instead of
herself for the nun's fate.

Of course, he'd blame himself, too.

When was he going to grow up and get over his rescue-the-maiden complex? It
was going to get him killed one of these days. And, dammit, he couldn't get killed
now. He had to get married.

That wasn't the best way to talk himself out of playing hero.

He'd reached the fallen tree that was his goal. He stopped and whistled—one
low, throbbing note that mimicked a bird call. A second later, three men melted
out of the trees. Even with his goggles, he hadn't spotted them until they moved.
His men were good. The best. Even Scopes, though Michael still intended to ream
him a new one for his little joke.

He sighed and accepted the decision he'd already made, however much he'd
tried to argue himself out of it. He couldn't leave the Reverend to El Jefe's
untender mercy. Or the nun.

The Colonel was going to gut him for sure this time.

The wheeling of the earth had taken AJ.'s star out of sight. Now there was only
darkness between the slits in the boards.

Getting her things together had been easy. They hadn't let her bring any of her
possessions, not her Bible, not even a change of underwear. She had a comb and a
toothbrush tucked in her pocket, given to her a few days ago by a guard who still
possessed a trace of compassion. Of course, he probably expected to get them



back when she was killed. Still, she asked God to bless the impulse that had
moved him to offer her those tokens of shared humanity.

Waiting was hard.

He was coming back. Surely he was. And if he did ... when he did, he would take
her and the sister away with him. He had to.

She touched the place between her breasts where her cross used to hang and
wished she knew how long she'd been waiting. How long she still had to wait. If
the sun rose and he hadn't returned ... oh, she didn't want to give up hope. Painful
as it was, she didn't want to give it up.

Time was strange. So elastic. Events and emotions could compress it, wad up
the moments so tightly that hours sped by at breakneck speed. Or it could be
stretched so thin that one second oozed into the next with boggy reluctance. Slow
as molasses, she thought. Into her mind drifted an image of her grandfather's
freckled hand, the knuckles swollen, holding a jar of molasses, pouring it over a
stack of her mother's buttermilk pancakes...

"Hey, Rev."

Though the whisper was so soft it blended with the breeze, she jolted. "Yes." It
came out too loud, snatching the breath from her lungs. "I'm here."

"In a few minutes there will be an explosion at the east end of the compound.
Are you familiar with the setup?"”

An explosion? Her heart thudded. "I didn't see much when | was brought here,
and I've been kept in this room ever since. Are you going to ... Sister Maria Elena,
will you...?"

"Yeah." He sighed. "We'll take the sister. You ready? Got your things?"

"There's nothing." Her hand went to the place her cross used to hang. A soldier
with pocked skin and a missing tooth had yanked it off her neck. "Just Sister Maria
Elena."

"Is she ready to go?"

"She doesn't hear well. | didn't want to wake her to tell her what was going on.
| would have had to speak too loudly."

"Explanations will have to wait, then. The sentries are taken care of, but there
might be other guards inside the house."

The sentries were "taken care of?" What did that mean? She shivered. "Why an
explosion? Wouldn't it be better to sneak out?"

"We need a distraction. One of my men is going to blow up the barracks at the
other end of the compound. When it goes—"

"No." In her distress she rose to her knees, putting her hands against the
boards as if she could reach him through them. "No, the soldiers—they're
sleeping. You can't kill them when they're sleeping.”

"It's a shaped charge, just a little boom. Noisy enough to get their attention, but
most of the force will be dispersed upward, taking out the roof. It probably won't
kill anyone."

He sounded matter-of-fact, almost indifferent. As if death—Kkilling—meant
little to him. "Probably?"



"Keep your voice down," he whispered. "Look, this is war. A small one, but the
rules aren't the ones you're used to. These men would shoot you and the sister
without blinking. That's if you're lucky. They've done worse."

AJ. swallowed. The area where she'd been working had been peaceful at first.
She wouldn't have come to San Christobal if she'd known ... but after she'd
arrived, she'd heard rumors of atrocities in the mountains. Men shot, tortured,
villages burned. In Carracruz, the capital city, they blamed outlaws. In the rural
villages, they whispered of rebels. Of El Jefe.

"Maybe so. That doesn't make it right to kill them in their beds.”

"You worry about right and wrong, Rev. I'll worry about getting us out of here.
Here's the plan. There's a helicopter waiting three miles away. While the soldados
are busy worrying about the explosion, we get you and the sister out of here and
run like hell. There's a trail that runs into the road about half a mile from the
compound. We'll meet the truck there."

"What truck?"

"The one my men will liberate. It will get us to the copter. If everything goes
well, we'll be airborne about fifteen minutes after Scopes's bomb goes off. Got it?"

It sounded good. It sounded so good she was terrified all over again at the
sheer, dizzying possibility of escape. "Got it."

"One more thing. From this point on, I'm the voice of God to you."

"That's blasphemous."”

"It's necessary. You have the right to risk your own life, but you don't have the
right to endanger my men. You do what | say, when | say. No arguing, no
guestions. If | say jJump, | don't want to hear any nonsense about how high. Just
jump. Understood?"

"I'm not good at following orders blindly."

"You'd better learn fast, or I'll knock you out and make my job easier."

She swallowed. She didn't have any trouble believing Lieutenant Michael West
would knock her out if he considered it necessary. "You're supposed to be one of
the good guys."

"They don't make good guys like they used to, honey."

SL

"What?"

"You've called me Reverend, Rev, lady, and now honey. My name's AJ."

"Sounds more like—"

It was like being inside a clap of thunder—end-of-the-world loud, floor-
shaking, ear-bursting loud. His "little boom" had gone off.



Two

«N»
Michael had the first board popped off before his ears stopped ringing. He'd
brought a tire iron for that chore, borrowed from the shed that held the truck
Scopes and Trace were stealing at this very moment. He worked quickly, his SIG
Sauer in its holster, the CAR 16 on the ground. He'd drugged the closest sentry
before approaching the window; he could count on Hammond to take care of the
other one.

The nun had let out a screech when the bomb went off. The Reverend was
explaining things to her now—Ioudly.

A voice that was all bone-rumbling bass sounded behind him. "Do | get the one
that's yellin'?"

"Nope." Michael pried off the last board and stepped back. "You get the one that
screamed when Scopes's toy went boom. In you go."

"She'll start screamin' again when she sees me," Hammond said gloomily. The
team's electronics expert did look like the Terminator's bigger, blacker brother,
especially in camouflage with night goggles. He sighed and eased his six-feet-six
inches of muscle through the small window.

Michael tossed down the tire iron and picked up his CAR 16, keeping his back
to the window as he kept watch. He heard Hammond's low rumble assuring the
Reverend she could trust him with the sister; seconds later, he heard the
Reverend climbing out the window. He slid her one quick glance, then jerked his
gaze back to the clearing and the trees.

She sure as hell didn't look like any minister he'd ever seen.

That momentary glimpse hadn't given him a lot details, and his goggles robbed
the scene of color. But he'd noticed a slim, long-fingered hand that shook slightly.
A tangled wreck of curls that hung below her shoulders. A wide mouth in an
angular face, and big eyes fixed on the weapon he cradled. And about six feet of
legs.

Lord, she must be nearly as tall as he was. And ninety percent of her was legs.

What color were her eyes?

Hammond was at the window, ready to pass out a blanket-wrapped bundle.
Michael traded a CAR 16 for an armful of old woman.

Even through the blanket and the material of her habit, he felt the heat from
her fever. She was tiny, so light Hammond could probably cradle her in one arm
and still handle his weapon. She'd lost her wimple. Her hair was thin, short and
plastered to her skull. Her face was small and round and wrinkled ... and smiling.

She looked nothing like Sister Mary Agnes. Michael smiled back at her, told her
in Spanish that they would take good care of her, then passed her to Hammond.

The scream of automatic fire shattered the night, coming from the other end of
the compound. Good. The others were keeping the soldiers busy. His quick glance
took in the preacher's pallor and shocked eyes. He didn't know if it was the
gunfire that spooked her, or if she could see the huddled shape of the sentries a
few feet away.



He didn't have time to coddle her. "We'll go single file. Reverend, you're the
meat in the sandwich. Hammond and | can see where we're going. You can't, so
hook your hand in my utility belt. We'll be moving fast."

"AJ. My name is AJ."

He turned away. "Hang on tight." As soon as he felt her hand seize the webbed
belt at the small of his back, he moved out.

They crossed the clearing at a dead run and didn't slow much when they hit the
forest. The ground was rough, and the night must have been completely black to
her, but she didn't hold them up. A couple of times she stumbled, but her grip on
his belt kept her upright, and she kept moving.

Good for her. He blessed her long legs as he wove among the trees, listening to
the diminishing blast of gunfire behind them.

"Where are we going?"

"This trail intersects the road. We'll meet the truck there. There's a log here
you'll have to jump.” He leaped it.

She followed awkwardly but without falling. "This is a trail? Are you sure?"

He grinned, pleased with the trace of humor he heard in her voice. "Trust me.
It's here." He'd found and followed it last night. Fortunately, the canopy wasn't as
thick here as it was in some places—part of this forest was second-growth. But
that meant that there was more underbrush.

"Hammond," he said. "Anything?"

"No sign of pursuit, Mick."

Everything was going according to plan. It made Michael uneasy. Yeah, it was a
good plan, implemented by good men. Problem was, he'd never yet been on a job
where everything went according to plan. The truck might not start, or any of a
dozen things could go wrong with getting it out.

When they reached the road Michael's pessimism was rewarded. The truck
wasn't there. A fistful of soldiers were. And they were coming up the road, not
down it from the compound.

One second AJ. was running a step behind her rescuer, her hand locked for dear
life in the webbing of his belt while plants tried to trip her. The next, he stopped
so suddenly she slammed into him.

He didn't even wobble. Just spun, shoved her down and hit the ground beside
her.

She couldn't see a thing. Her hip throbbed from her rough landing in the dirt. A
stick was poking her shoulder, and she didn't know where Sister Maria Elena was.
The other soldier, the one with the face of a comic book villain and the Mr.
Universe body, wasn't beside them. When AJ. lifted her head to see what had
happened to him, a large hand pushed it back down so fast she got dirt in her
mouth.

He kept his hand on her neck. She felt breath on her hair, warm and close to
her ear. His whisper was so soft she barely heard it. "Soldiers coming up the road.
Not the ones from the compound.”



Oh, God. More soldiers. Now that she'd stopped running, she felt cold. So cold.
Or maybe it was his thumb, moving idly on her nape, that made goose bumps pop
out on her shivery flesh. Or fear. She tried to keep her whisper as nearly
soundless as his had been. "The truck?"

"Listen."

She heard it now—a motor laboring, moving toward them. And from the other
direction, voices of the soldiers he'd seen, coming up the rough dirt road. How
could they have gotten in front of the truck?

No, she realized, these soldiers weren't from the compound. They must be
some of El Jefe's other troops. Was El Jefe himself with them? Fear, sour and
brackish, mixed with the flavor of dirt in her mouth. She tried to breathe slowly,
to calm her racing heart.

Headlights! They splashed color against the dense black backdrop of trees just
up the road as the truck rounded a curve.

"We'll have a few seconds before they realize the truck isn't part of their team
anymore." His hand left her nape, and she felt him move, crouching beside her, his
weapon ready. "I've signaled Hammond. When he moves, you follow. Head for the
back of the truck."

The truck was closing the distance rapidly. Its headlights picked out three men
on the road ahead—ragged, but unmistakably soldiers.

"I'll lay covering fire if needed, then—hell! Damn that Crowe!"

Shots—machine-gun fast and deafeningly loud—came from the truck. One of
the soldiers jerked and fell. The rest scattered, leaping for cover. And firing back.

The gunfire hurled her back in time, to a place and moment she never wanted
to see again—past blurring the present with horror and blood. Her ears rang.
Terror spurted through her like flames chasing gasoline.

Someone yelled—it was him, Michael, the lieutenant—but she had no idea
what he was yelling. He waved his arm and the other soldier leaped right over
her, huge and dark and graceful. Then he was running toward the truck, the sister
in his arms, with the roar and hammer of gunfire exploding everywhere.

The truck had slowed, but it hadn't come to a complete stop. The soldier leaped
again and landed in the back of the rolling truck, the sister still in his arms. Oh,
God, it was still moving. It would pass them by. She had to get up, had to run—but
noise and terror, gunfire and memory smothered her, pressing her flat in the dirt.

The lieutenant grabbed her arm and jerked her to her knees. "Run!"

She gulped and shoved to her feet. A shadowy form loomed suddenly up out of
the darkness. Moonlight gleamed on the barrel of his gun—pointed right at them.

Gunfire exploded beside her. The shadowy form jerked, fell. Someone
screamed—was it her? Shots burst out all over, seeming to come from every
direction. Dirt sprayed up near her feet.

He seized her hand and dragged her after him at a dead run—into the forest.
Away from the truck.

She pulled against his grip and tried to make him let her go. Maybe she cried
out those words, let me go, let me go to the truck—but he dragged her after him,
into the forest. She stumbled, tripped, crashing into the loamy ground. He jerked
her to her feet and growled, "Run like the fires of hell are after you. They are."



She heard renewed gunfire. And she ran.

What followed was a nightmare of darkness and noise. The soldiers came after
them. She heard them crashing through the underbrush, heard them calling to
one another. And she heard their guns. Once, bark chips flew from a tree, cutting
her cheek, when a bullet came too close.

They ran and ran. The lieutenant gripped her hand as if she might try to get
away, but she no longer wanted to, no longer thought she could let go. She ran as
if her feet knew the ground her eyes couldn't see, trusting him because she had no
choice, relying on him to steer them both through the trees. She ran, images of
death following her, of the man he'd shot to save them both—the body jerking,
falling. Images of another man, shot under bright lights, not in darkness. Images
of blood.

She ran, grieving for the truck and the lost chance of escape, fleeing ever
deeper into the forest instead of being in the truck rolling rapidly away from guns
and blood and bullets. After a while her entire being focused on running, on the
dire importance of not falling, on the need to drag in enough breath to fuel her.
There was only flight and the strong, hard hand that held hers. Pounding feet and
a pounding heart and the sound and feel of him, so close to her, running with her.

Gradually, she realized she could see the black bulks of the trees and the vague
outline of the man who ran with her. There were grays now as well as blacks, and
dimness between the trees instead of complete darkness. She had an urge to look
up, a sudden hunger for the sky. If she could see a star, just one—receive the
sweet kiss of the moon, or glimpse the power of the sun pushing back the night...

He was slowing. As he did, the fear came rushing back, making her want to run
and run, to run forever. She made herself slow along with him. And stop.

They stood in the gray light, motionless except for their heaving chests. The
sound of her breathing shocked her. It was so loud, so labored. How long had they
been running? Where were they?

Then she heard something else. A distant, mechanical thrumming. Coming from
above? From the sky? A helicopter, she thought with all the wonder of renewed
hope.

She turned to him, seeking the paler blur of his face. "Is—that—yours?" She
was badly winded, making it hard to get the words out.

"They're looking for us. We have to get out from under these trees." He gave
her hand a squeeze. "C'mon. Unless I'm lost, the trees end up ahead.”

The air lightened around them. And it was lightest in the direction they were
headed, as if they were walking toward morning. Another sound replaced the
whir of the helicopter—the thrumming roar of water falling. She smelled it, too,
the wild liquid scent of water.

So suddenly it shocked, they left the trees behind.

The air shimmered with morning and mist. The sky was slate fading to pearl in
the east. There was dampness on her face, and she could see the ground she
walked on, the spearing shapes of trees behind her, and the bulk of rocks—a
short, blunted cliff—rising off to her left.

And she could see him. Not with much detail, but at last she could see the man
who had rescued her. He was tall and straight and carried his gun on his back. His



face was partly hidden by the goggles that had let him lead their flight through
the trees.

The sight of him, which should have reassured her, made her feel more lost.
Fleeing through darkness with only his hand to guide her, she'd felt somehow
connected, as if she knew him in some deep, visceral way. The reality of him, so
straight and military and unknown, shattered that illusion.

The water-noise was very loud now. In the muted grays of predawn she saw it
falling from the top of the cliff. Her breath caught as her feet stopped.

A yard away the ground ended, sheared off neatly as if cut by a giant's knife.
And below—far below—was the destination of the falling water, dark and loud.

A river. Which one? She tried to summon a mental map of the country, but her
weary brain refused to make pictures for her. Whatever the river's name, it was
hearty, swollen with rain from the recently-ended wet season. Hemmed in by
stone banks, water churned and rushed far below. "Where are we?" she asked.

Maybe he didn't hear her over the noise of the waterfall. He was scanning the
sky, the goggles pushed down. Was it getting too light to use them? Biting her lip,
she looked at the sky, too, but didn't spot the longed-for shape of a helicopter.

"Come on, Dave," the man beside her muttered. "Where else would | be but—
yes!"

She looked where he was looking and saw it—a dark shape flying low, coming
out from behind the trees well down the river. Heading their way. She laughed,
releasing his hand at last, wanting to jump up and down.

Safety was flying up the river toward them.

AJ. had excellent hearing. Her other senses were no better than ordinary, but
her hearing was unusually keen. It was she who heard the shout over the racket
the waterfall made.

She spun. There—coming out of the trees—a soldier. No, soldiers. She gasped
and grabbed the lieutenant.

He was already in motion, turning, his gun lifting.

Again, the impossibly loud sound of gunfire. Bullets spitting up dust at her
feet—the soldiers fading back into the trees, save for one, who lay still on the
ground. And hands at her waist, digging in, jerking her off her feet—

Throwing her off the cliff.

She fell. And fell. And fell. It seemed to go on forever, or maybe it was only an
instant before the water slapped her—a giant's slap, stunning and vicious. Water
closed over her head so quickly she had no time to get a good breath, though
instinct closed her mouth as she plummeted, expecting rocks that would crush
and break, tumbled by the water until up and down were lost.

But one foot hit the bottom, mushy with silt. She pushed off, her lungs
straining. The current was strong, but she kicked and clawed her way up, up, and
at last her head broke the surface. She gulped in air.

Stony walls rushed past. The river moved even faster than she'd realized, and it
took all her energy to keep her head above the churning water—but not all her
thought. Where was he? She could see little but the dark rush of water. A rock
loomed ahead, and she struck out with legs and arms, trying to avoid it. It clipped



her hip as she tumbled by, but speed, chill and adrenaline kept her from noticing
the blow.

Where was he? He'd thrown her from the cliff—and she would have fought him
if she'd had time to understand what he was doing, but he'd known. All along,
he'd known what to do. Somewhere in the back of her mind, while the rest of her
fought the current, fought to breathe and stay afloat, she knew why he'd done it.
The two of them had been out in the open, nowhere to go to escape the bullets
spitting around them.

Nowhere but down.

So he'd thrown her off the cliff—but where was he? Had he made it over the
edge, too? Or was he lying back in the clearing, bleeding and dying?

Again, it was her ears that gave her answers. Faintly over the noise of the water
she heard her name. She opened her mouth, swallowed water, choked and finally
managed to cry out, "Here! Over here!"

But the torrent didn't allow her a glimpse of him until it slowed, until the stony
banks gave way to dirt and the river widened and her arms and legs ached with
the fierce burn of muscles used beyond their limits. The sun had finished pulling
itself up over the edge of the world by then. She glimpsed his head, some distance
farther downriver from her. She called out again.

He answered. She couldn't make out the words, but he answered.

That quickly, the energy that had carried her was gone. Her legs and arms went
from aching to trembling. Weakness sped through her like a drug, and she
wanted, badly, to let the water carry her to him, let him do the rest.

Stupid, stupid. Did she want to drown them both? She struck out for the
nearest shore, her limbs sluggish and weak.

At last her foot struck mud when she kicked. Silty, slimy, wonderful mud. She
tried to stand, and couldn't. So she crawled on hands and knees, feeling each inch
won free of the water as a victory worthy of bands and trumpets and parades.

The bank was narrow, a stretch of mud, twigs and rotting vegetation. She
dragged herself onto it. And collapsed.

For long minutes she lay there and breathed, her muscles twitching and
jumping. Never had she enjoyed breathing more. Birds had woken with the dawn,
and their songs, cries and scoldings made a varied chorus, punctuated by the
chatter and screech of monkeys.

He had made it to shore, hadn't he?

She had to look for him. Groaning, she pushed herself onto her side, raising
herself on an arm that felt like cooked spaghetti, preparing for the work of
standing up.

And saw him, for the first time, in the full light of day.

He sat four feet away with one knee up, his arm propped across it. Water
dripped from short black hair and from the wet fatigues that clung to muscular
arms and thighs. He wore an odd-looking vest with lots of pockets over his
brown-and-green shirt. His face was oval, the skin tanned and taut and shadowed
by beard stubble; the nose was pure Anglo, but the cheekbones and dark, liquid
eyes looked Latin. His mouth was solemn, unsmiling. The upper lip was a match
for the lower. It bowed in a perfect dip beneath that aristocratic nose.



Her heart gave an uncomfortable lurch. The stranger watching her was the
most beautiful man she'd ever seen. And he was looking her over. His gaze moved
from her feet to her legs, from belly to breasts, finally reaching her face.

"Basketball?" he asked.



Three

«N»
AJ. blinked. Maybe the vision of male beauty had taken a blow to the head? "I, ah,
didn't bring a ball.”

He grinned. "I must have swallowed more river water than | thought. No, |
haven't taken leave of my senses. | was thinking of your legs. | thought I'd lost
you..." His grin faded as his mouth tightened. "The current was rough. | couldn't
get to you, and | didn't think you'd be able to make it on your own, not after the
run we'd just put in. But obviously you use those legs of yours for more than
kneeling."

"Oh." She processed the sentence backward to his original question, and
answered it. "Track in college, baseball for fun, running for exercise, swimming
sometimes."

"When you said you were fit, you meant it. Which relieves my mind
considerably. We have a long walk ahead of us, Rev."

Annoyance flicked a little more life back into her. She pulled her weary body
upright. "I've asked you not to call me that."

"Yeah, | know. The thing is, if | stop calling you Reverend, I'm apt to start
paying attention to the wrong things, like those world-class legs of yours. They
look great wet, by the way."

It occurred to her that her legs weren't the only part of her that was soaked.
She glanced down—and quickly pulled her shirt out so it didn't plaster itself
against her breasts. Heat rose in her cheeks. "Then you can call me Reverend
Kelleher, and I'll call you Lieutenant West."

He shook his head. "I'll do better to think of you as one of my men for the next
few days. We don't lean toward much formality on the team, so you need to be
either Rev or Legs. I'm better off with Rev, | think." He reached for a canvas kit
that hung from his belt. "Especially since the next thing we have to do is take off
our clothes."

She stiffened. "I don't think so."

"You're cute when your mouth gets all prim."

"Refusing to strip for a man | don't know isn't prim. It's common sense. And a
man who would ask me to—"

"Whoa." He held both hands up. "I might tease, but you're completely, one
hundred percent safe with me. No offense, but you're the last type of woman I'd
make a play for."

"Good." She might be superficial enough to react to his looks, but that was all it
was—a silly, superficial reaction. It would fade. He was a man of war. Nothing like
Dan.

He nodded and unhooked the kit. "Okay, now that we've got that straight ...
you'll find that | don't give a lot of orders. And never without a reason. When | do
give one, though, you'd do well to follow it. And that was an order, Rev. Take off
your shirt and pants."

"I'm not jumping without an explanation this time."



"Visual scan," he said briskly. "We need to check each other out for scrapes,
scratches, anyplace the skin is broken. After being tumbled around in the river,
we might not notice a small scratch, and between infection and parasites, even
the smallest cut is dangerous."

She thought of Sister Maria Elena's foot. He made sense ... unfortunately. "You
first.

"l can wait."

She inhaled slowly and prayed for patience. It was not a virtue that came
naturally to her. "What will happen to me if your misguided sense of chivalry kills
you off before we get out of here?"

He didn't respond at first. His eyes were dark, steady and unreadable. Finally
he pulled a small first aid kit out of his kit and handed it to her. "Use the
ointment—it's antibacterial. You'd better take care of my leg first."

"Your leg?"

He nodded and unfastened his belt.

She tried not to gawk as he levered his hips up so he could pull his pants down.
She was a grown woman. A widow. She'd seen male legs before. And her reason
for looking at this particular pair of legs was strictly medical, so— "Oh, dear
Lord."

"A bullet clipped me when | made my swan dive off the cliff." He bent to look at
the long, nasty gouge dug into the flesh of his upper thigh. It was still oozing
blood. "Doesn't look too bad. The way it's been burning, | was a little worried.”

It looked bad enough to AJ. She dug out the tube of antibiotic cream. "l don't
see peroxide or rubbing alcohol to clean the wound."

"Chances are it bled itself clean."

They would have to hope so, it seemed. She uncapped the ointment and
squeezed out a generous portion.

"Hey—be stingy with that. We don't have any more."

"Shut up. Just shut up." Grimly she bent over his leg. "l have no patience with
blind, stubborn machismo. | can't believe you were going to let this wait while
you looked for scratches | don't have."

"A man has to take his pleasures where..." His breath caught when she stroked
ointment into the shallow end of the wound. "Where he finds them. | expect I'll
enjoy looking for your scratches more than what you're doing now. | don't
suppose you were part of a medical mission?"

"Teaching." She bit her lip. She'd had little experience with nursing, and not
much aptitude for it. Too much empathy. Her hands were already a little shaky.
"You might want to start praying. Or cursing. Whatever works."

His muscles quivered when she pulled the torn flesh apart so she could get the
dressing into the deepest part of the wound. His breath hissed out. But if he did
any cursing or praying, he kept it to himself. "Nice hands. | don't see a wedding
ring."

"I'm a widow."

"Pity."

What did he mean by that? "Okay. That's the best | can do." She sat back on her
heels. "It needs to be bandaged, but the gauze is damp."



"Damned kit's supposed to be waterproof." He grimaced. "So was my radio, but
| lost it and my CAR 16 in the river. Use the gauze. It won't be sterile, but it's
better than letting flies lay eggs in my leg.”

She bit her lip. "There's this plant ... the villagers | worked with called it
balsamo de Maria. Mary's balm. | think it's a mild antibiotic. | don't see any
nearby, but if | could find some, we could make a pad of the leaves."

"We don't have time to look for leaves." He grabbed the first aid kit, pulled out
the gauze and began winding it around his leg. His mouth was tight, bracketed by
pain lines.

"Here, let me."

Those dark eyes flicked to her. He handed her the roll of gauze.

His boots were on, and his pants were bunched up around his ankles. He
should have looked silly. That he didn't might have had something to do with his
briefs, which were undoubtedly white when they weren't soaked. At the moment
they were more skin-toned. As she wound the gauze around his thigh, she could
feel the heat from his body—and a slow, insidious heat in her own.

It was embarrassing but only natural, she told herself. She was a healthy
woman with normal instincts. And he was so very male. "I think that will hold."
She tied off the gauze and hoped she didn't sound breathless. "I'll check out the
back of your legs now. If you could stretch out on your side...?"

He was remarkably obedient, moving as she'd suggested. The gleam in his eyes
suggested he'd picked up on her discomfort, though. And the reason for it.

Oh, he knew he was beautiful. "Peacock," she muttered under her breath, and
set herself to her task.

His legs were muscular, the hair dark and coarse. No cuts marred his calves, or
the tender pocket behind his knees, or the stretch of skin over the strong muscles
of his thighs. She did her best not to notice the curve of his buttocks, so poorly
hidden by his shirttail and the wet cotton of his briefs.

Dan's thighs had been thicker than this, she thought, the muscles more bunchy,
not as sleek. Hairier, too. Oh, he'd been hairy all over, her big, red giant of a man.
And his calves had been freckled from the days when he'd worn shorts and let the
sun scatter spots on his pale Irish skin, not dark like this man's was...

He looked over his shoulder at her. "Enjoying yourself?"

She jerked back. "I'm finished. No cuts."

He rolled into a sitting position. Levering his hips off the ground, he pulled his
pants up. If the movement hurt, it didn't show. "Lighten up, Rev. | told you, you
don't have to worry about me jumping you."

"I'm not." Automatically reaching for comfort, she started to touch her cross.
But it, like Dan, was gone.

His fingers unfastened the many-pocketed vest. His eyes stayed on her face.
"Something's wrong."

"Nothing that concerns you." Annoyed—with him for noticing, with herself for
tripping once more over the past—she blinked back the dampness and the
memories. "Do you have any idea what we do next?"

"Start walking." He tossed the vest aside and began unbuttoning his shirt. "I
scraped my shoulder. You'd better have a look."



He was sleek all over. Not slim—his shoulders were broad, the skin a darker
copper than on his legs—but sleek, like an otter or a cat. His stomach was a work
of art, all washboard ripples, and his chest was smooth, the nipples very dark. Her
mouth went dry.

She moved behind him. There was a scrape along his left shoulder blade, and in
spite of the protection of his shirt, the skin was broken. "I'll have to use some
ointment." She squeezed some onto her fingers. "Where do we walk?"

"Over the mountains, I'm afraid. To Honduras."

"Honduras?" She frowned as she touched her fingertips to his lacerated skin,
applying the ointment as gently as possible. "I haven't known where | was since
they took me and Sister Maria Elena out of La Paloma, but | thought we were
closer to the coast."

"The river we just body-surfed down is the Tampuru. I'm guessing we're about
forty miles upstream of the point where it joins the Rio Mario."

She wasn't as familiar with the mountainous middle and north of the country
as she was with the south. Still... "Shouldn't we follow the river downstream,
then? The government is in control of the lowlands, and Santo Pedro is on the Rio
Mano." Santo Pedro was a district capital, so it must be a fair-sized city.
Telephones, she thought. Water you didn't have to boil. And doctors, for his
wound.

"Too much risk of running into El Jefe's troops. Last | heard, there was fighting
around Santo Pedro. If the government is successful—and I think it will be—the
rebels will be pushed back. They're likely to retreat this way."

She shivered. "And if the government isn't successful, we can't wander into
Santo Pedro looking for help." At least she couldn't. He might be able to, though.
"You could probably pass for a native. None of the soldiers saw your face, and
from what | heard, your Spanish is good."

"Wrong accent." He shrugged back into his wet shirt. "As soon as | opened my
mouth I'd blend in about as well as an Aussie in Alabama. We're going to have to
do this the hard way."

She sighed. "I'm sure we'll run across a village sooner or later. This area is
primitive but not uninhabited.”

"We probably will, but we can't stop at any of them."”

"But we don't have any food! No tent, no blankets—nothing!"

"We'll eat. Not well, but | can keep us from starving. We can't risk being seen.
Some villagers will be loyal to El Jefe. Most are afraid of him. Someone might carry
word of our presence to him."

"Even if they did, why would he care? He has better things to do than chase us.
Especially if his campaign is going badly."

"If it is, he and his ragtag army may be headed this way. And he won't be in a
good mood. Do you want to risk having him punish a whole village for helping
us?"

That silenced her.

"Your turn. Take off your shirt, Rev."

Her lips tightened. "If you want me to follow orders like a good little soldier,
you're going to have to call me by name. And my name is not Rev."



Unexpectedly, he grinned—a crooked, very human grin that broke the
beautiful symmetry of his face into something less perfect. And a good deal more
dangerous. "Stubborn, aren't you? All right, AJ. Strip."

There was a path away from the river. It wasn't much, just an animal trail, and not
meant to accommodate six feet of human male, but it was the only way into the
dense growth near the river. Michael found a sturdy branch he could use as a
walking stick—and to knock bugs or snakes from overhanging greenery.

At first, neither of them spoke. It took too much energy to shove their way
through the brush and branches. Soon they were moving slowly up a steep,
tangled slope.

A machete would have been nice, Michael thought as he bent to fit through a
green, brambled tunnel. Hacking his way with one of those long blades couldn't
have been much noisier than the progress they made without one. He had his
knife, but it was too short for trail-blazing. It was also too important to their
survival for him to risk dulling the edge, so he made do with his walking stick.

His leg hurt like the devil.

He'd really done it this time, hadn't he? He should never have complicated the
operation in order to rescue a native. Even if she was a nun.

But Michael remembered the round, wrinkled face smiling up at him, and
sighed. Stupid or not, there was no way he could have left Sister Maria Elena in
the hands of a madman who made war on innocents.

His white-knight complex had put him in one hell of a bad spot, though. He
hadn't exaggerated the danger of seeking help in a village. They wouldn't have to
encounter El Jefe himself to be in big trouble. This area was smack dab in the
middle of the easiest line of retreat for El Jefe's troops if the action at Santo Pedro
went against them, and soldiers on the losing side of a war were notoriously apt
to turn vicious. The rebels already had a name for brutality. If El Jefe was
defeated, his control over the worst of his men would be gone, leaving only one
thing standing between the pretty minister and rape, probably followed by death:
Michael.

And he was wounded.

He pushed a vine aside, set the end of his stick into the spongy ground and kept
moving. Already he was leaning more heavily on the stick than when they'd first
set out.

His lips tightened. Pain could slow him down, but it wasn't a major problem.
The real worry was infection, and there was damned little he could do about it.
When the Reverend had made a fuss about treating him first he'd let her have her
way, but that had been for her sake. She needed to feel useful, to feel in control of
something. The few minutes' difference in getting his leg treated wouldn't have
mattered. Not after his long soak in the river.

"Watch out for the branch," he said, ducking beneath an overhanging limb.

"Tell me, Lieutenant,” said a disgruntled voice behind him. "Do you have any
idea where you're going?"

In spite of his mood, Michael felt a grin tug at his mouth. He knew why he'd
been demoted to a title. Her legs had looked every bit as delicious bare as he'd



hoped. Better. He'd enjoyed looking them over—enjoyed it enough to make the
first part of their hike uncomfortable in a way that had nothing to do with his leg.

That kind of discomfort he didn't mind. "I'm looking for high ground so | can
figure out where we are and plan a route.”

"How?"

"I've got eyes, a map, a compass and a GPS device." If he had to be saddled with
a civilian, at least he'd drawn one with guts and stamina. She didn't complain,
didn't insist on meaningless reassurances. She just kept going.

Couldn't ask for more than that. "What does A.J. stand for?"

"Alyssa Jean. I'm not fluent in acronym. What does GPS mean?"

"Global Positioning System." His brother Jacob had given him the gadget for his
birthday, saying that this way Michael would know where he was, even if no one
else did. "It talks to satellites and fixes my location on a digital map."

"Is that the thing you were fiddling with back at the river?"

"Yeah." He'd set the first waypoint after checking her out for scratches. He
smiled. Man, those were great legs.

"l hope it's more watertight than your first aid kit."

"Seems to be. Why do you go by AJ.? Alyssa's a pretty name."

"First-grade trauma," she said, her voice wry and slightly winded, "combined
with stubbornness. There were three Alyssas in my class. | didn't want to share
my name, so | became AJ. It suited me. | was something of a tomboy as a kid."

"How does a tomboy end up a minister?" A minister with long, silky legs and
small, high breasts ... and blue eyes. That had surprised him. Somehow he'd
thought they'd be brown, a gentle, sensible color. But they were blue. Sunny-sky
blue.

"Same way anyone else does, | guess. | felt called to the ministry, so after
college | enrolled in seminary." There was a scuffling sound, and what sounded
suspiciously like a muffled curse. He paused, glancing over his shoulder.

She was climbing to her feet. "A root got me. Maybe | need a stick like yours."

"I'll keep my eye out for one." They were near the top of the hill. Maybe he
would let himself rest for a few minutes while he plugged in the new waypoint.
His thigh was throbbing like a mother.

"How's your leg?"

"Not bad." He ducked under a hanging vine, grabbed the limb of a small tree to
pull himself up a particularly steep section, straightened—and froze, his breath
catching.

A small, scared whisper came from behind him. "What is it?"

In answer, he moved aside, gesturing for her to come up beside him.

The pocket-size clearing in front of them was coated in blue. Fluttering blue,
brighter-than-sky blue, bits of sunny ocean floating free, their wings sorting air
currents lazily.

Butterflies. What seemed like hundreds of butterflies flooded the little clearing,
many with wingspans as large as his two hands.

AlJ.'s shoulder brushed his. A second later, the butterflies rose—a dipping,
curling cloud of blue swimming up, up through the air, lifting above the
surrounding trees. Then gone.



"Ooh..."

Her soft exclamation was filled with all the wordless awe he felt. He turned to
look at her. "Yeah," he said, because he had no words for what they'd just seen ...
or what he saw now in her shining eyes.

Blue eyes. Not as bright as the butterfly cloud, maybe, but clear and lovely.

A smile broke over her face, big as dawn. "I've never seen anything like that."

He hadn't, either. A child's delight on a woman's face ... was there anything
more lovely? Without thinking, he touched her cheek. "You've got a spot of dried
mud here."

Her smiled faded. "I've got dried mud in a lot of places."

"Brown's a good color on you." He rubbed lightly at the spot on her cheek.
Surely the butterflies’ wings couldn't have been any softer than her skin. His
fingers spread to cup her face, and rested there while he looked for something in
her eyes. Permission, maybe.

"Michael..." Her throat moved in a nervous swallow.

"I'm going to kiss you." At that moment, it sounded wholly reasonable to him.
"Just a kiss, no big deal."

"Bad idea." Her eyes were wide and wary. "Very bad idea." But she didn't move
away.

"Don't worry. | don't let my—ah, my body do my thinking for me." He bent
closer to her pretty lips.

One kiss couldn't hurt, could it?

He kept it simple, the most basic of connections—no more than the gentle
press of one mouth to another. No big deal. Her lips were smooth and warm, her
taste was salt and subtle spice. Her eyes stayed open. So did his. And his hand
trembled.

He straightened. The hand that had cupped her cheek dropped to his side. He
stared down into eyes as wide with shock as his own.

What had he done? What the hell had he just done to himself?



Four

«N»
The sun was high in the sky, and it was hot. Headachy-hot, the kind of sullen heat
that drains the body and dulls the mind. They moved among brush, oak and
ocotino pines now, not true rain forest. Here, sunlight speckled the shade. Parrots
screeched, monkeys chattered, and insects scuttled in the decaying vegetation
underfoot. Sweat stung AJ.'s eyes and the scrape on her hand, picked up while
scrambling over rocks earlier.

Like they say, it's not the heat, she told herself as she skidded downslope after
Michael. It's the blasted humidity. Or maybe it was exhaustion making her head
throb. Or hunger. Or dehydration. Her mouth and throat were scratchy-dry.

Best not to think about that.

At least the rainy season was over. The mercury dipped slightly during the wet
months, but the increase in humidity more than made up for that small drop.
Afternoons became steam baths. Daily rains turned every dip into a puddle and
roads into mud baths, and the mosquitoes bred like crazy.

Not that roads were a consideration, she thought wistfully. They hadn't seen
any. They'd followed a shallow stream for a while, and that had made the going
easier. It had also made her thirsty enough to drink her own sweat.

She paused to wipe the perspiration from her face. Probably she should ask for
Michael's water bag, a reinforced plastic sack from one of his many pockets.

Without a pot they couldn't boil water to make it safe to drink, but he had
iodine. He'd assured her it disinfected water as well as wounds, and he had
treated water from the stream with it. Unfortunately, it tasted as nasty as it
looked. She hadn't been able to force down as much as she probably needed.

He was angling to the left now, moving across the slope instead of straight
down. With a sigh, she followed.

His leg had to be hurting like a rotting tooth. He'd grown awfully quiet, too.
Worried, she let her attention stray from the endless business of finding her
footing to the man in front of her.

The back of his neck was shiny with sweat; his hair clung there in damp curls.
She wanted to touch those curls. To taste the salt on his skin. She wanted—oh,
she wanted to stop thinking of that kiss.

Why had she let it happen? One kiss shouldn't complicate things so much ... but
it did. It left her hungry, needy, too aware of him. She didn't want to come to life
now—not here, not with this man. Oh, be honest, she told herself. The thought of
becoming involved with anyone scared her silly. Such a coward she'd become!
Dan would have hated that.

Of course, the soldier in front of her hadn't been thinking of getting involved in
a relationship when he kissed her. He'd been thinking of sex, pure and simple. She
was making too much of it.

Yet she remembered the look in his eyes when he'd raised his head. Maybe it
hadn't been simple for him, either. And maybe, she thought as she skirted the



trunk of a fallen giant, it wasn't pain that had kept him quiet ever since he kissed
her.

Tired of her thoughts, she spoke. "How's your leg?"

"It's holding up." He glanced over his shoulder. "How about you? You've been
quiet."

The echo of her thoughts about him made her smile. "Keeping my mouth shut
IS one way to avoid whining."

"Do you whine, then? You haven't so far. Maybe you're saving it for when
things become difficult?"

"As opposed to merely miserable, you mean?" The path widened, letting her
move up beside him instead of trailing behind. "Whining is an energy-sapper, and
| don't have any of that to spare. And | don't really have any business
complaining. When | compare where | am now to where | was yesterday, my
calves almost stop hurting."

"I guess a minister would be into counting blessings. Like, for example, not
having stepped on a snake."

"Or into a fire ant bed," she agreed. The bite of the tiny red forest ants hurt
worst than a bee sting. "Then there's the size of these mountains. We could have
been stuck in the Andes—"

"Not in San Christobal, we couldn't."

She grinned. "The point is that these aren't terribly high. Compared to the
Rockies back home, these are mere foothills."

"Are the Rockies home for you?"

"No, I'm from West Texas—the little town of Andrews originally, and San
Antonio most recently. I'm not used to all this up and down. It is gorgeous here,
though—when | look at something other than the ground. Dirt looks like dirt
everywhere."

"So it does. What brings you to this particular patch of dirt?"

"I signed up for a year's service with UCA."

"Now you're the one speaking in acronyms."

"UCA is the United Churches Agency. It's a nondenominational organization
that sends teaching missions to undeveloped countries in Central and South
America."

"So you're a teacher as well as a preacher. What made you decide to give a year
of your life to San Christobal?"

"A promise.” It had come out without thinking. Her forehead wrinkled. "You're
deceptively easy to talk to."

"Better than the monkeys, at any rate. They interrupt too much. What kind of a
promise?"

"One | made to my husband. After he died." She slid him a look, daring him to
call her foolish.

He didn't answer at all, just kept walking. Something in his silence made her
want to go on, to speak of things she'd kept wrapped up tightly inside. "He was
killed in a convenience store holdup two years ago. We'd stopped to pick up some
milk." The sheer freakishness of Dan's death clogged her throat. "It was senseless.
So horribly senseless."



"Death seldom makes sense to the living."

"I suppose not." She'd revisited that night too often in her mind, in her dreams.
Rewriting the script. Fixing things so that they didn't need milk, or went to the
grocery store instead. She didn't want to go back there again. "So, what brought
you to this patch of dirt?"

"War."

Well, that closed off one topic nicely. "And what made you choose war as your
career?"

His eyebrows lifted. "You do have claws, | see."

His amusement mortified her more than her sarcasm. "l shouldn't have said
that."

He shrugged. "I poked at your sore places. No surprise if you take a jab back.
Believe it or not, | didn't choose the army because | enjoy war."

They were angling down again. She had to watch her footing, but her
conscience wouldn't let her give it all her attention. "You wanted to be of service,"
she said after a moment. "That's what they call it, isn't it? The armed services.
Serving in the army. You felt called to serve."”

"l also liked to make things go boom. Here, watch out for the ant bed." He took
her hand.

His palm was hard and callused. Hers tingled. "I didn't—wait a minute." She
peered down through the trees. "Look! Isn't that a road?"

"Yeah." He dropped her hand and stopped. "Looks like one."

It wasn't much, just a pair of muddy ruts twining up the little valley—but those
ruts promised much easier going than they'd had so far. She sent a quick prayer of
gratitude and started to move ahead of him.

He took her arm. "No. If any of El Jefe's soldados are around, that's where we'll
find them."

Impatient, she shook him off. "We're more likely to run across a bored
carbonero who'd be glad to share his cooking fire. And your leg—"

"Isn't a consideration."”

"Of course it is. Ignoring the wound won't make it go away."

"I'm not ignoring it. But I'd rather limp than get a bullet in my head because |
tried to stop five or ten men from raping you."

Nausea rose in her belly, and the blood drained from her head. "Don't you dare.
Don't even think about playing the hero, about—I'd rather be raped, you
understand? | won't see it happen again. | won't!" The trembling hit then, a flood
of weakness she despised and couldn't stop.

The tight grip on her arm turned gentle. So did his voice. "Is that how he died,
Alyssa? Your husband? Was he trying to protect you?"

Unable to speak, she nodded.

He slipped his arm around her waist. Casually, as if they were strolling in a
park, he guided her down the slope.

It took her a minute to get her voice back, and when she did, it wobbled. "I
thought you didn't want to take the road."

"You're right about my leg. It's slowing us down."

"But..."



"Don't worry. If a horde of bloodthirsty bandits shows up, I'll let them have
their way with you."

She nearly choked on a laugh. "That's awful. Promise?"

"On my honor as a graduate of St. Vincent's. Of course, | didn't quite manage to
graduate. And | wasn't exactly their star student. But when they asked me to
leave, at least one of the nuns still had hopes that | would avoid prison.”

This time her laugh was freer, more real. She pulled away from the seductive
warmth of his supporting arm. "You went to parochial school?" She shook her
head. "You definitely don't seem the type."

"My mother's Catholic. It mattered to her, and my father didn't care.”

She sensed layers of meaning in that last statement. Later, she thought, too
tired to sort it out now. Later she'd find out what he meant.

They'd reached the road, what there was of it. "This is a good time to take a
reading," he said, and pulled his GPS gadget out of a pocket. While he pushed the
buttons on the tiny pad, he asked casually, "What was his name?"

"Who?"

"Your husband.”

"Oh. Dan. The Reverend Daniel Kelleher."

"Good G-grief. He was a minister, too?"

She smiled. "You don't have to edit your language because I'm a minister. I'm
hard to shock."

"I don't do it because you're a minister. You're also a lady."

That moved her. Flustered her. She was used to people—especially men—
seeing the collar, not the woman.

"So how did you and Dan meet?"

"He was the youth minister at my church. He was great with the kids, and he
loved working with them, but ... this was his dream, you see. Missionary work. If
he hadn't married me..."

"Pretty pointless to blame yourself for someone else's decision."

"I suppose. But we were married for three years, and for three years | put him
off. Finally | agreed to take a year's sabbatical—soon." She'd been so sure, so
arrogantly sure they had plenty of time. "If not for me, he would have been
following his dream, not walking in on a holdup."

"And maybe died even younger. 'If only' is a dangerous game. You can play it
forever and never win."

Her mouth crooked up wryly. "I'm wondering which of us is the preacher."

"Advice is always easier to give than to take." He slid the gadget back in the
pocket of his vest. "Seems like he could have come on his own if it was that
important to him."

"He didn't want to be separated for a year. Neither did I. But | was new to my
ministry, just getting established ... oh, | had all kinds of reasons we should wait.
And then it was too late."

When he started forward, he seemed to be leaning morel heavily on the staff. It
worried her, but she knew better than to say anything. He'd just insist his leg was
fine.

"I guess you came here for him."



"In a way ... no," she corrected herself. "That's not true. | thought | did, but
really | came for myself, looking for ... I don't know. A way to stop grieving. To
finish something left dangling. One thing about being a prisoner," she added
wryly. "It gave me plenty of time to think."

"And you spent that time thinking about your dead husband.”

She stopped. "Gee. For a couple of minutes there, | mistook you for a sensitive
man."

"That was definitely a mistake. Look." He stopped, too, and ran a hand over his
hair. "I'm not crazy about being jealous of a dead man, but there it is."

"No." She took a step back. "No, you can't be."

His smile came slow and brimming with suggestions. "Sure | can. You're a
damned attractive woman, Alyssa."

"AJ." she corrected him, distracted. "I'm not your type. You said so."

"I changed my mind."

"I haven't changed mine." She started walking. He found her attractive? The
idea brought an insidious warmth, a subtle and frightening pleasure.

"Haven't you?" He caught up with her easily in spite of his limp. "Tell me that
you aren't attracted to me. That you haven't been looking at me the way a woman
watches a man she wants."

"I'm a big girl. | don't have to act on every impulse my hormones send my way."

"This is more than impulse." His fingers curled around her arm possessively.
He moved close to her, crowding her. Making her aware of his body. "Were you
raped?"

"What?" She shook her head. "Oh, you mean when—when Dan died. No. That's
not ... look, if | gave you the wrong idea earlier, I'm sorry. I'm not ready for a
relationship, and | don't believe in flings or quickies.”

"Quickies?" His mouth tilted in a wicked smile. "Naughty talk from a minister."

"Don't." She tugged her arm free. "Don't tease, don't smile like that, don't ...
hope. I'm not interested."

He was still smiling, but in his eyes she caught a glimpse of another man—the
warrior who'd gotten her out of the compound, and killed at least one man doing
it. "But I am," he said softly, and let go of his walking stick, thrust his hands into
her hair—and kissed her.

This was no sweet sharing, but a wild ride. His mouth was hard, rough.
Insistent. Her own mouth had dropped open in shock or to make some protest. He
took immediate advantage, stroking his tongue deep.

Her mind blanked. Longing rose, swift and merciless, a blind need to touch and
be touched. Her eyes closed. She clutched his arms, holding on, holding him,
bringing the warmth and fierce life in his body nearer. And in the darkness
behind her closed eyes she saw a man's form, shadowed by night, jerking as
bullets tore into it.

Her eyes flew open. She made a small, distressed sound.

He lifted his head. His eyes were hot and hard. "You're interested.”

Her head jerked back. Her heart was pounding madly. "When my eyes closed, |
saw him. The soldier you shot back by the truck. Your mouth was on me, and |
saw you killing him."



His hands fell away. His expression smoothed into blankness. Without a word
he bent and picked up his walking stick, turned and started limping up the rutted
road.

The water was cold, and his hand was growing numb. Michael waited, his bare
arm submerged in the swiftly flowing water of the stream, his eyes fixed on the
fish inches from his elbow.

They'd climbed back into true rain forest as the day wore on, leaving the
scraggly undergrowth behind. The sun was sinking on the other side of the dense
canopy overhead. The light was green and dim. Trees crowded close, but the
ground was bare. Finding a campsite had been a problem, but finally they'd run
across a spot where carboneros had felled a few trees to make charcoal.

Another fish was already on the stringer he'd fashioned from a length of string.
Farther downstream, A.J. was scouting around for dry wood. He hoped she found
some. He didn't relish raw fish for supper.

Supper. He was good for that, he supposed. She wouldn't object to his skill at
killing when it came time to fill her belly.

And that, he knew, was unfair.

The fish drifted, lazy and unalarmed, around the bend in his arm. He waited.

She hadn't called him names, hadn't accused him of anything. She'd stated a
fact: when he kissed her, she saw the image of the man he'd killed.

He could have argued with her. In his head, he had. For the next hour, walking
in silence down the rutted road, he'd argued bitterly. Yes, he had killed—to save
her life as well as his own. Would she rather be dead herself? Maybe she'd prefer
to see him bleeding his life out in the dirt.

But in his heart, he'd known she was right. He had no business putting his
hands on her. God, he'd kissed her right after she told him how her husband, the
saint, had been killed—gunned down in front of her eyes.

Good move, he told himself savagely.

He was drawn to her. Powerfully drawn. He might be jealous of her dead
husband, but he was fascinated by her loyalty to the man. If there was one virtue
Michael believed in, it was loyalty.

Then there was her innocence. Oh, not sexual innocence. That was a fleeting
guality, not especially interesting. But Alyssa was untouched in a deeper way, one
possible only to those rare souls who truly believe in right and wrong. People
who saw the line clearly—and didn't cross it.

He'd crossed too many lines in his life. Sometimes because that's what it took
to prevent a greater wrong. And sometimes, when he was younger, he'd been so
purely mad at the world he hadn't cared what he did. After a while, the line
between right and wrong had blurred. After a while, he wasn't sure there was a
line, just a gray no-man's land where you did whatever you had to do.

The fish poked along the stream bed. Close now, very close, but on the wrong
side of his hand. He waited.

No, he didn't have any business touching her. The sweetness that drew him
was the very reason he couldn't have her. He knew it. And knew he would Kkill
again to protect her, if he had to.



Now. A flash of silver, a quick movement—and his hand closed around a
slippery fish. He stood, holding on to the meal he would offer the woman he
couldn't have, and headed for the stringer.

Technically, he was engaged. Technically, he had no business kissing anyone
but his betrothed—a woman he'd never kissed, much less taken to bed. He didn't
want Cami, didn't like her, didn't intend to have anything to do with her aside
from the necessary legal transaction. And that wouldn't matter to Alyssa. If she
knew about Cami, she'd think he was scum.

Maybe he was. The lines had blurred a long time ago. Yeah, he'd keep his
distance, he thought, threading the string through the fish's gills. But he didn't
have to like it.



Five
«N»
"What else is in those magic pockets?" A.J. asked. She sat on a fairly dry patch of
ground, her knees drawn up to her chin, her feet bare. Michael had insisted they
remove their shoes and socks and dry them by the fire he was building, using
matches he'd carried in a waterproof pouch in one of his pockets. "A color TV? Or
an air mattress, maybe."

"Aside from my transporter, you mean?" A whisper of flame flickered along the
shredded bark.

"I guess it would be cheating to use that."

"We don't want to take all the fun out of things."

The brief jungle twilight had closed in, erasing clarity, leaving them wrapped in
dimness and sound. The frog chorus was in full swing, and a breeze rustled the
leaves overhead. There were no walls, nothing between them and the animals
whose home they had invaded...

An unearthly roar shattered the night.

She jumped. "What was that?"

"A howler monkey." He fed twigs into his small flame. "Surely you've heard
them before."

"Of course. I've never heard one bellowing at night, that's all. | wasn't expecting
it." She'd thought it was a jaguar or puma—or maybe a monster. Oh, but she was
silly with exhaustion, her mind tumbling from thought to thought without the
energy to connect them rationally. Everything ached. She would be in real pain
tomorrow, she thought, after sleeping on the ground overnight.

Her gaze strayed to the bed she'd cleared while he was catching supper,
picking out all the small stones and twigs to make the dirt as comfortable as
possible. One of the treats from his magic pockets was a silvery "space blanket"
that was supposed to trap body heat. They'd climbed enough that day that the
night would be chilly. Already it was cool.

One blanket. One bed. It was the only reasonable way for them to sleep—and it
made her itchy from the inside out. She jerked her gaze away.

He'd sharpened a stick with his knife earlier; now he thrust the stick through
one of the fish and held it near the merry crackle of the fire. AJ. watched the
flames and sighed.

She was accustomed to thinking of herself as rather athletic, but compared to
the man who was cooking their supper she was a couch potato. Michael knew
what to do and how to do it, while she knew nothing. She felt useless. That, too,
was new and unwelcome.

She glanced around their small campsite, but everything was already done. "l
should reapply the ointment on your wound."

"I'll take care of it."

So much for that idea. He took care of everything.

How had he managed to keep going with a bullet wound in his thigh? Sheer
determination, she supposed, coupled with the extraordinary degree of fitness



necessary to a young man whose career was war. "How old are you?" she asked
suddenly.

He looked up. The fire painted his face in shadows and warmth. "Thirty. Why?"

She shrugged, embarrassed. So he was two years younger than she. It didn't
matter. "Just wondered how long it had been since you and St. Vincent's parted
ways."

"A long time." His voice was soft and a little sad. He turned the speared fish
slowly. "l was fifteen and, according to a lot of people, bound for hell or jail.
Whichever came first."

"Did you stay out of jail?"

"Yes and no." He grinned suddenly. "My father sent me to military school. Some
would say it was a lot like prison.”

"Good grief. Were you really such a hard case?"

"I had a problem with authority. My brother Jacob used to say he didn't know
how | managed to stand upright with all that attitude weighing me down. If
someone told me to go right, I'd break my neck turning left. I didn't want to be at
St. Vincent's, didn't want to hang around with a bunch of rich preppie types, and |
made sure everyone knew it."

"Ah." Her ready sympathy was engaged. "You felt like an outsider."”

"I'm Mexican on my mother's side, and that made a difference to some. Mostly,
though, I made my own trouble. | didn't like snotty-nosed rich boys." He chuckled.
"Probably because | was a snotty-nosed rich boy."

He came from money? She blinked, her picture of him doing a sudden one-
eighty. "I was a Goody Two-shoes up through high school," she admitted.
"Straight A's, teacher's pet."

"Never colored outside the lines, or took a walk on the wild side with a bad
boy?"

"Heavens, no." She grinned. "But like a lot of good girls, | liked to look, as long
as they didn't catch me at it. I didn't cut loose until college.”

"Somehow | doubt you cut loose then," he said dryly. "Unless you call having a
beer on Saturday night getting down and dirty. Here, hold out your plate. Your
fish is ready."

She held out the huge leaf she'd rinsed off in the stream earlier. He eased the
fish off the stick. The meat flaked apart at his touch. "It's hot," he warned her.

"Good." Her stomach growled. "And thank you for feeding me first, before |
embarrassed myself and started gnawing on your arm. | won't make any cracks
about chivalry this time. I'm too hungry."

She made herself eat slowly while he punched the stick in the other fish and
held it near the flames. The flavor was strong and smoky and delicious.

"I really did get a little wild in college," she said between bites. "All that
freedom went to my head. My parents had me late in life—I was an only child and
had been pretty hemmed in until then. This is incredibly good," she said, licking
her fingers. "Either you're the best cook on the face of the planet, or what they say
about hunger being the best spice is true. What do your folks think about you
being in the army? Do they worry?"



"My father died a couple years ago, but it's safe to say he was greatly relieved
when | decided | liked the service. Surprised as hell, but relieved. My mother..."
He shrugged. "She's not always in close touch with reality. Too much self-
medicating. Liquor, mostly."

"Oh." Her hands fell to her lap. "I'm sorry. Is she depressive? Bipolar?"

He gave her a funny look. "You know the lingo."

"My bachelor's degree is in sociology. Before | decided to go to seminary, | was
planning on being a therapist.”

He grunted—one of those all-purpose male grunts that can mean anything—
and slid his fish off onto his leaf-plate. "The water bag is right next to you. Drink.
You need at least a gallon of water a day."

She made a face, but picked up the bag and swallowed quickly.

Darkness had closed in while they ate and talked. The cheerful dance of their
little fire was the only light now, and the air felt chilly after the day's heat. She
hugged her knees closer and wished she didn't like him so much. Wanting him
was bad enough. Discovering she liked him, too, made her feel even more of a
fool.

At least he was talking to her again. He'd been silent for hours after that kiss.
Not that she blamed him. He'd saved her life at great risk to his own, and she'd all
but called him a killer.

He wasn't a killer, not in the sense most people meant the word. Yet he had
killed. And that bothered her—no, it went deeper than that. It troubled her soul.
Why? He'd done it to save her life, and his...

Oh, she thought. Oh, yes. Because of her, a man was dead. He'd died at Michael's
hand. Michael was the link between her and violent death. Just like Dan, who had
died because of her ... no, what was she thinking? He'd died because he'd been in
the wrong place at the wrong time. Hadn't she worked that out for herself slowly,
painfully, over the last two years?

Nothing made sense. Not her thoughts, not her feelings. Maybe she shouldn't
try to sort things out, anyway. A relationship with Michael could go nowhere, and
she couldn't indulge in a brief physical relationship. Of course, no one would ever
know...

The whispery thought shamed her but wasn't hard to answer. She would know.
She tried to pray, to seek guidance, but couldn’t hold her thoughts together. They
were scattering, drifting away...

"Hey. You're falling asleep sitting up. Better make a trip to the bushes before
you nod off."

AlJ.'s head jerked up. She blinked. "Right."

She didn't go far. The night was dark, the rustlings in the bushes scary. When
she came back, he had his pants down and was spreading ointment on his leg. She
averted her eyes quickly, moving to their bed. "How's your leg?"

"It'll feel better when I've been off it a few hours." He rewound the bandage.
"Go ahead and lie down. I'll take care of the fire when I get back."

He took his gun with him. She didn't think it was a conscious decision; keeping
his gun handy was automatic.

How different they were. How totally, unbridgeably different.



AJ. stretched out with a sigh, fully dressed except for her shoes and socks.
Probably, she thought, if she weren't so tired she'd be vastly uncomfortable. As it
was, her eyelids drifted down the moment she was horizontal.

She barely woke when he joined her. His body curved around hers, big and
warm and solid. He pulled the lightweight cover over them both, and rested his
arm on her waist. She breathed in his scent, feeling safe, mildly aroused. And
guilty.

Her eyes opened onto the darkness. "Michael?"

"Yes?"

"I'm sorry."

She was nearly asleep again before she heard him whisper, "So am |."

The ground was hard. The woman he held was soft. Between the fire in his leg
and the one in his groin, Michael didn't hold out much hope of sleep.

But she was asleep. Soundly, peacefully asleep. That baffled him. The exertions
of the last day and night had been enough to make stone feel as comfortable as a
feather bed ... but she'd curled into him so trustingly. That's what didn't make
sense.

He'd made it clear he wanted her. She'd made it clear she didn't want him. Oh,
on a physical level, she did. He wished he could take some satisfaction from that
truth, but he couldn't. Not when it was him she rejected—his actions, his choices,
his career. His life.

Yet she was snuggled up as warm and cozy as if they'd slept together for years.
As if she trusted him completely. What was a man supposed to make of that?

Women were always a mystery on some level, he supposed. Maybe it was the
estrogen-testosterone thing—one flavor of hormones produced a vastly different
chemical cocktail from the other.

Still, for all her mysterious femaleness, Alyssa would have made a good soldier,
he thought, trying to find a comfortable position for his throbbing leg. She had
what it took—dedication, compassion, humor. And guts. A woman with the sheer,
ballsy courage it had taken to refuse to be rescued unless they took the nun with
them wouldn't flinch at other unpleasant necessities, like sharing a blanket with
him.

But courage didn't banish fear. It might triumph over it, but couldn't erase it.
And there was no fear in the warm body he held.

The night was black and restless, filled with small sounds. Brush rustled. A
breeze plucked at the leaves overhead, and from off in the distance came the howl
of some night-roamer. The pain in his leg was strong, a vicious red presence
dulling his mind. The woman in his arms slept on, her breathing easy and slow.
Her hair tickled his chin. It smelled good, he thought fuzzily. She smelled good.

Funny how soothing it was to breathe in her scent as his eyes closed ... did she
like the way he smelled? Pheromones, he thought fuzzily. Maybe there were trust
pheromones as well as sexual pheromones, some mysterious alchemy of scent
that could make a woman fall peacefully asleep in the arms of a man whose Kkiss
repelled her.



He was still puzzling over that when exhaustion dragged him gently into
oblivion.

Shortly before dawn, it started to rain. It was Alyssa who remembered their
footwear. She bolted upright and dashed to the extinct campfire.

"How wet are they?" he asked, holding the blanket up so she could climb under
it again with his boots, her shoes and their socks.

"Not bad."

She sounded a bit breathless. Maybe that was because of her sudden
movement. Or maybe she was noticing all the things he was noticing, like how
perfectly they fit, snuggled close together beneath the silver cover. And how much
his body appreciated the round shape of her rump, tucked up against him.

The leafy canopy overhead filtered the rain; it reached them only in stray
drops, a cold trickle here and there. She shifted. Her movement had an immediate
and enthusiastic effect on his body—which he didn't think she could have missed.

"Luke 12:6 and 7," she said in a disgruntled voice.

He stiffened. "And your meaning is?"

"He keeps track of every sparrow—but He doesn't promise to keep them dry."

His laugh surprised him almost as much as she had. "We'll dry off eventually,"
he said. "Once it stops raining."

The rain faded to a drizzle about the time the road petered out into a trail, and
dried up completely by midmorning. It was dim and green and warm beneath the
canopy, an enormous plant-womb brimming with life. The rain forest was
supposed to be home to sloths, anteaters, tapirs, armadillos, peccaries, and deer.
The only wildlife they saw that morning had six or eight legs.

They didn't find any fruit, either. A.J. was feeling hollow all the way to her toes
when they spotted the village at noon.

"I will not let you steal from those people,” she whispered fiercely.

About one hundred meters below them, barely visible through the trunks of
giant trees, lay a ragged cluster of huts in a narrow valley. The five huts probably
belonged to colonos who, desperate for land, had chopped down or burned off
enough of the forest giants to clear the small fields they worked communally. The
soil beneath the rain forest was so thin and poor that in a year or two they'd have
to move and do it all again ... and more of the rain forest would die. It was slash-
and-burn agriculture at its worst, but it was the only way they knew to survive.

AJ. and Michael had been arguing ever since they'd spotted the huts and he'd
dragged her off the trail and up this hill.

So far, she was losing.

"Yeah?" he said. "How do you plan to stop me?"

"They have so little—anything we take could make the difference between
survival and starvation."

"And you see our situation as being different in what way?" He shifted
impatiently. "I'll leave them some money, more than the few things | take will be
worth. | just want a couple of blankets, a little food, a cookpot."”

"Taking things without permission is stealing."



"Give your overactive conscience a rest, Rev. Money is rare for these people.
They'll be glad to get it."

She bit her lip. "If you're caught—"

"I won't be."

Maybe not. If everyone was in the fields, he might manage to slip in and out
without being seen. But if he did, he wouldn't get any help for his leg—which was
one reason she wanted to deal with the villagers, not steal from them. Not that
she'd used that argument. He wouldn't admit his leg was worse. "You're being
paranoid.”

"That's one way of looking at it. From my point of view, you're dangerously
naive."

She turned her head to study him. There were lines of strain along his mouth,
and he was leaning against the smooth trunk of one tree. He'd been limping
heavily for the last hour. "Your leg—"

"Don't worry about my leg," he said curtly. "It might slow me, but | can still
move quietly."”

Maybe so, but he needed to stay off of it. Since he couldn't, he needed
something, some kind of help, and some of the folk remedies she'd run across
while living in La Paloma were surprisingly effective. Of course, there might not
be anyone down there who could help, even with folk medicine. It wasn't much of
avillage.

AJ. tried one last time. "These people don't care about politics, and they aren't
going to spare an able-bodied man to carry word of our existence to El Jefe on the
off chance he might care.”

"They won't have to, if any of El Jefe's troops are in the area. And trust me—El
Jefe would definitely care about getting his hands on a U.S. officer who carried out
an assault on his headquarters."”

Cold touched the base of her spine. "We haven't seen any of his troops."”

He shrugged. "We haven't seen anyone at all until we came to this village.
Doesn't mean no one's around. Look, I'm going. You can sound the alarm on me, |
guess—that would stop me. But since they usually chop off the hands of thieves, |
hope you'll decide to wait up here."

She was angry, scared, hating what he was going to do—and unable to stop
him. Or help him. "You'll be careful?"

He nodded, checking the strap that held his gun at his waist.

"You won't need that."

He shot her a hard look. "Don't worry. I'm not going to shoot anyone over a
blanket. Over a steak, maybe, but only if it came with a side of fried potatoes and
onions."

She shook her head, impatient with them both. "I know that. Michael..." She
took his arm. His sleeves were rolled up, so her fingers closed around bare skin.
"You're burning up!”

"Your hands are just cold." He shook her off.

Her hands were cold, cold with fear for him. And yet ... maybe it was because
she'd slept with him the night before, however chastely. Maybe it was because he
was the only other person in her world right now, and so much depended on him.



Whatever the reason, she'd been acutely conscious of him all morning, as if some
subtle thread connected them. She'd found herself noticing the way his hair
curled up at his nape, and the dark hairs on his forearms. The shape of his hands,
and the signs of strain around his eyes. All morning, she'd been aware of the
sheer physical presence of the man, strong and sure and warm.

But not this warm. She was sure of it. "You've got a fever."

"I'm fine." He picked up his walking stick. "Stay here and stay quiet. If I'm not
back in an hour, you should..." He stopped, frowning, looking down at the village.

She looked, too.

Something was going on. People were running—the women and children, she
realized. They were fleeing into the jungle. The men stayed in the fields, but they
weren't working. They were watching the trail.

She didn't realize she'd clutched Michael's arm again until he moved away. His
face was closed, his attention wholly on what was happening below them. Her
hand fell to her side. "You can't still intend to go down there now. They're alerted.
They'll see you."

"Something spooked them. | need to know what. Information can be more
important than food." His smile was probably meant to be reassuring. "l shouldn't
be long. Twenty minutes, maybe. Don't worry, okay?"

Don't worry?

He was right. Wound or no wound, he could still move silently. She watched
him melt into the trees, moving slowly but surely. And she didn't hear him at all.

Going down the hill had hurt. Coming back up was a bitch.

Michael paused halfway up, breathing hard. Entirely too hard for such minor
exertion.

Yeah, he had a fever. He wasn't sure why he'd denied it, except that he couldn't
stand the thought of being fussed over. And he hadn't realized he was feverish at
first. He'd been hot all morning, but they were in the tropics, weren't they? His
wound had seemed explanation enough for his growing weakness. Finally,
though, he'd had to accept that his temperature was climbing faster than the trail.
He'd wanted to curse the air blue, but he'd kept moving. Not much else he could
do. The aspirin in his kit had been contaminated by the river.

On a scale of one to dead, his fever rated around seven. What he'd just learned
was worse. It wasn't on the same scale.

He glanced up the hill. She'd be worrying. He'd stayed away longer than he'd
told her he would—first so he could get into position. Then to make a decision.

Not about grabbing blankets and food. That possibility had gone out the
window as soon as he'd verified that the arrivals in the village were El Jefe's men.
He'd overheard enough to know that the self-styled leader had suffered some
major reversals. Professionally, that pleased Michael. San Christobal's current
government wasn't great. There was corruption, inefficiency, plenty of problems.
But it was democratically elected, and it was making an effort to observe basic
human rights. El Jefe would be a hundred times worse.

Personally, though, the news stunk. Adding what he'd heard to the
implications, he came up with an unpleasant sum. El Jefe was getting desperate.



To survive, he would have to gather more support quickly. He thought he'd found
away to do that.

Alyssa had some more worrying to do, he thought grimly as he started uphill
again. Oh, he'd offer her a choice. That was only right. But he was pretty sure
which way she'd jump.

Alyssa Jean Kelleher. The Reverend Kelleher. She wasn't what he'd expected,
that was for sure. In her own way, she was as tough as they came. Tenderhearted,
though. And she didn't know squat about how to move through hostile
territory—hell, she barely realized she was in hostile territory. She didn't know
how to get by with a knife, a map, a length of string and a few other odds and ends
when she had mountains to cross.

Which was why he'd made the decision he had before starting back up this
blasted hill. He just hoped like hell he'd chosen right.

"Of course I'm staying with you."

Michael shook his head. Hadn't he known she'd say that? Still, he had to make
sure she knew what she was risking. "You do understand? El Jefe's soldiers are
after me, not you. He wants to embarrass the U.S. and drum up support from his
neighbors. Without it, he doesn't stand a chance, and he knows that. He plans to
use me to make it look like their Norteamericano Big Brother has been interfering
in little brother's business again, and there are some who will back him, based on
that."

Her brow pleated. "Does he have to take you prisoner to do that? | mean, he
can say whatever he wants. And probably will."

"Without me to display, he has no credibility."

"Then you can't afford to be caught.”

No, he couldn't. Though he doubted she understood what that meant. "The
point is, if we split up they'll probably ignore you. You could stop in the next
village we come to, send word to the authorities in the capital. Sooner or later,
someone would come for you."

"And you'll probably die of that infection you insist you don't have."

"You going to lay on hands and cure me, Rev? If not, | can probably move faster
without you. And my best hope of getting treated is to get the hell out of this
country."

Her cheeks lost some of their color. "Oh. | ... hadn't thought of that. Of course. If
you could let me have some of the matches, and maybe—no, you'll need the
knife." She did a good job of keeping her voice even, but the fear fairly screamed
from those big blue eyes.

Damn. Why was he swiping at her? He ran a hand over his hair. "I'm not trying
to ditch you. I haven't gone to this much trouble to get you out just so | could
jump ship. But | want you to make your decision based on what's best for you, not
on my goddamned leg."

For some stupid reason she smiled. "God didn't damn your leg, Michael. A
bullet did the damage, and a man pulled the trigger on the gun that put it there.
I'll be better off with you, | think."



Relief swelled in him. He ignored it. "Then we won't have to decide who gets
this." He reached behind him and retrieved the one thing he'd brought back from
his scouting trip—a battered five-pound coffee can. "Our new cooking pot. Don't
say | never gave you anything."

They made camp early, well before dark. This time he let her help, directing her in
laying the fire, showing her how to make their bed.

She knew why. His fever was up, his cheekbones sharp and flushed. He was too
weary to do everything himself—and he was planning ahead. If he died before
they got to safety, he wanted her to have some idea of how to go on without him.

The thought made everything inside her tighten. She wasn't going to let him
die. Though what she could do ... oh, she'd do something, she vowed. She'd find a
way.

God, please don't let him die. Show me what to do.

They ate fish again. Her share tasted wonderful but didn't fill her up. He must
have been even hungrier than she was, but he insisted on splitting the catch
evenly.

Maybe tomorrow they'd find some fruit or see some kind of game. AJ. wasn't
comfortable with the thought of killing an animal, but she wasn't foolish enough
to pay attention to her squeamishness. Her stay in La Paloma had begun her
education in that respect. Animals of all kinds went into stew-pots there, and the
process wasn't clean or pretty.

Survival was a messy business, she was learning, and seldom kind.

At least they'd been able to boil water. She hadn't needed to be nagged into
drinking her share, and she'd watched to make sure he drank plenty, too. His
fever would have dehydrated him.

When twilight hit she made a trip to the bushes, just like last night. And, just as
before, when she came back he was redressing the wound on his leg. She
frowned. He'd waited until she was out of sight—again. She didn't think his
timing had anything to do with modesty.

This time she walked up to him. "How bad is it?"

He kept right on winding the worn gauze around the wound. "I'll be okay."

"Dammit, don't treat me like a child who needs to be reassured!"

He looked at her, brows lifted. "Cursing, Rev?"

"You only call me 'Rev' when you want me to back off."

"Yeah? And your pointis...?"

"That you should level with me about what shape you're in. | might be able to
help. I'm not a nurse or doctor, but | have had some first aid training.”

"So have I." He went back to his bandaging, tying off the dirty, tattered gauze.
"Save those nurturing instincts for your congregation. | prefer to take care of
myself."

"I figured that out." She clenched her hands in frustration. "What happens if
you become too sick to go on? Will you hold me off at gunpoint rather than let me
help you?"

"Depends on whether I've shot anyone that day or not. | wouldn't want to bag
over my limit." He jerked his pants up and levered himself to his feet with his



stick. "I'm going to get some sleep. Feel free to stay up and work on your sermon
some more. It's a little rough."

AJ. stood in the deepening dusk and watched him hobble the few steps to their
makeshift bed, her fists still clenched.

She'd always thought the fable about the mouse taking the thorn from the
lion's paw was unrealistic. A great, proud beast like that was a lot more likely to
swipe the mouse into oblivion with one huge paw, lashing out against its own
helplessness.

Good thing she wasn't a mouse, she decided.

Her fists relaxed and she moved to join him, settling beneath the thin blanket
without speaking. His body was as hard and reassuring as it had been the night
before. It was also warm. Much warmer than last night.

AlJ. stared out at the gathering darkness, listening to the frogs' serenade, the
calls of the other night creatures, and the steady breathing of the man whose
body heated hers like a furnace. He'd fallen asleep almost immediately.

She didn't. Long after exhaustion should have dragged her down, she lay there
sorting her options, wondering, worrying. Praying.

She shouldn't have pushed. The harder she tried to make him admit he needed
help, the harder he was going to shove her away. Some people were like that.
Accepting help made them feel vulnerable, and they couldn't handle it. She wasn't
sure why she'd tried to force things earlier—except that it had hurt. It had hurt a
great deal more than it should that he wouldn't let her help, wouldn't let her in.

Well, she'd have to get over that. She wasn't doing either of them any good by
trying to force a level of intimacy and trust he didn't want. And he had no reason
to trust her, she reminded herself. They didn't really know each other ... if it
seemed as if they did, that was due to their situation.

But whether he wanted to admit it or not, Michael needed her. He was ill,
injured, and he was going to have to depend on her, just as she depended on him.
Or neither of them would make it out of this jungle alive.



SIX
«N»
"My temperature's down this morning,” Michael said when she returned from
brushing her teeth at the creek.

Fortunately, Michael's magic pockets had held a toothbrush for him and a small
tube of toothpaste, and she still had the toothbrush the guard had given her. The
small ritual of brushing her teeth possessed amazing restorative power, as did
being able to comb her hair. She felt more like herself when she was done.

Michael sat on a rock, tying the laces of his boots. He did look better. Less
flushed, and his eyes were clear. Of course, fevers often went down in the
morning, only to climb during the course of the day. It didn't mean he was well.

But there was a spark of relief in his eyes. She wouldn't take that away from
him. "That's good," she said, folding their blanket, smoothing the air out and
refolding it until it would fit in the pocket of his vest once more. "A good night's
sleep must have helped.”

Not that he'd slept well the first part of the night. He'd been restless, moving
often enough to wake her. Some time before dawn, though, she thought he'd
fallen more deeply asleep.

"I'm not used to being sick." He picked up his stick and straightened. "I can't
remember the last time | was. Probably when | was a snot-nosed kid."

"If that's your roundabout way of apologizing for acting like a cranky child last
night, apology accepted.”

"A cranky child, huh?" He grinned.

And she was in trouble all over again.

She was falling for him. It was temporary, she was sure—the product of
isolation, danger, the fact that he'd rescued her .. and her unfortunate
susceptibility to male beauty. She'd been down that path in college, tumbling into
one hormone-driven infatuation after another. She knew better now. She'd get
over this.

But oh, how the world lit up when he grinned at her. His fever came back by
noon.

Michael didn't try to deny the growing heat and weakness this time. He cursed
silently for a few hundred yards, then stopped for rest sooner than he wanted to,
when they ran across a stream. He sent Alyssa to gather wood for a fire so he
could boil more water.

He was going to need extra fluids.

She didn't nag, didn't ask annoying questions about how he was feeling.
Quietly, efficiently, she did as instructed. Perversely, that irritated him, too.

While she scrounged for wood, he pulled out his topographic map. He'd
entered their campsite in the GPS device last night and checked it against the topo
map, so he knew where he was: about thirty miles from the border, another thirty
from the nearest Guatelmalan town.



Those miles translated into a lot of mountain. If he'd been in good shape, he
could have made the pass he was aiming for in a couple of days, and the town in
another two or three. As it was ... he refolded the map carefully.

As itwas, he'd be lucky to make it at all.

A shiver went through him. He didn't want to die. Not like this, with so much
left undone... What would happen to Ada if he died here? Would Jacob and Luke
still be able to dissolve the trust? Michael had no idea what the legal ramifications
would be if he died unwed ... Luke is already married, he thought, and | wasn't
there to see Jacob's face when he learned who Luke had wed—Maggie, the woman
Jacob had been dating. And Jacob ... he might be married, too, by now. He'd sure
been taking dead aim at that gorgeous new assistant of his...

No, he didn't want to die from some stupid fever that made him sick and weak,
unable to take care of himself, much less the woman he was supposed to be
rescuing.

Some rescue. Quite the hero, wasn't he? Maybe he should have let her think she
was slowing him down. She would have agreed to split up if she'd thought she
was endangering him.

But he still didn't believe she could make it on her own. He'd just have to push
himself. The fever wasn't that bad, and he was strong. His body might yet throw it
off. He could keep moving. He had to.

"I couldn't find much," she said cheerfully. "Is this enough?"

Alyssa stood there, a small armload of sticks distributing a fresh serving of dirt
on her already-grungy shirt. Her face was smudged, and her chinos were beyond
dirty. Her abundant mess of curls was tied back with a scrap of cloth torn from
the sleeve of her shirt. And she was smiling.

"You should have seen this bird," she said. "l only caught a glimpse of it before
it flew away, but it was gorgeous—bright red, with long yellow feathers in the
tail."

Something stirred inside him he couldn't name, something odd and warm and
disturbing. "Let's see if you remember your fire-building lessons."”

What would happen to Alyssa if he died before getting her to safety?

He heaved himself to his feet, leaning heavily on his walking stick. "I'll fill the
water bag."

"You should stay off your leg. | can get it."

A black rage descended out of nowhere. "Dammit to hell, would you quit
arguing with everything I say? I'll do it."

The fury faded almost as quickly as it had hit, but the black feeling remained,
clinging like cobwebs. She was right. He knew that even as he limped toward the
thin trickle of the stream. If she'd been one of his men, he would have sent her for
the water without a second thought. She was more fit than he was right now.

Only he couldn't stand being so damned weak. Depending on her. It made him
want to claw the bark off the nearest tree and howl.

When he came back she had the twigs and small branches in place, ready for
his matches. He took a deep breath, let it out. "I'm sorry."

She gave him a smooth, hard-to read glance. "We've both got a lot to learn, |
guess. What do you think of my fire-building?"



It wasn't perfect, but it would do. They didn't have to worry about the smoke
showing—the forest canopy would dissipate that. He showed her again how to
light it, then forced himself to rest while she boiled water in the coffee can. And
while the water was cooling, he showed her how to use the GPS device and topo
map. Just in case.

They made camp at another little stream, stopping well before dark. Supper was
simple and not very filling. Earlier they'd run across a mango tree, which AJ. had
climbed, leaving Michael white-lipped on the ground. The fruit was green but
edible, and they had a couple of mangos apiece left to go with the platanos they'd
found later. The thick, rather bready bananas were usually fried, but turned out
okay when baked on hot rocks near the fire.

Before they ate, AJ. had taken Michael's shirt downstream and washed it as
best she could. He needed to use the sleeves for bandaging; the gauze could still
serve as a pad, but was too worn to work alone. She'd washed herself, too, and
her panties and bra, though the stream was so shallow it was mostly a sponge
bath.

Michael had said it was too shallow for fish. That was probably true. AlJ.
thought it was also true that his hand wasn't steady enough for fishing.

"It's a good thing it's December," she said after swallowing the last mouthful of
platano. "We wouldn't find as many streams in the dry season."”

Michael grunted. She looked up, biting her lip.

He didn't look good. Fever glittered in his eyes and flushed his cheekbones, but
there was a gray, pallid look to his skin otherwise. His hair clung damply to his
forehead and nape and gleamed on his shoulders—his bare shoulders. He was
using his knife to cut the sleeves off of his shirt.

She leaned back on her heels. "Hot compresses."”

He glanced up. "What?"

"For your leg. | don't know why | didn't think of it before. We'll use part of your
shirt and hot water. The heat should draw out some of the infection.”

He hesitated, then handed her one of the sleeves. "It can't hurt. No, | take that
back. It's going to hurt like hell, but maybe it will do some good."

"The water's simmering now. Are you ready for me to do this?"

He grimaced, nodded and unfastened his pants.

She looked away. By now she should have been used to him casually stripping
in front of her. She wasn't. Using the hem of her shirt as a hot pad, she picked up
the coffee can and poured some of the steaming water over the flat rock they'd
cooked on, cleaning it as best she could. Then she folded the sleeve into a pad and
poured more hot water over it. "It needs to cool a bit. The water was almost
boiling."

"It needs to be hot to do any good." He reached over, picked up the pad and
held it briefly as if testing the temperature. Then laid it on the red, angry wound
in his thigh.

His lips peeled back. The breath hissed out between his teeth. "Mother Mary
and all the saints. That ought to do something. Remove a few layers of skin, if
nothing else. Keep the water hot. We'll need to repeat it."



There was a lot of skin showing right now. Michael was wearing briefs and a
small pad of cloth, and nothing else. "Here." She handed him the silvery blanket.
"This may help hold the heat in."

He spread the blanket over his legs while she moved the coffee can next to the
fire. "You sound very Catholic when you're trying not to curse,” she said as lightly
as she could.

"You can take the boy out of the parochial school, but you can't take the
parochial school out of the boy." He reached for the water bag. "Talk to me. |
could use the distraction."

"You've pried all my best stories out of me already.” He'd kept her talking most
of the afternoon, probably for the same reason he'd given now. It helped take his
mind off the pain. "Except for the tales of my misdeeds in college, and I'm not
about to spill those."

"I'll bet I can top them. C'mon, let's trade—you tell me one of your deepest,
darkest secrets, and I'll tell you one of mine."

AJ. looked at him thoughtfully. "You don't think | have any deep, dark secrets,
do you?"

"You said you were a Goody Two-shoes."

"That was in high school. | made my share of mistakes in college."”

He gave her a lazy, disbelieving grin. "Right." He tipped the water bag to his
mouth.

"When | was a freshman, | lost my virginity in the men's locker room."

Water sputtered out of his mouth. "The hell you say."

She grinned. "l was dating the captain of the basketball team, and he had a key.
I'd always wondered if their facilities were better than ours—I think I mentioned
that | was in track? Well..." She spread her hands. "Late one night, he showed me
around.”

Amusement glinted in his eyes now, along with the fever. "And did you enjoy
checking out the facilities?"

"Um..." She busied herself rolling up the leaf "plate” she'd used, tossing it into
the trees and wishing she'd resisted the urge to shock him. "I've told you a secret.
It's your turn."

"I was more traditional than you. | lost my virginity at seventeen in the back
seat of my Jag."

What kind of a hell-raiser waited until he was seventeen to lose his virginity?
Certainly he wouldn't have lacked for opportunity. She opened her mouth to tease
him about that, but at the last second common sense stepped in. Enough talk
about sex. "You had a Jaguar at seventeen?" She shook her head. "You did say you
were arich boy."

"Jacob gave it to me—my oldest brother. It was a bribe so I'd stick it out when
my dad gave up and shipped me off to military school. Jacob bought the Jag used
and rebuilt the engine while | was learning the joys of close-order drill." He
moved the blanket aside and lifted the pad from his thigh. "Better hit me again.
It's cooled off." He handed the cloth to her.

His big brother had bought him his first car after his father gave up on him? A
rapid, dangerous softening in the vicinity of her heart made AJ. look away and



tested the water with her fingertip. Hot, but not scalding. "Your brother rebuilt
the engine himself? I'm impressed.”

"Jacob's second passion is old cars. He gets off on grease and lug nuts."

"What's his first passion?" She wrung out the pad, put it on the stone and
poured water over it again.

"The money game. He plays it well, and plays to win. Not that different from
Luke, really, for all that they use a different set of counters for success. Luke—"
He stopped, hissing as she put the pad on his leg. "That wasn't as hot as the first
time."

"Hot enough. Second-degree burns won't speed the healing process. Who's
Luke? Another brother?"

Michael nodded. "He's an athlete. Picked up a gold at the Olympics for three-
day eventing before he settled down to train horses."

"Sounds like you come from a family of overachievers."

His mouth turned up. "Two out of three of us, at least. I'm the ordinary one."

AlJ. stared at him. "Amazing. You can say that with a straight face while sitting
there with hole in your leg and a fever burning you up after spending the last few
days keeping both of us alive in a jungle while being hunted by an army."

His gaze flickered away. "This is what I'm trained for. If | were like my
brothers, I'd be—oh, at least a captain by now."

The light was going, dimming from shadowy green to the hush of twilight. The
silvery blanket across his legs seemed to glow in the half light. Michael himself
seemed to grow darker, his coppery skin blending with the deepening dusk. His
expression was lost to her in the fading light, but there was tension in the stillness
of his body.

This was important to him, she realized. For some reason, he had no clue what
a remarkable man he was. For some reason, she couldn't stand that. She leaned
forward, determined to make him listen. "You play to win, too, Michael. Just like
your brothers. Only you play for higher stakes than they do—lives, freedom, the
precarious balance that passes for peace. Definitely an overachiever. You are," she
finished softly, "one of the two most extraordinary men I've ever known. Real
heroes are rare."

His head jerked around to face her. He was scowling. "Don't expect me to
believe that. I've heard enough about Daniel Kelleher today to know you thought
he was some kind of saint. And | know what you think of me."

No, he didn't. She wasn't sure herself, except that her ideas—of him, of a lot of
things—were changing. "Daniel was hardly a saint." It was surprisingly easy to
smile. "He was always late. He could be self-absorbed, and he had a lousy memory
for anything that didn't interest him. | can't tell you how many times I'd ask him
to pick up something on the way home, and he'd forget. That's how—" Her breath
caught. "That's how we wound up at that convenience store that night. He'd
forgotten to pick up the milk earlier."

Michael seemed to study her for a long moment, though she couldn't make out
his expression. Then he pulled back the blanket. "This has cooled off again." He
handed her the pad.



Hurt rushed in, making her as silent as he had been earlier. She took the cloth
and turned away. Apparently she'd said too much, gotten too close to some
invisible boundary, and he intended to pretend she hadn't spoken.

The fire had died down some, and the water wasn't as hot as it needed to be.
She moved the can closer to the flames, hugged her knees closer to her chest and
waited.

Long moments later, he spoke. "When my father died, he was a week away
from marrying his sixth wife."

That pulled her head around to look at him. "He was married six times?"

"Seven, actually, to six women. He married Luke's mother twice." Michael
grimaced. "l don't know what to say to you. | can tell that you had a real marriage.
Solid. To me, that's like walking on the moon. | know some people have done it,
but it doesn't have much to do with me. It's not something I'll ever experience. My
mother was Dad's fourth wife. | had three stepmoms before he died, and that
doesn't count the women who hung around between marriages. | can't imagine
what it was like for you to lose someone you'd built a real marriage with."

"Michael." She got that far, then stopped and swallowed. Now she was the one
who didn't know what to say. Her eyes stung, and she wanted to believe it was
the smoke from the fire making them burn, but she knew better. Nor was it
anything as unselfish as sympathy. "I, uh, think the water's hot now."

She bit her lip as she prepared the compress, getting herself back under
control. When she turned to hand him the pad, she thought she had her
expression evened out.

Their fingers brushed when she handed him the pad. "Damn. You got it hot
enough this—" He broke off when he put the pad on his leg. His head tipped back
and the cords in his neck stood out. For a few seconds he just sat there and
breathed hard, riding out the shock of pain.

When he continued, his voice was lower, slightly husky. "The real heroes are
the men like your Dan, you know. The ones who know how to handle the daily
stuff. The ones you can count on, day in and day out. That takes a kind of guts |
don't have or understand.”

Her heart was pumping hard, as if she'd rounded a familiar comer and found
herself face-to-whiskers with a tiger. "Are you by any chance warning me?"

The ghost of his usual grin touched his mouth. "Why would | do that? You're
not crazy enough to fall for a man like me. But if you change your mind about
taking that walk on the wild side you missed out on when you were a teen—"

"Never mind." Suddenly she pushed to her feet. "I'm going to wash my face and
make a trip into the bushes before it gets any darker."

Michael was asleep when she got back. Not pretending sleep—though he might
have done that to save them both embarrassment, he would have put the fire out
first. She took care of that chore, then lay down next to him.

He was lying on his back. He hadn't put his pants or vest back on. He was all
but naked, and his skin was dry and hot. Fear was becoming as familiar as aching
calves and thighs, but the furnace of his body notched it up another level. She
curled around him protectively.



Why had she kept him awake so long? Such a pointless conversation, too. She'd
been doing it again—probing, trying to create an intimacy he didn't want. She
was angry with herself for putting them both through that.

He had been warning her, however carelessly he'd denied it. And he'd been
right to do so. And if she'd hadn't been so crazy with worry for him right now, she
would have been horribly embarrassed. He'd picked up on her emotions before
she'd let herself acknowledge them ... and had gently let her know how hopeless
those mute, newborn longings were.

She closed her eyes, too tired for the tears that had threatened earlier.
Somewhere along the line, she'd come to realize that they weren't as different as
she'd thought. They were both hopeless idealists. Oh, he chased his ideals
differently, with guns and a capacity for violence that dismayed her. But his
choices were as shaped by ideals as hers were.

He was an extraordinary man, just as she'd said—a weary knight in tarnished
armor. He was also damaged. Wise enough to know the damage existed, and kind
enough to warn her about it.

They were more alike than she'd realized, yes. And still so far apart in so many
ways. He came from wealth, from a family fractured so many times she could
scarcely imagine it. She came from loving if overly protective parents, the placid
normalcy of Saturday Little League, Sunday pot roasts and a budget that only
occasionally stretched to a vacation to someplace exotic ... like Six Flags.

And she ached for him anyway. Lying on the hard ground, surrounded by night
and its creatures, with his ill, feverish body in her arms, she ached with desire for
him.

She sighed and stroked the damp hair back from his face. He didn't stir. Michael
was as wrong for her as she was for him, but he was a man who needed and
deserved to be loved. After this was over, when she went back to her safe,
ordinary life and he went on to find other dragons to slay, she might find the
strength to pray that he found a woman who could give him everything she didn't
dare.

But right now he slept beside her, gripped by the twin fists of fever and pain.
Right now—however temporarily—he was hers.

It was around noon two days later that AJ. admitted the truth.

Barring a miracle, they weren't going to make it.

For two more days they'd tried. The hot compresses seemed to help his
wound—the angry red streaks had retreated slightly—but the infection must
have already been systemic. His fever didn't go away. At night it climbed
alarmingly. For two more nights, AJ. had slept next to him as he burned, tossed
and turned before falling into a deep, exhausted sleep that scared her worse than
his restlessness.

She was hungry. Gut-gnawingly hungry in a way she'd never experienced.
They'd found some more fruit—guavas last night, small and green and hard—but
Michael hadn't let her eat much of it. An all-fruit diet, especially when the fruit
was green, was likely to throw their digestive systems into revolt. Diarrhea and
dehydration were more immediate dangers than hunger.



Earlier today, they'd seen a small deer, and AJ., who still cried when the
hunters killed Bambi's mother, had been eager for venison. But Michael's hand
had been shaking too badly to get a shot off. He'd stood there afterward, his head
down, cursing the air blue.

She didn't know how he could still be moving, putting one foot in front of the
other. She didn't think his temperature had been below a hundred since
yesterday morning, and they were still at least a day’'s journey from the border,
farther than that from the tiny Guatemalan town he'd said was their goal.

A.J. was scared all the way down to her toes. And trying desperately not to let it
show, because the last thing Michael needed was to have her fears to deal with as
well as his own. However much he pretended he wasn't scared spitless, he had to
be.

Overhead, in the hidden sky, clouds must have moved in. The light was dim.
She thought it might be around noon. This part of the trail was narrow and steep
and frequently obstructed by vines, shrubs and roots. They were high now,
entering the range where conifers dominated, though the leaves of encina oaks
still mixed with the knots of feathery needles on the towering ocote pines.

Michael was in the lead. He had the gun, the map and the know-how, even if he
was wobbly and fuzzy with fever. Sweat lent a slick sheen to his skin. He wore
only his vest, unbuttoned, and his camouflage pants; two nights ago he'd
fashioned his stick into a crude crutch, lashing a second branch to it with vines
and using his shirt to pad the top.

He was moving very slowly.

She wanted to prop him up, to let him use some of her strength. Tired and sore
and hungry as she was, she still was in better shape than he. But she'd already
offered the use of her shoulder, and received a polite refusal—along with a look
of such flat fury that she hadn't mentioned it again.

If the only thing keeping him going was stupid, stubborn pride, she wouldn't
kick that crutch out from under him.

He stopped. She kept going, closing the distance between them, thinking dully
that he'd paused to get his breath-something he'd been doing fairly often today.

But he didn't start moving again. Something in his stillness alarmed her. "What
is it?" she whispered.

He shook his head and turned slightly so she could move up beside him. She
stopped with a whisper of space between them and put her hand on his shoulder.

Dear Lord, he was hot.

Over his shoulder she saw that the path dropped off all at once, winding down
precipitously. They'd run across one of the little hidden valleys again—and this
one held a village.

A real village. Thirty huts, maybe. She could see cleared fields and people in
those fields, moving between the huts. A shout drifted up to them, vague and
wordless at this distance, but sounding so human, so cheerful and ordinary that
her eyes abruptly filled.

"It's remote," he said abruptly. "El Jefe's men may not come this far, and if they
do, they probably won't be looking for you. This is your best chance.”



Her insides skittered unpleasantly, like nails on a chalkboard. "Our best
chance," she corrected him.

"I can't risk it."

"You'll risk more by not getting help.” She grabbed his shoulders, willing him to
be sensible. His eyes didn't glitter now, but were dulled by illness. Hunger had
dug hollows beneath his cheekbones. "You can't go on like this. You need rest,
food, whatever help these people are willing to give."

He jerked himself away, turning his back to her. And he wobbled, damn him.
"I'll be okay. | can move faster once | know you're taken care of."

He could barely move at all! She gritted her teeth against frustration. Or
despair. He had to face the truth. "Michael, you're going to die if you don't get
help."

"If 1 go on alone, I'm only risking myself. If | go into the village, | risk falling into
El Jefe's hands. | can't let that happen.”

He knew. Oh, God, he knew he wasn't likely to make it, yet he still intended to
go on alone. "This place is so remote—you said so yourself. No roads in or out, no
reason to think El Jefe even knows about this place, or cares.”

"I can't risk it."

She blinked furiously, trying to keep the tears in. He'd said he couldn't let
himself be captured, but she hadn't realized what he meant—that he wouldn't
take any chance of that happening. No matter what. AJ. tried to care about all
those nameless, faceless people who would be hurt if El Jefe found a way to drag
the war out. She wanted to care. She couldn't. Not enough to sacrifice Michael for
them.

Michael cared. He cared enough to die, if necessary, for people who would
never know his name. Was there any truer definition of hero?

In that moment, something small and simple and complete fell into place inside
her, quietly and without fuss. She took a deep breath, balanced between painful
calm and near hysteria.

What a moment to realize all her sensible decisions had been as effective as the
sand walls children build to hold back the ocean. It was too late for fears,
reasonable or otherwise. She was in love with him.

"All right," she said after a moment. "You know your duty better than | do. If
you can't risk it, you can't. Do we take a break now, or keep going?"

He turned. His eyes narrowed. "We don't do anything. You go down there,
make friendly with the natives."

"NO."

Michael fought dirty. He told her he didn't want or need her tagging after him.
She was a burden. She was more likely to get him killed than she was to help him.

"I don't think so," she said calmly. "And | don't care what you want. I'm going
with you."

He dragged a hand over his hair. "Look, if you come with me, we'll probably
both die. You want me to die knowing | caused your death?"

"You gave me some good advice a couple days ago. There's nothing more
useless than blaming yourself for someone else's decision. This is my choice, not
yours."



Finally, his eyes bleak and wild, he turned and started moving—back up the
path. Away from the village.

Al followed.

Her decision had been quite simple, really. If she left him, he would die. Oh,
he'd keep going as long as he could, and she didn't doubt his will, his drive. He
wouldn't give up until the breath left his body.

But will and drive weren't always enough.

He might die anyway, of course. Her knowledge and skills were limited. But
she'd do everything she could, and if it wasn't enough ... if it wasn't enough, she
thought, swallowing hard, she could at least be sure he didn't die alone.
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Heat. Pain. Both beat at him, throbbed through him. Fire raged in his leg and
pulsed through his body. His head and heart pounded in rhythm with the furnace.
He tried to take a step with every beat. But it was growing darker.

Damned sun, he thought. Hiding behind a cloud when he needed to see.
Couldn't trip. If he went down, he wasn't sure he'd be able to get up.

Unless ... maybe it was night?

That seductive thought made him stop. He contemplated darkness, swaying
and blinking at the sweat stinging his eyes. Night meant peace, rest. Lying down
with Alyssa. Her hand on his skin, her body curled around him...

"It's not dark yet," he muttered, clenching his hand on the crutch-stick that held
him upright.

"No, not yet," her soft voice agreed. And then she was taking his stick from him,
lifting his arm. She put it over her shoulder, tucking her own shoulder under his
arm. "Come on, soldier."

That's right. He was a soldier. He had to keep going, keep away from the village
... keep Alyssa safe. But she was supposed to have stayed in the village. Safer for
her there. "You're supposed to be back there," he said, trying to focus on her face.
"In the village."

"I decided to stay with you." Her voice was so soothing. "Can you go a little
farther, Michael? If we can find a stream, | can bathe you, maybe get the fever
down."

A stream. Yes, that was good. They needed water.

He started moving again. It was a little easier now, with her shoulder
supporting him on one side.

The first time he went down, she helped him stand. The second time, she begged
him to stay where he was. He didn't curse or argue. He didn't have the energy. It
took everything he had to get to his feet. Then walk. Keep moving. If he stopped ...
he was no longer sure what would happen if he stopped. Something terrible. His
world narrowed until all that remained was heat, pain, the necessity of putting
one foot in front of the other.

After some brief eternity, his knees buckled. She was right there—lowering
him to the ground.

"Have to rest," he muttered, closing his eyes. "Be okay in a minute."

"That's right. You rest."”

Something settled on top of him. His eyelids lifted slightly—the blanket. "Is it
night? Time to camp?"

"Close enough." Her voice sounded funny. "You sleep, Michael. I'll be back
soon."

Back? His hand shot out, capturing her wrist more by instinct than aim. "Where
are you going?"



"To the village." Her hand was cool on his forehead, smoothing back his hair.
"I'll be back as soon as | can."

She was going. Leaving him. That was what he'd wanted—wasn't it? For her to
go to the village, where she'd be safe... "You aren't coming back."

"Yes, I am. | will." Her face was a fuzzy oval, but her voice was clear. And her
hand was blessedly cool on his skin ... he didn't want her to go. He needed her.

No. No, he couldn't need... "Don't come back."

"I'm sorry. | know you have your duty. | have to follow my own conscience. Or
maybe I'm just not as strong as you are. | can't let you die because there's a
chance you would be captured. Maybe you wouldn't be. Maybe ... oh," she said,
hurrying over the words, "I'm not putting this well, and you're too sick to know
what I'm saying. Rest." Her hand again, stroking him, soothing him. "Sleep. I'll be
back."

Then the comforting hand and the soothing voice were gone.

He almost cried out. But he remembered that she was supposed to go, to be
safe ... and that he shouldn't be heard, seen, found.

Couldn't be seen ... but he was in the middle of the trail. That was wrong. He
heaved himself onto his hands and knees. His head spun. Keep moving, he told
himself, and crawled until he saw a great, spreading bush. He dropped to his
stomach and rolled, aiming to get under those sheltering branches, and bumped
his injured thigh.

The pain was fierce and violent. Don't cry out.

After a moment his breathing steadied. He would rest. He would lie here and
rest until he had some of his strength back. Then he'd keep moving.

Keep moving...

"Mikey, can't you move any faster?"

"I don't want to go." He sat on his bed, his mouth sulky, his jaw stubborn. "Why
do we have to go?"

"Because your father will be home soon. | have to get away. He's swallowing
me. |I—oh, you're just a kid. You can't understand. Never mind, honey." His
mother smiled, but her lips trembled. "Be a good boy and put your things in the
suitcase. I'll explain ... oh, I forgot my necklace. I'll be back," she said, already
moving. "Pack your things, there's my good boy." She whirled out of his room on
jasmine-scented air.

Michael sat beside the open suitcase she'd put on his bed. He wanted to cry, but
he couldn't. He wasn't a little kid anymore.

He didn't pack. It made his insides knot up to disobey, but he didn't want to
leave his father, his brothers. Where would they go? Who would take care of his
mom if they left? The tears almost won when he thought about that, about having
to take care of her by himself.

He wasn't a little kid anymore, but he wasn't really big, either. Not big like
Jacob, or even Luke. Luke was eight, four years older than him. And Jacob was
really big, thirteen and awfully bossy, but he always seemed to know what to do.
And Ada ... he sniffed. He really, really wanted Ada.

But his brothers were at school, and Ada was at the store. Michael was home
alone with his mom.



He didn't know what to do.

"Mikey?" She was back. "Oh, Mikey, you haven't moved. We have to go now."

"I don't want to go. My brothers are here. If you don't like Dad anymore, you
can just stay away from him." His brothers would help him take care of her. She
might be just their stepmom, but they loved her, too. He could count on them to
help—if he and his mom stayed here.

"It's not that simple, sweetheart. Here, you'll want your new jeans, won't you?"
She began folding his clothes, her movements jerky.

"It's a big house. You could move into the yellow bedroom, the one in the east
wing. You like yellow."

"Oh, Mikey." Her hand trembled when she stopped moving, the small, telltale
tremor he knew too well. She'd be drinking soon. "How selfish | am. | understand,
sweetheart." Swiftly she bent and kissed him.

She always moved fast when she was like this, as if there was too much of her
crammed inside her skin and she was trying to get away from herself. "You stay
here, sweetheart. He's not a bad father, and you'll have Jacob and Luke and Ada ...
you'll be better off here. Lord knows I'm not—not—" Her breath hitched and she
straightened. "I'll come see you soon, all right? | just have to—to pull myself
together. I'll be better soon," she said, spinning and heading for the door. "When
I'm away from him."

"Mama?" He shot off the bed. "Mama, you can't go without me!"

"It's for the best." She picked up her suitcase, stretching her mouth in a too-
bright smile. "You'll see, darling. | love you so much ... tell Jacob and Luke I love
them, too, will you? | don't like leaving without seeing them, but | have to go. I'll
be better soon," she promised, turning and walking quickly down the hall. "You'll
see. Everything will be better soon."”

"Mama?" He ran after her. "Mama, don't go! Mama..."

Don't go. Don't... Michael’s eyes jerked open.

Leaves. There were leaves above him, ground below. And pain, terrible pain in
his leg and his head. The light was dim, but it wasn't night ... the rain forest. He
remembered now. He'd been hurt, shot, and Alyssa had left him. She'd gone back
to the village.

He was alone. And he was dying.

No! He struggled, got his elbow under him, levered himself up—not sitting, not
quite, but it was a start. Only the effort made him pant, made his head spin.
Darkness fluttered, frothy and inviting, at the edges of his vision. He collapsed
onto the dirt once more.

He had to keep moving...

Where? How? God, he thought, but couldn't think of what to pray for, except for
life. He wanted to live so badly.

Alyssa, he thought, or maybe he said it. She'd said she would be back ... Alyssa
of the gentle hands, incredible legs and soothing voice. If only he could hear her
voice again ... funny. He couldn't hear her, but he could see her ... the awe on her
face when she'd seen the butterflies. The smudge of dirt on her cheek. The single,
sweaty curl that kept straggling into her face in spite of the way she kept shoving
it back...



She wasn't here. He knew that. She'd left him, yet he could still see her. Wasn't
that strange?
Keep her safe, he thought, and let the darkness have him.

"We're almost there,"” A.J. said in Spanish, scrambling up a short, steep slope.

How had Michael made it up this part of the trail? Her own heart was
hammering so hard she barely heard the murmured reply from behind her. That,
too, was in Spanish, but the dialect was so thick she caught only some of the
words. The tone, though, was clear—comfort, reassurance.

She made herself slow down. Sister Andrew might seem sturdy, with her broad
face, shoulders and hips, but she had to be at least sixty. Sefior Pasquez, the
village's tepee, or headman, was even older. He looked like a strong gust of wind
would blow him away.

At the top of the rise, AJ. looked around frantically. Here. She was sure she'd
left Michael here. So where...? "Oh," she cried, hurrying to grab the silver material
snagged on a branch. Their blanket. She'd covered him with it before she left.

Where was he?

She didn't realize she'd spoken aloud until Sefior Pasquez answered in his
colloquial Spanish. "Your man was out of his head, you said. He's moved a little,
maybe. He won't be far. We will find him."

She flashed him a worried smile. "Yes. Yes, of course. He— | see him!"

He was several feet off the trail, half hidden beneath a bush. What instinct had
prompted him to crawl under there, to hide? She hurried to his side, pushing the
branches back. Sister Andrew went with her; Seflor Pasquez and his donkey
followed more slowly.

He was so still. But his chest moved. Life still breathed in him. "Michael." AJ.
forced a calm she didn't feel into her voice, stroking his hair. He was very hot.
"Michael, I've brought help."

Slowly, his eyes drifted open. He smiled up at her. "Hey." His voice was weak.
"How about that. | can hear you now, too."

Then he passed out again.

Hands pulled at him. Michael roused from the dark ocean to fight.

"Shh, it's all right. We have to move you, Michael. Sefior Pasquez's donkey can
pull you once we get you on the travois."

Alyssa's voice? She wanted him to move. Yes, he remembered now. He was
supposed to keep moving.

He tried. His wounded leg wasn't working, but he managed to push with the
other one. Strong hands gripped him under his arms and dragged him. It hurt. He
gritted his teeth. Did he still have to be silent? He couldn't remember. "Alyssa?"

"Here," she said. "Right beside you. It will take a while to get you back to the
village, and I'm afraid you'll be bounced around. But they've got penicillin." She
sounded excited. "Sister Andrew has had some medical training, too, and she
knows the local remedies. She'll help you."

But the nun was named Sister Elena, not Andrew. Andrew was Scopes's first
name. Was Scopes here?



No, that was silly. His eyes closed again. If he was going to hallucinate, he
wished he'd dream up a soft bed and air-conditioning, not this hard jolting. It
hurt. It hurt so much...

At some point the jolting stopped. There were people, voices—but he couldn't
make the sounds break up into words. Children? Did he hear children's high,
piping voices? Where was he?

He tried to focus, but everything blurred—people, light, movement. But Alyssa
was there. She was holding his hand while other hands and arms lifted him,
carried him ... darkness. Something smooth beneath his back. A hand behind his
head, and a cup held to his lips. He drank—cool, sweet water.

Another voice. A woman, but not Alyssa. She spoke English with a thick Irish
brogue, which made no sense. Scopes had a touch of brogue in his speech ... but
Scopes wasn't here. Wherever here was.

Michael frowned. Hands tugged at the top of his pants. He struggled to sort the
whirl of images, sensations, thoughts... "Why?"

"The sister needs to look at your wound," Alyssa said.

"No..." He shook his head weakly. "Why did you come back?"

"I couldn't leave you. And it will be okay, Michael, you'll see. These are good
people. They insisted on bringing you here so the sister could take care of you."
Her lips pressed a blessing to his forehead. "You're going to be all right now.
You'll see.”

Somehow that's when he knew. She wasn't a hallucination. None of this was.
Alyssa was really there with him—in a hut. In the village. She'd done exactly what
he'd told her not to do, jeopardizing his mission.

She'd come back. And they were safe.

Relief crashed in, a huge wave that swept him back out into that black ocean.
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The water was waist-high and cool. Dirt squished between her toes. AJ. scooped
soft soap out of the wooden bowl, luxuriating in the clean, slippery feel of it. She
hummed as she rubbed the soap into her hair. The air was alive with birdsong,
with the coppery tang of the river and the blended smells of earth and green,
growing things. Trees leaned out over the water, but there was a long strip of
unobstructed sky above the river, as blue as every promise ever made—and kept.

She looked up at that strip of sky, breathed it in and thought of Michael.

His fever had broken yesterday. Last night, though, it had peaked. He'd been
delirious, and he'd babbled about many things. Not all promises are kept, she
thought sadly. And when promises made to a child are broken the pieces can't
always be put back together again.

She dunked beneath the water, then surfaced. Water streamed from her face,
hair and shoulders.

"You look very clean now, Sefiora," a polite young voice said in Spanish.

AJ. smiled at the fourteen-year-old girl who'd accompanied her to the river. It
wasn't considered safe or seemly to bathe alone. "Yes, I'm clean now."

"You certainly do enjoy bathing." Pilar handed her the length of cloth that
would serve as a towel.

"It's considered very important where | come from."

AJ. dressed quickly. The air was warm, but she wasn't used to being outside in
the nude, though they were screened by trees from the homes and fields.

Pilar chattered happily as they headed back to Cuautepec. The girl was as
tolerant of AJ.'s oddities as the rest of the villagers. Al.'s passion for frequent
baths was only one of her peculiarities; more baffling was her status. Who had
ever heard of a woman priest? She wasn't a holy woman like the sisters, nor was
she like the priests who came to marry, baptize and offer communion every
couple of years. The villagers didn't know what to make of her, so they called her
Seiiora Kelleher.

Widowhood, they understood all too well.

She and Pilar parted by the well. AJ. unfastened the peg, let the bucket drop
and heard it splash. It was certainly nice not to have to boil the water anymore. Or
dose it with iodine, as Michael had done that first day.

Michael.

Love ached in her so strongly she rubbed her chest, trying to ease the pain.
After their adventure was over, they'd never see each other again. AJ. knew that.
Accepted it.

But oh, how scary and hard and beautiful it was to be in love.

She thought of the names he'd called out when he was feverish—his brothers,
mostly. Jacob and Luke. He'd talked to someone named Ada, too. She frowned as
she winched the bucket back up. Who was Ada? Someone important, she thought,
pouring the water into one of her buckets. A stepmother? Aunt? Girlfriend?



He hadn't cried out for his parents. But he had cried. The fever had sent him
back in time at one point, way back, to when he'd been a little boy, crying for a
mother who had left him. Other times, he'd spoken to one or another of his
brothers about the need to take care of his mother.

"¢Su novio, il esta mejor hoy?"

AJ. blinked back to the present. An older woman, her black hair covered by a
faded red cloth, her eyes kind and curious, waited patiently to take her turn at the
well. AJ, flushed, embarrassed at being caught drifting off into her thoughts. She'd
done that a lot the last two days. "Perdone me, Sehora Valenzuela. Si, il esta mucho
mejor."

Novio meant fiancé. The rural people of San Christobal were relaxed about
sexual matters; still, a woman, even a widow, didn't travel alone with a man who
wasn't a relative. Therefore, Michael was AJ.'s novio. Sister Andrew had gently
suggested that AJ. not argue with the assumption, which was at least partly a
polite fiction.

AJ. emptied the water into her other bucket. "He isn't used to being sick,
though,” she went on in Spanish, "and he's restless. He thinks he should be well
overnight."

The older woman chuckled. "Men. They are such babies about sickness. And so
much trouble! Do this, fetch that. But how we miss them when we don't have
them underfoot!" She shook her head.

Sefiora Valenzuela had a husband and a grown son that she longed to have
underfoot once more, AJ. knew. "Perhaps Rualdo will be able to return for a visit
soon."

She shrugged. "God willing. My girls work hard, but they haven't a man's
muscles. If only ... ah, well. Complaining doesn't make the pot boil faster." She
took her place at the well.

A. positioned herself beneath the yoke that balanced the water buckets across
her shoulders. They were heavy when full. Straightening, she headed back to the
biggest building in Cuautepec—the orphanage.

She and Michael had drawn more than their share of luck when they ran across
this particular village three days ago. Compared to others in the impoverished
north, little Cuautepec was prosperous. The fields produced crops regularly, due
in part to a system that let the villagers dam a small river annually, flooding the
fields and depositing valuable sediment. Many of the villagers had goats or
chickens; there was good, clean drinking water from a well and even a crude
sawmill, though it wasn't in use now.

The reason for all this prosperity was twofold: Sister Andrew and Sister
Constancia. The two nuns had established the small orphanage fifteen years ago.
That hadn't been enough to keep them busy, however. Over the years they'd done
much to improve the lot of the villagers.

The one thing the village sorely lacked was able-bodied men. Many of the
younger men traditionally left the village for a few months each year to work on a
coffee plantation on the other side of the ridge. Then EIl Jefe had started
"recruiting” by force, and several of the village men had been impressed into his



army. Some had managed to return. Some—Iike Sefiora Valenzuela's husband—
hadn't.

She exchanged greetings with three children, an old man, a goat and two more
women before reaching the orphanage.

The small building that housed the nuns and their charges possessed many
advantages, too. The roof was tin, the floors cement, and the exterior walls were
cement blocks. There were four rooms. One took up half the building, and in it
cooking, eating, work, play, prayer and lessons took place. The other half was
divided into bedrooms for the children—one for the boys, one for the girls—and a
tiny room at the back shared by the sisters.

AJ. went around back, stepping up on the plank porch, where a pretty girl with
a missing front tooth flashed her a smile, then went back to grinding corn with a
stone mortar and pestle. Inside, a six-year-old girl was shelling beans while two
boys argued over whose turn it was to bring in firewood. A smaller boy sat on a
stool in one corner, his back to the room, his shoulders slumped in dejection.

Manuel. AJ. smiled. The boy had enough energy and curiosity for an entire
schoolroom. Unfortunately, he hadn't developed think-ahead skills yet. His
curiosity often landed him in trouble.

"You don't have to get the water," Sister Andrew scolded in her lilting English.
"We have many hands and backs for such chores."

"I drink it," AJ. said, bending at the knees until the buckets sat on the floor. "I
should take a turn fetching it."

In the far corner, Michael sat on his pallet, whittling at something with that
long, lethal knife of his. He wore his vest and pants. His chest looked hard and
strong. The muscles in his arms shifted as he plied the knife.

He looked up when she spoke.

His skin still had the drawn look of illness, but his eyes—oh, his eyes. Why did
he keep looking at her that way? Had he guessed how she felt? Flustered, A.J. bent
her attention to unhooking the buckets from the yoke. "Looks like our patient
found something to do."

Sister Andrew smiled. "He promised that if we let him work with his knife he
wouldn't try to chop firewood."

"Firewood?" AJ. straightened, giving Michael a hard look. "He'd better not."

A smile played over his mouth. His eyes never left her. "I'm behaving. Come feel
my forehead and see if I'm too warm."

"I should help with supper.”

"Nonsense," Sister Andrew said. "The girls don't need help to cook beans."

"Sister Constancia—"

"Doesn’'t need any help teaching the little ones their catechism, either. Go, spoil
your man for a few minutes."

Pressed, she did as she'd been told, pausing long enough to dip him a cup of
water.

His pallet consisted of two blankets folded lengthwise to cushion the hard
floor. Two more blankets, folded more compactly, waited against the wall. They
were what A.J. slept on—next to him. When she could sleep.



Even when he'd been sick, he'd aroused her. Now ... well, now she no longer
slept snuggled up to him, but it didn't seem to matter. Lying beside him, even
without touching, made her ache. But she wouldn't act on her feelings. Just
thinking about it—about him, about caring and intimacy—made her stomach
constrict in a sick, nervous knot.

When she reached him, he smiled and put down the wood and his knife so he
could take the wooden cup from her. "Thanks."

She sat next to him on the folded blankets, keeping several inches between
them. Her foolish body ignored that, reacting as if she'd done what her palms
itched to do and stroked the firm muscles of his arm. "It's nice to see your hands
steady again. What are you making?"

"It's supposed to be a bowl. Sister Andrew is indulging me by pretending she
needs one." He finished the water and set the cup down. "l see you've been
scandalizing the villagers by bathing again."

She felt her cheeks warm. "What gave me away? The fact that I'm several
shades lighter now?"

He touched her hair. "Your hair is damp. And it shines like polished copper."

"I wish you wouldn't flirt."

"Why? Don't ministers flirt?"

She gave him a wary glance. Before, when he'd referred to her calling, he'd
used it as a way to put walls between them. Now he was plainly, gently teasing. "It
makes me uncomfortable."

"That isn't why you're uncomfortable, Alyssa. | can't do anything about the real
problem. Yet."

Uh-oh. She was not having this conversation in a room with one nun and three
children. "l need to get more water." She started to get up.

He caught her wrist and pulled her back down. "I'll behave. Promise."

His eyes were laughing at her. It annoyed her. "You and | have different ideas
about what constitutes behaving."

"Your mouth sure is sexy when you prim it up like that."

She didn't mean to laugh. It just slipped out. "Keep it up and you'll have an
opportunity to tell me I'm beautiful when I'm angry, too."

He smiled and picked up the lump of wood he'd been shaping. "Did | tell you
that when | was feverish | thought Sister Andrew was Scopes?"

"No, you didn't."" She relaxed slightly. "Who's Scopes—one of your men? You
were ordering him around something fierce that first night we got here, when
your fever was so high."

"Was 17" He frowned. "Did | babble a lot?"

"Some." He'd said more than he would want her to know, she felt sure. "So why
did you think the sister was Scopes?"

"He's half Irish with a trace of brogue, and his first name is Andrew. | was
afraid he'd suffered some terrible transformation." He chuckled.

AJ. smiled and smoothed their silvery blanket, which lay on top of the others.
"The sisters have been good to us. The whole village has. | can hardly believe how
lucky we were to stumble across them."

"Was it luck?"



"I'd call it God's grace, but | thought you might prefer to think in terms of luck.”

"I'm not a complete disbeliever, even if I'm not sure what to believe in." He
picked up his knife and started digging at the wood. "I'm worried about the
trouble our presence could cause these people.”

"Me, too." A chill touched her at the sight of that long, wicked knife in his
hands—a foolish reaction. A knife was just a tool, and he'd used it often enough
on the trail.

Had he ever used it to kill?

She shook her head, trying to shake off the morbid thoughts. "Sister Andrew
was determined to help as soon as | told her about you. She's like that. The other
villagers have been amazingly generous, considering how little they have."

"I'll see that they don't suffer for having helped us." A long wood curl spiraled
off his knife. "'l should be strong enough to move on in another two or three days.
Are you going to go with me or stay here?"

Two or three days? Her heart gave a funny little hop in her chest. It was so
soon. Too soon. And yet, hadn't she expected him to want to leave even faster?

Once he began to mend she'd expected all sorts of reactions from him that
she'd hadn't seen, though. Anger, because she'd brought him here against his
wishes. Maybe some gratitude mixed in with it. The one thing she'd been sure of
was that he'd be antsy, anxious to leave.

He hadn't been angry. Or antsy, as far as she could tell. He just watched her all
the time with those calm, intent eyes. Hunter's eyes.

He was confusing the heck out of her.

"Hey." He used his thumb to smooth her forehead. "What's the frown for?"

"I thought you'd try to leave as soon as your fever went down, even if you had
to crawl. Instead you sound content to wait around."

"I was out of my head with fever when | insisted on continuing instead of
getting help,” he said mildly. "Now that we're here, I'd be foolish to leave before
I'm strong enough.”

He'd been so determined to avoid coming here that he'd nearly killed himself—
and now he was okay with staying a few more days? "So you're not going to try to
slink away before your wound is healed?"

"I can't wait until it's fully healed, but | won't be doing any slinking." His knife
stroked another long curl out of the center of the wood. "What about you, Alyssa?
What do you want?"

You. The word echoed so strongly in her mind she had to pause before
answering. "Why are you calling me Alyssa?"

"Why not?"

"I'm used to A.J."

He started another curl of wood with his knife. "It's human nature to hang on
to whatever we're used to. When the Allied armies liberated the concentration
camps, some of the prisoners walked out the gates, then turned around and
walked back in. They weren't used to freedom anymore."

"You make it sound as if wanting to be called by my own name is like living in a
concentration camp."



He paused and touched her arm lightly with the hand that held the knife. "But
your name is Alyssa.”

She moved her arm away.

"The knife bothers you?" He pulled it back, his eyes steady on hers. "l won't
pretend to be other than what I am."

"I'm not asking you to. But | can't pretend it doesn't trouble me."

He nodded. "Fair enough. Honesty is a good starting point."

Hope and heat fluttered inside her. So did fear. "We're not starting anything,
Michael."

"I think we already have. Doesn't anyone call you Alyssa?"

"My mother." Thinking of that warm, busy woman made her smile. "When |
told her | wanted to be called A.J., she hugged me and said that was fine—but she
liked the name she'd given me."

"What about your father? What does he call you?"

"Oh, I'm AJ. to Dad." Affection and memory chased each other, making her
chuckle. "Since he didn't have any sons, he was delighted when | turned out to be
a tomboy he could teach to pitch, bat and field a fly ball."

"A baseball fan, | take it."

"An addict." They would be so worried about her. They must know she'd been
taken prisoner. Would they be told about the attempted rescue? Restless, anxious
over what she couldn't change, she rose to her feet. "I need to get more water."

"Alyssa."

She paused, looking over her shoulder at him.

"Did your husband call you A.J.?"

Her brows knit in a quick, warning frown. "Yes."

He nodded and went back to his whittling. "That's what | thought."”

She was all grace and light. Michael watched Alyssa as she helped the others put
their simple supper together that night. She paused to wipe a child's dirty face,
then to admire the pretty rock another had found.

He knew he made her uneasy. He wanted to. He wanted—needed—for her to
be aware of him.

She might not know it yet, but the rules had changed for both of them.
Everything had changed. He was feeling his way in this new landscape, unsure of a
great many things—but very sure of his goal.

When the others were gathered at the big table near the fireplace where the
cooking was done, Michael pushed to his feet. He still used his walking stick, but
every day he needed it less.

Sister Constancia said the blessing. The two oldest girls served. One—Pilar?
Yes, that was it—brought the beans to the foot of the table, where he sat as guest
of honor. She was a pretty girl, clear-skinned, with a gap between two of her teeth
that gave her smile a certain lopsided charm. At fourteen, she was ready to
practice beguiling whatever male moved into range. She set the beans in front of
him with a ducked head, shy smile and sideways glance. He thanked her gravely,
took a portion and passed the bowl to his right.



Alyssa sat there. Their fingers brushed when she took the bowl. She glanced at
him. Her smile came and went too quickly.

She didn't trust him. He knew that and he hated it, but he understood. She had
no reason to trust. She had saved his life, while he had very nearly cost her hers.

He should never have let her go on with him after they'd seen this village. If it
had taken him longer to collapse, she might have died, too, lost in a wilderness
she didn't have the skills to cope with. But she'd been determined to stay with
him. When he'd been out of his head with fever and unable to do either of them
any good, she'd stayed. Then she'd left ... but she'd come back. And changed
everything.

Michael shifted on the hard bench. His leg ached. He'd used it more than
anyone except himself had thought wise today. But he knew his limits, and he
hadn't done any damage. He had to get his strength back. He couldn't stay here
much longer.

In truth, he should have already left.

He glanced at the woman on his right. She hadn't said if she was going to leave
with him. And he wasn't leaving without her.

"Seflor West?" a small voice to his left said, going on in rapid-fire Spanish as
soon as Michael turned his head, "Will you tell me about the television again,
where the pictures move? And the electricity that makes this happen, and makes
the lights work?"

He smiled at Manuel, who always had questions—especially about the marvels
found in that mythical land, the U.S. It occurred to Michael that if he lived, he
would soon be a very rich man.

Funny. He'd never cared about the money, never counted on it. His father's
bizarre will had come as a nasty surprise, but not because he was interested in
wealth. There would be advantages to having money, though, he thought as he
tried to explain the mysteries of electricity to a six-year-old. A boy as bright and
inquisitive as Manual deserved a chance to soak up all the learning he could.

One of the girls chided Manual for not letting their guest eat. The boy
reluctantly returned his attention to his supper, giving Michael a chance to scoop
up beans with one of the soft tortillas they used in lieu of silverware.

"You're good with him," Alyssa said quietly in English.

"l like kids. You do, too, from what I've seen.”

She nodded, looking down at her bowl. "That's another thing | put off. Having
children. It made sense at the time, since we intended to put in at least one year of
missionary work."

"Regrets?" He captured her hand. "You can still have children, you know." My
children. The thought startled him. And aroused him. Yes, he thought as another
part of this new landscape became clear. He wanted to see her big with his child.

Awareness flashed through her eyes, sharp and hot. She pulled her hand away.
"You'd better eat," she said lightly. "Seconds only go to those who finish their first
helping quickly."

Michael obeyed with an easy docility that would have warned his brothers to
keep an eye on him. He'd gotten what he wanted—for now. She was aware of him.

Alyssa was going to be his. She just didn't know it yet.



There was a great deal of laughing and bickering while the table was cleared and
dishes were washed. Michael joined the friendly chaos, insisting he was well
enough to scrub the bean pot. Pilar looked shocked. Manuel wanted to know why
he would wash a pot when there were girls to do such things. He told the boy that
a real man always did his share of the work. Since he wasn't fit enough to chop
wood yet, he would wash pots.

Finally, after Sister Andrew had dressed his wound again, the children were
sent to bed and the sisters went to their own room. By the time Michael returned
from a trip to the facilities behind the building, the fire had burned low in the
fireplace. The room was warm and dark, and he had Alyssa to himself.

She leaned out the window near the front door, pulling the crude shutters
closed. Someone had given her a nightgown. The yards of much-washed cotton
nearly swallowed her.

"How's your leg?" she asked when she turned around. "You've been using it a
lot today."

"Sore, but mending." He propped his stick against the wall and lowered himself
onto his pallet.

"Thank God for penicillin. When | think of how ill you were..." She shook her
head and knelt to unfold her blankets. "It's a miracle."

"Close enough. Of course, it helps that I'm so tough.”

She chuckled. He settled on his side, his head propped on one hand. He loved
watching her by firelight. The hints and shadows, the shapes shifting as she
moved, the whisper of fabric and the quiet intimacy of bare feet—it all fascinated
him. Aroused him. "Do you realize I'd never seen you indoors until we came
here?"

"What a strange thought." Quickly, competently, she spread her blankets a foot
away from his. "We haven't known each other very long, have we? Though it
seems..." She shook her head, lay down and smoothed one blanket over her. "I
was indoors when you found me at El Jefe's compound.”

"I wasn't. And | didn't see you until you came out the window."

Their eyes caught. Held. "I've wondered about Sister Maria Elena and your
men. If they made it out okay."

"I'd put money on it. They're good men." Her eyes were luminous in the dim
light, her shape more sensed than seen. There was an easy intimacy to lying side
by side this way. There was also a foot of space between their blankets. "I liked it
better when you slept tucked up against me."

She looked away. Her fingers plucked nervously at the blanket. "That was
necessary on the trail. It isn't necessary now."

He wondered if her pulse was pounding as wildly as his. It would be easy to
find out—all he had to do was stretch out a hand and touch the smooth skin of
her throat.

He sighed. She'd probably jump up and move her blankets to the other side of
the room. "Do you only do what's necessary, Alyssa Jean?"

"Oh." Her laugh was shaky. "I haven't heard that in ages. My mother only called
me Alyssa Jean when | was in trouble.”



He smiled at her through the deepening darkness. The fire was down to coals
now. "I don't think | remind you of your mother.”

For a long moment she didn't answer. "No. Which is why I'm over here and
you're over there, and it's going to stay that way."

He could have told her that his intentions were honorable, but that was only
partly true. And she would probably have scurried over to the other side of the
room anyway. Yet she could do that now, couldn't she? He no longer needed a
nurse in the middle of the night.

She stayed near because she wanted to. Frustration, keen and sexual, gnawed
at Michael, but satisfaction was stronger. "How about a picnic tomorrow?"

"What?"

"You know—dirt and ants. Finger food. Eating outdoors."

Her voice was low and amused. "We've done plenty of that."

"I'm trying to be good, but I'm bored out of my mind. | thought a little walk
tomorrow might let me exercise my leg without straining anything. | need to see
how well | can manage. And I'd like some company."

"Oh ... well, okay. | guess."

She sounded dubious. He smiled at the darkness. Her instincts were good. If
she'd known how right she was to be wary of his invitation, she'd never have
accepted it. "Good. I'll arrange it in the morning. Good night, Alyssa."

Her answering "good night" was soft and, whether she knew it or not, a little
wistful.

It was funny, he thought as he rolled onto his back. A week ago, he would have
sworn that he liked women. He'd been sure he'd gotten over the confusion his
childhood had created about the female half of the species.

But you couldn't tell a man who had never seen the sun what light was like.
Trust was the same, he'd learned. He hadn't known he was missing something
until he'd been forced to depend on a woman—and learned what it was to trust
her. Wholly, but without blinders. The same way he trusted the men on his team,
or his brothers. He knew them well, understood their flaws, and knew he could
count on them anyway.

He couldn’t have guessed it would matter so much to trust a woman.

Until now, Michael had snorted at the idea of men and women being friends.
Friendly, yeah—he liked a lot of women. But Alyssa was different. Like his
brothers, like the men on the team, she was someone he could count on. She was
areal friend.

Of course, she was a friend he wanted to have sex with. Badly.

Time was short and the stakes were high. For the first time since he'd put on
his uniform, Michael was putting something ahead of duty. He had no business
hanging around this village even one more day, but he would. Even though his leg
was probably strong enough to carry him out of here now.

Probably wasn't good enough. Not when he had every intention of taking
Alyssa with him. He had to be sure he was fit enough to keep her safe. Tension
tightened the muscles across his shoulders.

He meant to have her. To keep her. But he wasn't underestimating the
problems ahead. First and largest loomed her beloved ghost, Daniel Kelleher. She



mourned him still and would resist taking another man in his place—especially a
man like Michael, trained for war and death instead of healing and peace.

But Dan was dead. Michael was alive, and so was she. That was his biggest
advantage.

There was also the matter of the woman back in Dallas who expected Michael
to marry her upon his return.

Michael was used to walking in the blurred grays, where right and wrong were
vague directions instead of sure and certain guides. Alyssa wasn't. She would
never let herself become involved with a man who was engaged to another
woman, no matter what the circumstances were. And if he explained those
circumstances, she'd think he wanted to marry her to get his hands on the trust.
She might sympathize with his motives, but she'd never agree to marry him.

She would want to be loved. Unease tightened the muscles at the base of his
spine. He could offer her a lot, but love? The kind of strong, healthy love she'd
known with her husband? Michael had never seen that kind of love, never come
close enough to touch or smell it. How could he build something he'd never seen?
All he knew of love was the destruction it wreaked when it was bent, twisted,
when two people got their needs tangled up so tight they nearly choked the life
out of each other.

He heard his mother's thin, shady voice in his mind ... I'm sorry, Mikey. | tried to
stop loving him, but it never worked. Nothing worked...

She'd swallowed a medicine cabinet's worth of pills out of love—or what she
called love—that time. Then she'd called Michael to say goodbye.

He'd been fourteen. His father had been on a business trip and Jacob had been
in his last year of college, but Luke had been home. He'd gotten Michael there in
time, though for the last few blocks the flashing lights and siren of a police car had
screamed up the street after them. Not surprising, considering their speed and
the red lights Luke had run.

The cop had come in handy. He'd radioed for an ambulance.

They'd pumped Felicia's stomach and she'd spent the next year in a quiet place
down by Houston with grassy lawns and flowers twining up the high iron fences.
His father had paid for it. He'd paid for all of his fourth wife's medical care, never
grudging the money. In some ways, Randolph West had been an admirable man—
a disaster as a husband, but a steady friend, generous with his money, if not his
time.

The psychiatrist had told Michael that she'd called him because part of her still
wanted to live. She'd unconsciously cast Michael in the role of rescuer because
her love for him had kept her alive in the past.

Maybe so. Sometimes, though ... sometimes when he was growing up, he'd
hated her. Now she mostly made him feel sad and tired.

Michael closed his eyes and shut the door on the past. It was a trick he'd gotten
good at over the years. The present was what counted. And the future.

He wanted to spend that future with Alyssa. Friendship, he thought—nhe could
give her that. He knew how to be a friend. Then there was sex. Oh, yeah, he
thought, shifting slightly to ease the way his pants constricted his arousal. He
could handle that part, too.



With luck, Alyssa would never know about his fiancée. All Cami really wanted
was the money guaranteed her by the prenuptial agreement they'd signed. Once
he gave her that, she'd slink off to spend it happily enough.

He would make it work. Somehow. Life called to life, and Alyssa wanted him.
She didn't like it, didn't intend to act on her desire, but it was there, simmering
beneath the surface of everything she said, everything she did. He could use that.

For a woman like Alyssa, bed and marriage went together.

Michael didn't have time to persuade her to trust him, to ease her into a
relationship slowly and gently. He had to move fast, and, yeah, he had to be
ruthless or he was going to lose her. That was unacceptable.

He'd use whatever he had to. That's the kind of man he was—not her kind, and
they both knew it. So he'd use sex to get to her. Then he'd persuade her to marry
him.



Nine
«N»
Village time was different. Smoother than civilized time, it flowed and eddied
without the jerky pace imposed by clocks and daily planners. Still, AJ. was
shocked when she realized it was only twelve days until Christmas.

Twelve days until Christmas, and she was walking through a rain forest, not a
shopping mall, on her way to a picnic breakfast with a man she loved and couldn't
have. A.J. shifted the sack that held fruit, goat cheese and a round of coarse bread
rather like a thick, nutty tortilla.

"You're quiet this morning."

She glanced at Michael. They'd followed the cheerful flow of the river for
several minutes after leaving the village, then veered off on a path cut into the
tangled growth. Vegetation was fierce here, with vines, plants, saplings and larger
trees competing for space. The light was warm and green. "l was thinking about
snow and shopping malls."

"Having a seasonal moment?" Michael still used his walking stick, but it seemed
more of a prop than a necessity as he moved easily beside her. "How would you
celebrate the holiday if you were home?"

"Usually | don't get to go home for Christmas. Not home to my parents' house,
that is. They live in Andrews, and my church is in San Antonio, about seven hours
away."

"I guess your duties keep you busy at this time of year."

She chuckled. "You could say that. There are a lot of church functions, of
course, and the season is hard on people who are depressed or alone.” For the last
two years, she'd had to try to minister to those fighting grief, loneliness and
depression while enduring the same battles herself. "My folks drive down to
spend Christmas with me sometimes."

The last two years, they'd made a point of being there. Because she'd lost Dan,
and they knew what she went through when the holidays approached.

Yet here she was, walking beside another man, one who made her heart pound
and her body ache. A man who wore a gun on a holster at his waist. Yearning and
fear twisted together. What was she doing? How could she be in love again? It
was too soon. Too sudden, too—everything. Quickly she asked, "What do you do
to celebrate?"

"Pretty much the usual. Get together with family, open presents, eat too much."
He smiled. "Ada likes to stuff my brothers and me so full of turkey and fixings we
can't do much except groan, then complain if we miss a speck when we clean up
her kitchen afterward.”

"Ada? You mentioned her when you were feverish. | wondered who she was."

"She used to be my father's housekeeper. When he died, Jacob wanted the
house and Luke and I didn't, so he lives there now. Ada takes care of the place for
him."



"A housekeeper?" Surprise lifted her voice and her eyebrows. The woman
seemed like an important piece in the puzzle that was Michael. "Ada sounded
important when you spoke about her. | thought she was a girlfriend or a relative.”

His glance was cool and measuring. "She is important. She's also a
housekeeper."

"I'm not criticizing her. My aunt Margaret was a housekeeper for thirty years.
None of the families she worked for ever cleaned up the kitchen for her, though,
on Christmas or any other day."

He chuckled. "It isn't as if Ada gives us a choice. Hey—I think we've arrived."

AJ. followed him into the tiny clearing—and stopped. "This is the place Sefior
Pasquez told you about?" she asked softly.

"Yeah." His voice, like hers, was quiet. "It's special, isn't it?"

Like a cathedral, the tiny clearing called for hushed voices and awe, but this
was reverence on an intimate scale. The green wall of the forest breathed all
around. There was a tiny trickle of a stream, so small and perfect in its tumble
over stones that it seemed placed there for effect. Grass, a rarity in the poor soil
and perpetual shade of the rain forest, carpeted the ground. And there were
flowers. An orchid bloomed in singular splendor on a branch overhanging the
little stream, and tiny blue-white flowers nodded on short stalks here and there. A
foot-long lizard, green as spring, stared at them unblinkingly from a rock, then
vanished in an emerald streak.

And there was sun. The canopy was broken overhead and sunshine fell, warm
and mellow, on the grassy patch. She laughed in delight. "Oh, this is wonderful. A
fairy grotto.”

He smiled and spread a blanket on the ground.

They sprawled on the blanket, spread the cheese on the nutty bread, and
talked. About anything and nothing—everything except war and passion and the
choices that loomed in front of them.

She'd been humiliated by a D in English her third year in high school. He'd
gotten D's in everything until he went to military school and discovered what it
meant to have a goal.

He liked rock music. She preferred country western. They both liked fast cars,
which made him raise his eyebrows and ask what other weaknesses she had. She
laughed and admitted she loved dancing—two-step, square dancing, ballroom
dancing, anything that got her moving to music. He claimed to have two left feet,
which made her snort. "No one who moves the way you do would have any
problem on the dance floor."

"You like my moves?" He waggled both eyebrows at her. "Want to see my
etchings?"

She laughed again and leaned back on both elbows, tilting her head so she
could breathe in the sky. "It's good to see blue overhead. All this green is
beautiful, but | start feeling hemmed in."

"You'd have been used to wide open spaces in Andrews. San Antonio has plenty
of green, though. It's a fascinating city."

"You've been there?" The idea pleased her.



"Went to visit Stephanie there once, before she married a politician and moved
to Tennessee."

"Ah—who's Stephanie? An old flame?" She sat up and reached for one of the
guavas they'd brought for dessert.

He chuckled. "Hardly. Stephanie is Luke's mom. She's the one who married Dad
twice, poor woman. Put in nine years altogether as Mrs. Randolph West. A
record."

"You must have had a good relationship with her if you went to see her after
she and your father were divorced." Maybe, she thought, he'd found someone to
mother him. From what she'd been able to piece together from his ramblings
when his fever was high, his own mother had been in and out of treatment
centers and hospitals for years.

He shrugged. "Stephanie's okay. Not exactly Mom material, as she says herself,
but a friendly sort. Very tolerant. She had to be," he added wryly. "She was around
during my wild days. In fact, it was her idea to send me to military school. That's
one reason | went to see her later. | was mad as hell at her at the time, and |
wanted to let her know it had worked out."

She looked down, turning the guava over in her hands. It was green and about
the size of a plum. "Did you and your brothers all have different mothers?"

"Yeah. Here, let me dig out the pit for you." He took the fruit from her and
pulled his knife from the scabbard at his waist. He'd set his gun down on the
blanket earlier, but she'd noticed that the knife didn't leave his side. "We weren't
exactly the Cleavers, but | think you're imagining all sorts of traumas that weren't
part of the picture." He handed her the halved fruit and dug into the sack for
another. "l had my brothers. We're pretty tight. And | had Ada."”

Ada again. She bit into the fruit. Green or not, it was tart and tasty. She finished
both halves and reached for another one.

A twig cracked loudly.

He moved so fast her mind scarcely registered the motion. One moment they
were eating. The next he was crouched, handgun ready, scanning the wall of
green surrounding them.

She hadn't even seen him retrieve the weapon.

A flurry of birds took off from the tree to her right. Otherwise, there was
silence—then the shrill complaints of capuchin monkeys somewhere off to their
left.

Something was out there. The second guava rolled, unnoticed, out of her limp
hand.

Then she heard a squeal followed by thrashing noises and furious grunting
from many throats. Animal throats. AJ. remembered to breathe. "Peccaries," she
said with relief.

"Mmm-hmm." He didn't put his gun down or stop watching the forest.

"I think they're moving away. Unless you want to hunt them down and shoot
one for supper, you won't be needing your gun.”

"Probably not." His voice was soft. "But something could have spooked the
peccaries."



She swallowed. "Jaguars hunt at night. | can't think of anything else big enough
to be a threat to a bunch of bad-tempered pigs.”

"Men hunt day or night."

"Come on, Michael. How likely is it that some bandit or renegade soldier is out
there?"

"Not likely. I wouldn't have brought you here if | thought there was much
danger. But unlikely and impossible are not the same." He studied the trees a
moment longer, then slipped his gun back in its holster. His smile lacked humor.
"Kind of spoiled the mood, didn't I?"

She took a steadying breath. "You never completely relax, do you?"

"Not on a mission."

She'd forgotten. She was a mission, wasn't she? Or part of one. A disastrous
last-minute addition to his real mission here, which she assumed involved
gathering data. He hadn't even known who he was rescuing when he'd shown up
at her window. He'd thought Reverend Kelleher was a man.

How long ago was that? It seemed another life, but it was ... she counted back.
Nine days? Only nine days.

Surely she couldn't fall in love in nine days. It had to be infatuation.

"Look," he said, sitting down beside her. "l think we'd better talk about this."

"This?" She shook her head, disoriented. "About what?"

"The way you feel about my gun, my training. My career as a soldier."

"I don't see the need," she said stiffly.

"Yeah, well, you haven't seen the look on your face every time | handle a
weapon.”

Guilt made her bite her lip. "I'm sorry. | don't mean to ... I'm not used to guns.
To any of this."

One of the guavas had rolled near his foot. He picked it up. "I think it's more
than that. Your husband was shot to death in front of you. Seems like that would
give you a pretty powerful hatred for guns. Maybe for men who use them, too."

"No! No, | don't feel that way about you. Truly." In her need to convince him,
she made a big mistake. She touched him.

Her heart began a slow, hard pounding.

He knew. He felt it, too, for his eyes darkened, his voice deepened. "How do you
feel about me, Alyssa?" He covered her hand with his. "Do you ache for me the
way | ache for you?"

Her mouth went dry. Her heart thudded. "This is too fast for me. Much too
fast."

"Fast, maybe, but not sudden.” He took her hand from his arm and carried it to
his mouth, and pressed a kiss to the center of her palm. "This has been growing
between us from the first."

"It can't. We can't." She was near panic, yet couldn't bring herself to pull her
hand away and lose the sweet touch of his mouth. "There's nowhere for us to go
with—with what we're feeling."”

Wickedness lit his eyes, curving his mouth in the shape of sin. "I can think of
someplace I'd very much like to go with you."



She grabbed for sense, for reason—for all those reasons that seemed so
important when he wasn't touching her. He made her feel so alive.

He made her feel too much. "I don't believe in flings."

"I know that." He released her hand, only to thread his fingers through her hair.
"How about kisses, Alyssa? Do you believe in kisses?"

Yes. Her body shouted it while her heart quivered, small and aching and
frightened, longing to hide. And still she didn't move, didn't pull away.

His smile faded. With utmost seriousness, as if the simple act of bringing his
mouth to hers called for his entire attention, he laced his other hand on the right
side of her head, tilting her face just so. And he kissed her.

Soft. The lips she'd seen tight with pain, curved in pleasure, hard with
determination and—just now—tilted with wicked suggestions, were amazingly
soft.

For a moment—just for a moment—she would let herself savor that surprise,
and the warm delight of his mouth.

Her breath sighed out. When she inhaled, she breathed him in.

He smelled like Michael, like closeness and warmth in the night, teasing and
companionship by day. And when his lips parted, urging hers open, he tasted like
the fruit they'd both eaten. Tart, tangy ... and living. The vivid male heat of him
flashed through her, calling to everything female and alive in her. And it was
sweet, so sweet, to feel her body sing with desire.

She'd forgotten how intimate a kiss could be. How it could blend two people, so
that their needs touched, parted, and joined again, just as their mouths did.

Deeper this time. Hotter. He made a noise low in his throat and thrust his
tongue inside—and broke through the sweetness, cracking open the need.

Oh, yes, she needed this, needed him. Her hands searched for the places on him
she didn't yet know—the smooth skin on his cheek, the muscles taut beneath. His
neck, and the pulse that pounded there. The flex of his shoulders as he slid his
arms around her, drawing her close.

And his body. He eased her down onto the blanket, holding her close, and he
was warm and hard against her. His leg slid between hers as he kissed her and
kissed her—not pressing aggressively up against the juncture of her thighs, just
resting there, his body and hers finding a fit.

His hand moved to her breast and kneaded it. She was the one who made a
sound this time, a low croon of pleasure and approval.

At the back of her mind, a voice cried out warnings. There was a reason, a very
good reason, she couldn't do this ... but this was what she'd dreamed of every
night. Waking dreams that kept her from the comfort of sleep, kept her aching
and aware ... though this was better than dreams, better than anything she'd felt
or imagined since... Since Dan died.

The thought shot through her, stiffening her body, bringing a rush of feelings
too huge and tangled to grasp. They swept through her, making her moan. And
she put a hand between them to push him away.

"Shh," he murmured, his hands gentling now, caressing her breast, her throat.
"Shh. It's all right. He wouldn't want you to mourn forever."



Whatever it was she felt, it wasn't guilt. "Michael,"” she whispered, confused.
"I'm not ready for this."

"Who is?"

He sounded wry, even whimsical, but his eyes held darkness, a need so vivid
and real she felt it lapping at her, a private ocean spilling from his shores to hers.
Moved, she touched his cheek.

His jaw tensed—and he crushed his mouth to hers.

Huge, swelling chords of emotion and sensation made her body thrum and her
heart yearn. She slid her tongue inside his mouth, seeking ... and in the taste and
scent and feel of him, she lost something. And found something else. Her
shoulders relaxed.

It was all the signal he needed. His mouth left hers, but only to journey over
cheeks, throat. He murmured to her, low, encouraging words about how good she
felt, how right.

Yes. This was right. She wove her fingers into his hair, the rhythm of her breath
breaking as he slid his hand inside her shirt and found her breast. He teased the
tip, quick, feathery brushes of fingers, then squeezed it. The muscles of her thighs
tensed as desire shot its electric arc from breast to belly to groin.

More. She needed more—of his skin, his taste. She needed his muscles shifting,
straining, as he answered the wild call drumming in her blood. Her fingers
fumbled at the front of his vest, shoving it aside so she could explore his chest, his
stomach. His muscles jumped at her touch.

When his mouth came back to hers this time, there was no wooing, no gentle
soothing. On his part, or hers.

She tore her mouth from his and ran her hands down his sides. "You walk
around in this damned vest ... you've got the sexiest stomach. Did you know
that?" she demanded, bending to press a kiss to his hard, flat stomach. "Did you
guess how often I've thought of doing this?"

He groaned, his hands fisting in her hair. "If you've thought of it as often as |
have..." When her tongue wandered from belly button to the smooth, tight
muscles of his chest, pausing to circle one flat nipple, he jerked her head away.

"My turn." His voice was hoarse. "Let me show you what I've been thinking of
doing to you. Dreaming of doing."

"Clothes," she said, tugging at his vest. "Clothes first."

Her shirt, his vest, her bra. Her shoes, his boots—oh, footwear made a foolish
pause in the midst of such heated action, a time-out in the bottom of the ninth
with the bases loaded. Sanity should have caught up with her then. But when her
laces defied her and doubts nibbled at her mind, she pushed the thoughts away.

He got his boots and pants off while she still struggled with knotted shoelaces.
She made the mistake of looking at him then, and forgot her shoes, her doubts,
everything.

He was magnificent.

She'd seen his body before, but only in parts. Every time she'd tended his
wound she'd seen the power in his thighs. Following him on the trail she'd been
aware of the fluid strength of his back and shoulders. His hands had fascinated
her from the first.



Now she saw all of him. Naked. And aroused.

He didn't wait around to let her admire him. As soon as he tossed his pants
aside, he knelt and yanked off her still-tied shoes, then her socks—and then he
kissed her foot. His tongue flicked the tender arch of her sole. She gasped.

He smiled a dark, pleased smile, hooked his fingers in the waist of her pants
and tugged them, and her panties, down.

Naked was better. She had his skin against hers, sweat-slick and hot. The hard
male shape of him pressed against her, the wall of his chest eased the ache in her
breasts, and she had his whole body to explore.

He would have slowed down then. She wasn't having it. She wanted the haste
and the heat and no room for thought. But he wouldn't be rushed too much. He
had to lick here, touch there, press a kiss to the tender place beneath each breast.

At last, he rose over her, his upper body propped up by one arm, his other hand
guiding him to her opening. She wrapped her legs around him, welcoming him,
urging him to come in, into her.

He stopped at the very threshold. She felt him there, pulsing against her. The
pupils of his eyes were huge, the lids heavy. Strain drew grooves along his cheeks.

"Marry me," he said. And began to sink slowly home.

Her eyes went wide. He hadn't said that. He couldn't have—oh, he was
stretching her, entering so slowly, yet still she could barely take him in. He was
big, so hard and thick.

And it had been so long. "What?" she gasped, her fingers digging into his
shoulders.

He shoved, one short, hard thrust, and was fully seated.

She moaned, her muscles contracting around him. "Michael, what did you say?"

"Querida," he murmured, and bent and kissed her gently as he started to move.
"Beautiful Alyssa. Wise, strong A.J. Marry me."

She shook her head, refusing to hear, to believe—and met his movement with
her own. Slow motion at first, as they found each other's rhythm—hips rising,
falling, hands gripping, sweetness and sweat rolling over them both. Body, heart,
hands and lips, she rejoiced in the ancient dance, the sound of flesh meeting flesh,
the rolling, rocking motion of the sweetest union this side of heaven.

And her mind stayed locked. Blank.

The slow motion didn't last. They were both too close, too eager, near the edge
from the moment of joining. Heat and haste overtook her even as his thrusts grew
harder, faster, until she cried out—one thin, high cry—and body, mind, world,
contracted in a single knot of pleasure. And burst.



Ten

&2 »
Michael lay on his side with his arms around her, her head pillowed on his arm,
his chest heaving, his sex wet from her body. And cursed silently.

It had gone wrong, all wrong. Oh, not the sex. Incredible didn't begin to
describe that.

She'd surprised him. Amazed him. He hadn't expected shyness, but neither had
he expected such earthy appreciation. When she'd licked her way up his stomach
... desire stirred, waking what he'd thought was down for the count for the time
being, a fresh current binding them.

His arms tightened around her. Alyssa was right for him ... but he was going to
have a helluva time convincing her he could be right for her, too. Especially after
the way he'd just screwed up.

God knows it wasn't the way he'd planned to propose. He'd meant to ask her
afterward, when she was sated and happy. When his brain was functioning,
dammit. Instead, he'd just blurted it out. And seen her eyes go blank with shock.

He'd tried. With everything in him, he'd tried to hold back, to gather his mind
so he could give her words. Women needed words, and he thought Alyssa in
particular would need coaxing, persuasion. Reasons. But he'd been inside her.
She'd been pulsing around him, the fit perfect, her scent in his nostrils and her
taste on his lips.

He couldn't have stopped then if El Jefe had jumped out of the bushes and held
a gun to his head.

She hadn't spoken. Hadn't said a word since he'd asked her to marry him.

How was she going to play it? Would she pretend he hadn't asked her to marry
him? Give him a kiss, maybe, a smile, then get dressed as if nothing had happened
except a quick, hot romp? Or maybe she'd just continue to lie there, silent, her
body so intimately his ... every other part of her distant.

Not if he could help it.

He didn't know what to say, though, so he pressed a kiss to her hair. She
stirred, then turned in his arms. Her hand came up to touch his cheek, then trace
his lips. Her expression was calm.

Her eyes weren't. "Michael," she said sadly, "l can't marry you."

The pain was unexpectedly strong. He'd known what her answer was. Still, it
hurt like blazes to hear it, to see the look on her face as she rejected him. So calm
... as if she had regrets but no real doubts. "I need a little more than that. Like a
reason." Give me a reason so I'll know what I'm up against.

“I'm not ready."

"You didn't think you were ready for this, either." He ran his hand down her
side, curving over her hip, her bottom. "You were wrong about that.”

He saw the flicker of heat in her eyes. And the way her lips tightened. "You
don't want an explanation. You want a hook to hang an argument on." She pulled
out of his arms, pushed to her feet and grabbed her clothes.



Dammit to hell. "So that's it? That's all you're going to tell me—you're not
ready?"

She moved over to the little stream, and bent down to wash him off. She
wanted to wash away the stickiness of their joining, and as reasonable as that
was, it made him furious. He pushed to his feet. "l just asked you to marry me,
dammit! | want to know why you won't."

"Don't curse at me." She yanked her panties on, then reached for her pants. Her
hand was shaking.

Good move, West. Yell at her enough and she's sure to agree. Michael lowered his
head and stood quietly, struggling to get a grip on things he couldn't close his
hands around. Finally he exhaled, turned his back to her and began dressing.

When he had everything back in place, from boots to SIG Sauer, he faced her
again. She was dressed and shod, but fumbling with her buttons. He went to her
and pushed her hands away.

She looked up. Her eyes were swimming with tears.

"Oh, hell." He sighed, put his arms around her and pulled her to him. "Seems
like I should be the weepy one here."

She sniffed. "Right. When's the last time you cried, soldier?"

"I might be a little out of practice,"” he conceded, and sighed. "You were right. |
do want to change your mind. But | also deserve to know why you gave yourself
to me if you don't want me."

"I don't know!" She pushed out of his arms. Her shirt hung open, and her hair
was wild. So were her eyes. "I've got reasons. All sorts of good, logical reasons.
Practical reasons. Only there are too many of them, and they don't make sense.
Nothing does." She jammed a hand into her hair as if trying to tame it, then
winced as she hit a tangle. "God, I'm a mess. In more ways than one."

He reached into his pocket, pulled out his small black comb and held it out.

She stared at the comb as if he'd tried to hand her a snake. Then she laughed. It
was shaky, rueful, but it seemed to smooth some of her other tangles.

"Thanks," she said, taking the comb. Instead of using it, though, she turned it
over in her hands. "You're a good man, Michael. One of the best I've ever known.
And | do want you. | guess | proved that, didn't I? But this has all happened so
fast. | can't imagine..." She sighed and started working the comb through her hair.
He reached for her shirt. She jumped.

"Hey, I'm trying to have a meaningful conversation here. Can't do that when
your breasts are peeking out at me." He pulled the sides together and tucked a
button into its buttonhole. "So what can't you imagine?"

She was yanking the comb through her hair as if she was going to be graded on
how fast she finished. "l can't picture you attending ninety-nine church potluck
suppers a year. Or living in the cozy brick house that goes with my church. Or—
ouch." She grimaced and plied the comb a little more carefully. "This—this
whatever it is between us—how much is it a product of everything we've been
through? I've got another world waiting for me back home, one that doesn't—
Michael? What is it?"



He'd gone still, his hands stopping halfway up her shirt. Then he heard it
again—a low, throbbing bird call. "My God," he said, and meant it. A grin broke
out. He stepped back, cupped his hand around his mouth and returned the call.

Two men wearing grungy fatigues, with wicked-looking guns slung over their
shoulders, stepped out of the bushes that marked the entrance to the grotto.

Alyssa gasped—then her hands flew to the job that had been interrupted.
Hastily she fastened the last two buttons.

"You've been one hard son of a bitch to find, Lieutenant,” the taller and darker
of the two men said in the crisp tones of upper-class Boston. He nodded at Alyssa.
"Good to see you're all right, ma'am.”

"Jeez, Mick." The red-headed one shook his head mournfully as the two men
came into the clearing. His accent was peculiar—Deep South touched by a hint of
old-country brogue. "Here I've been picturing you neck-deep in all sorts of
calamities. Instead, looks like we interrupted a little R and R. Sorry about that."

"Scopes," Michael said, "put a sock in it."

It could have been worse, AJ. told herself. Michael's men might have found them
when she had a lot more unfastened than a couple of buttons.

Still, it was mortifying. Michael took her hand when he introduced her to his
men, and she pretended she had no idea what they were thinking. Banner—the
tall black man—made that easy with his gentle courtesy. Scopes was another
matter. Though his grin was good-natured, it was obvious he intended to give his
lieutenant a hard time about his "R and R."

The three men were obviously close. Tight, Michael would say. She listened to
their easy banter and tried not to mind the way the sunlight dimmed when they
left the little clearing, Banner in front, Michael and her in the middle, Scopes in
the rear.

Michael still held her hand. She was too dizzied by everything that had
happened to know if that was wrong or right. Probably foolish, she decided—and
left her hand in his.

What was one more folly after what she'd done?

Apparently Scopes and Banner had been looking for Michael all along. Their
colonel had feared the same kind of repercussions Michael had if he were taken
prisoner—at least, that's what she assumed, reading between the lines of
Banner's brief explanation.

Scopes put it more colorfully. "You know what a skinflint the Colonel is.
Worries about every penny as if it was his own. He wasn't about to let you
wander around playing tourist on Uncle Sam'’s ticket. 'Fetch me that idiot,’ he told
me—"

"That's not quite the way | remember it," Banner broke in dryly.

Scopes ignored that. "So off we went. Been wandering around this godforsaken
jungle—pardon, ma'am—so long my toes have grown mossy. That's when Banner
wasn't scaring me silly in his damned chopper. I'd have found you a lot sooner if
they'd given me a real pilot."

Banner snorted. "Or if you could read a map."



AlJ. broke in. "Pardon me, but—I've wondered for so long about Sister Maria
Elena. The nun who was with me. Is she all right?"

Banner glanced over his shoulder at her. He was a long, narrow man with a
basketball player's big hands and a bass voice that would have had her choir
director salivating. His eyes were the same shade of brown as his skin, and as
kind as they were curious. "Just fine, ma'am. Treated and released at the base
hospital, they told me. | think she went to a convent in Guatemala.”

A load lifted from her heart. "Oh, good,” she murmured. "That's wonderful."

"How did you find me?" Michael said. "Especially if Scopes was navigating. I'm
surprised you didn't end up in Costa Rica with him handling the map."

"Hey, | can read a map," Scopes protested. "We'd have found you a lot sooner if
you hadn't stopped off to do a little sightseeing at a village so small it wasn't on
the map." He chuckled. "Boise is gonna be so pi—ah, ticked off. He bet me a
century he'd find you first."

"He drew a rough section to search,” Banner pointed out in his rumbly bass.
"Been a lot of fighting by Santo Pedro."

"What's going on?" Michael asked sharply. "Has the government retaken the
main road into the north yet?"

"Better than that, boyo." Scopes's voice was gleeful. "El Jefe got his butt kicked,
big time. Broke his so-called army into little pieces.”

AJ. listened with half an ear while they passed on details of the battle—which
Banner refused to dignify by that name, saying it had been a pathetic excuse for a
fight—and argued about whose fault it was that they hadn't located their
lieutenant sooner.

She was amazed they'd found him at all, in several hundred square miles of
jungle. They'd guessed Michael would head for the border, and had divided into
pairs to search. Scopes and Banner had been quartering their section by chopper,
stopping frequently to question the natives when they found a village or
settlement. They'd almost missed Cuautepec, but Scopes had seen a flash of
light—sunlight reflecting from the orphanage's tin roof, probably—and they'd
decided to check it out.

She was thankful. She really was, especially for the news about El Jefe. She just
wished... AJ. sighed. Her wish list was absurdly long, and lamentably
contradictory. She wished Michael's men had found them sooner, before she lost
her mind and made love with him. Only she wouldn't give up the memory of their
union in that clearing for anything, so she wished they'd come a few minutes
later.

She wished—oh, if only she knew what to wish for, she might be able to get
somewhere in sorting out the jumble of thoughts and feelings.

She'd made love with him. After all the times she'd assured herself she
wouldn't let her attraction take her farther than she could afford to go, she'd let
him kiss her—no, she'd welcomed his kiss.

From kissing to lovemaking had been one short, hard fall.

How could she have done it?



She glanced down at their joined hands. There were calluses on his palm. She
could barely feel them now, but when he'd drawn that palm along her inner
thighs...

Who was she trying to fool? She knew why she'd made love with Michael. She
was in love with him, and she'd craved him, pure and simple.

Only she couldn't be. How could she love a man she'd only known nine days?
Lust might hit that fast, or infatuation, but love didn't work like that.

Though she'd never before experienced anything like the last nine days. Or
anyone like the man she'd spent them with.

She thought of him on the trail—the humor in spite of pain, the determination.
Then she thought of the way he'd offered her his comb such a short time ago, and
tears stung her eyes. She'd said she was a mess. He hadn't argued, had just given
her what he could—a comb to untangle her hair. In that second, she'd had a flash
of what it might be like to be married to him. He'd tackle leaky toilets and snarled
schedules with the same step-by-step determination he used to cross a jungle, she
thought.

He was a good man. An incredible man. And she'd hurt him, she was sure of
that. Though he hadn't said anything about love ... a cramping ache around her
heart made her bite her lip. Be fair, she told herself. She hadn't exactly
encouraged him to speak of love.

Soon, very soon now, they would be flying back to their real lives. The ones
they lived in different cities. Would she ever see him again? Did she want to? Yes.
No.

Great. She was in love with him, but she wasn't sure she wanted to see him
again. What kind of sense did that make?

It was his career that made her so uncertain, she thought. He might be an
honorable killer, but still he killed. She was repulsed by his capacity for violence.
No, not repulsed ... bothered? Upset? Oh, she didn't know what she was. She
needed time. Time to figure out what was wrong with her. Time ... if he came to
see her in San Antonio, maybe ... but would he? She'd just turned down his
proposal.

Dammit, he'd rushed her. Relationships took time. She couldn't just jump into
one the way she might dive into a pool and swim laps. She'd known Dan for
nearly a year before they even went out together, and they'd been dating for six
months when he proposed.

Dan. A sudden shaft of feelings tore through her—quilt, sorrow, and an odd
flutter of panic unlike the hasty fear she'd felt a moment ago, when she thought of
never seeing Michael again. This felt as if she'd already lost something, an
important piece of her that was gone now, forever gone. But that made no sense.
She'd lost Dan more than two years ago, so what—

"I'd offer you a penny for them, but I'm low on cash. Do you give credit?"

She looked up, startled, into Michael's eyes. They'd reached the river, and his
men had moved slightly ahead. Scopes was talking on a radio or walkie-talkie of
some kind.

"None of my thoughts are worth going a penny in debt for right now."

"Say something stupid, then."



In spite of herself, she chuckled. "What are you trying to do—spoil a good
brood?"

"If it takes that expression off your face, yes." He ran his thumb back and forth
in her palm. "Why so unhappy? We're going home."

Just that. Just that simple, intimate brush of his thumb on her palm, and she
wanted him again. Still. AJ. lowered her eyes, hoping to shield her reaction. "And
what happens next?"

"Banner flies you out of here."

She stopped. "But what about you?"

"We don't have the Cobra here—the big helicopter,” he explained. "They've
been using a recon helicopter because it's smaller, lighter, covers a lot more
territory without having to refuel. Sets down in a lot of places the Cobra can't, too.
But it's strictly a two-man bird." He chuckled. "One-and-a-half men, according to
Scopes. The passenger seat is directly behind the pilot, and it's cramped.”

She bit her lip. "And ... when | get home?"

"What happens with us, you mean?" He framed her face with both hands,
smiling that wicked smile. The one that ought to come with a warning label. "Well,
I'll probably propose again."

Her heart leaped—and that horrid flutter of panic came back. She swallowed.
"Before we go any further, there's something | need to know."

He drew his hands down to her shoulders. "Okay. Shoot."

"What..." She couldn't say it. Couldn't come out and ask what he felt about her.
"Why do you want to marry me?"

"At last | get a chance to speak my piece."” His thumbs circled under her jaw,
lightly, as if he couldn't just touch. He had to savor. "I had this great proposal all
worked up. Forgot the whole thing when you seduced me."

"Me?" She tried to look indignant, but a smile slipped out. "I didn't—"

"Hey, Mick." Scopes was headed back toward them, his expression for once
serious. "Just heard from Boise. The Colonel's had him and Smiley tracking the
largest splinter that's left of El Jefe's forces—some of the real bad asses. His signal
was breaking up pretty bad, but | think I got the gist of it."

Michael frowned. "And?"

"They're headed this way, and they're not happy campers. Damned maniacs,
sounds like." He shook his head, looking sour. "If there's anything | hate, it's a
bunch of damned wannabes doing the rape-and-pillage thing. Gives us real
soldiers a bad name."

Michael had gone very still. "How far away are they?"

"They just hit a village about twenty miles away, horizontally. Not that
anything is horizontal around here. It didn't have much for them to loot, which
made 'em—" He glanced at A.J. and cleared his throat. "Anyway, if the natives of
this flyspot have someplace they can hide out awhile, they might want to head
there. Quick."

Choices and chances. Life was full of both, Michael thought as he left the tepee’s
hut, his stride long and impatient. But sometimes the only choices were between
the bad and the unbearable. And all too often, the chances only came once.



It looked as if his chance with Alyssa had already passed.

All around him, people hurried—women calling instructions to children,
children chasing livestock into the jungle. Women and children and a few—a very
few—men, most of them over fifty.

El Jefe's men were coming—without El Jefe.

As soon as they'd returned to the village, Michael had sent Banner up in the
copter, high enough that the mountains wouldn't interfere with the radio
reception. He'd gotten a more complete report on the portion of the broken rebel
army that was headed this way.

Bad asses indeed. About forty men who had taken too large a part in some of
the worst of El Jefe's activities, men who couldn't go home again. Men with
nothing to lose—not even their humanity. Considering what they'd done at the
last village they'd encountered, that was already lost.

He'd told Sefior Pasquez and the village elders. They'd chosen to evacuate, to
head for the plantation where some of their men worked. The plantation had
guards and weapons. More important, it was foreign-owned so the government
would be forced to send troops if there was trouble. San Christobal couldn't
afford to lose foreign investors.

But it would take the villagers two days to get there, and there was a good
chance the plantation was the renegades' goal, too. It was the only place between
here and the border worth looting.

Michael spotted his quarry—Andrew Scopes's rangy figure, bent to help an old
woman adjust the sling holding a sleepy baby on her back. "You've got what you'll
need?" he asked tersely when he reached the sergeant. "I'm good to go. You?"

"I will be once I've talked to Banner. He's by the copter?"

Scopes nodded. His shrewd blue eyes studied Michael. "You still intend to send
the copter back to the base?"

"Yes." For several reasons—some of them tactical, one not. Michael felt another
wave of doubt hit, tinged by guilt. "Are you sure—"

"If you ask me again, I'm gonna be offended.” Scopes spat to one side. "Fine
opinion of me you seem to have."

Michael didn't argue. There wasn't time. "I'll meet you at the head of the trail,
then, in fifteen minutes."

Scopes glanced around. "Think they'll be ready to go that quick?"

"They have to be," Michael said grimly. "The renegades are less than two hours
away." He turned away.

The copter waited in a field at the other end of the village. Michael increased
his pace to an easy jog. Time was short, but he wasn't leaving without telling
Alyssa goodbye.

She was going with Banner. Michael and Scopes were staying with the villagers,
who didn't have a hope in hell of making it without them if the renegades headed
for the plantation. Their chances weren't great, even with two soldiers guarding
their rear. Two armed men against forty-five weren't good odds.

As for Michael's chances...

Choices and chances, he thought again. He couldn't choose any differently than
he had. At least she would be safe. Knowing that made his other choices bearable.



Eleven

«N»
"What the hell is this crap you gave Banner about not going with him?" Michael
stood in the doorway to the girls' room, hands on hips.

"Sounds like you got my message. Now, please step out of the way or else help
me pack." A.J. spoke more calmly than she felt. She looked around, biting her lips.
"What am | forgetting?' Something. Undoubtedly she'd forgotten several
important things, but there was so little time...

"Alyssa." A pair of hard hands landed on her shoulders, turning her to face him.
"Banner is waiting for you at the chopper. There's no time to debate the subject.
You're leaving now."

"I'm ready." She hoped she was. "But I'm not going with Banner. I'm going with
Sister Andrew, Sister Constancia and the children. They need me."

"No, they don't. They've been taking care of those kids for years without you."

"Michael." A hint of amusement filtered through the pervasive urgency. "It's
obvious you've never traveled with children. There are thirteen of them, and
Sister Constancia is fifty-seven, Sister Andrew even older. | can help.”

"This isn't a blasted car trip to see the Grand Canyon!"

"It's not a forced march with trained infantry, either. My skills will be needed
as much as yours will."

"Dammit, you are not—"

"Keep your voice down. You're frightening the children."

The nuns and most of the children were in the main room, packing food. Two of
the smallest children had followed AJ. into the girls' bedroom and watched with
big, bewildered eyes while she grabbed blankets and clothes and tried to shape
them into packs the older children could carry. One—little Rosita—started to cry,
more in confusion than real distress.

"There, sweetheart." AJ. stroked the toddler's head but didn’'t stop to pick her
up. There was too much to do, and too little time. She met Michael's eyes. "You're
doing what you feel you have to do. Soam I."

Michael cursed under his breath. Then he kissed her once, hard. His eyes were
bleak. "Forget the rest of the stuff. We're moving out now."

Two hours and five minutes after Scopes first told him about the rebel soldiers,
Michael had his ragged troop moving down the trail. They'd done well,
extraordinarily well, to move as quickly as they had, he thought. Especially since
the thirty-some adults were responsible for three times that many babies,
children and adolescents.

Manuel had nearly managed to be left behind. He'd been very disappointed
when AJ. found him hiding in the big mango tree at the start of the trail.

A smile touched Michael's mouth. Alyssa had been right. This wasn't going to
be like any forced march he'd ever been on.

His smile didn't last. They might have pulled off the evacuation faster than he'd
expected, but they were still cutting it close. Too close. Soldiers could move a lot



faster than the villagers. Even if they amused themselves for a couple of hours by
torching huts and killing livestock, they'd still catch up with the villagers before
nightfall.

So the bastards had to be slowed down, or diverted entirely.

Fifteen minutes after the last of his charges had vanished around a bend in the
trail, Michael uncoiled from his position next to a pine that leaned out over a
deeply cut gully, where he'd been watching for any sign of the rebels. He
shouldered the CAR 16 that Banner had left with him and moved a little farther
up the trail.

"How's it coming?" he asked Scopes.

"She's ready," the smaller man said, straightening. "Didn't have time to put her
deep, but she'll do the trick. Bring down plenty of dirt."

Scopes always referred to explosives as female, for what he claimed were
obvious reasons. "We don't want half the mountain falling on the trail," Michael
warned. "The villagers will need to be able to clear it when they come back."

Scopes gave him a wounded look.

"All right, all right. You know what you're doing." Michael looked at the setup
one last time. On one side of the trail was a small chasm crammed to the top with
trees, saplings and brush. It would take many hours of machete work to hack a
path through that. On the other side was a rough, steep hillside that climbed into
a stubby peak—even more impassable.

Scopes had dug into the loose dirt where the slope was steepest, setting a
charge that should take a bite out of the mountain. What was up would come
down. And cover the trail.

If they were lucky, the renegade soldiers would never know how much trouble
he'd gone to on their behalf. If their goal was to make straight for the border,
they'd use the trail to the west of the village and never see the avalanche Scopes
dumped on this one. Michael believed in luck. He courted it. He didn't rely on it.

Scopes was laying the fuse. "Don't make it too short," Michael said. "I know you
like to watch your babies go off, but I'd like fifteen minutes between us and
whatever goes flying."

Scopes sighed and reeled out a little more fuse. "You got it."

A minute later they were moving up the winding trail, the fuse burning merrily
behind them. They didn't run, just kept a good, steady pace, walking quickly
enough to catch up with the villagers.

"I still think you shoulda let Banner do a few fly-bys," Scopes said. "Let him
open up the guns on his bird a few times, and those sons of bitches would think
twice about making trouble.”

"Try to remember that we're assisting in the peaceful evacuation of civilians—
a deviation from our original orders, but one that doesn't put egg on Uncle Sam's
face. Strafing a bunch of former soldiers on the losing side of a war is another
story."

Scopes's assessment of those "former soldiers" was obscene, and one Michael
agreed with. "Think the Colonel will let Banner bring back the big bird?"

"I heard a rumor once that the Colonel does have a heart."

Scopes snorted. "Can't believe everything you hear. But those kids..."



Michael nodded. However much trouble he and Scopes might be in for
expanding on their orders so drastically, they could still hope the Colonel would
agree to provide nonaggressive emergency backup—for the children. The Cobra
was big enough to lift most of them if things went south—and if it got here in
time. "He's going to be plenty unhappy with you and me, though."

"Yeah, yeah. You gave me the pitch already. So maybe | lose my stripes.
Wouldn't be the first time. I'll get 'em back." He glanced at Michael. "Colonel's
gonna come down harder on you than me, anyway."

"That's the price | pay for getting to wear those pretty silver bars on my dress
blues."

"I know how much you like looking pretty for the ladies. Speaking of which..."
He cleared his throat. "You were putting out some pretty strong signals about the
Reverend."

"I knew you could take a hint" Since Scopes's idea of subtlety meant
substituting PG-rated equivalents for the obscene part of his vocabulary,
Michael's "hint" had consisted of threatening to tie Scopes's tongue around his
throat if he gave A.J. a hard time.

"Yeah, well ... I just wondered if you and she were, like, a permanent thing."

"Thinking of trying your luck?"

"No, no, nothing like that. Though she is a looker. I just never saw you get all
touchy about a woman before."

"I plan to marry her."

Shock held the other man silent for a few minutes. "You set the date?"

"Not yet. She turned me down."

"Well, hell."

"Yeah." Michael stopped, looking back. "Shouldn't the charge have gone off by
now?"

"Pretty quick. So, she got someone waiting back home for her or something?"

Michael supposed he should be flattered that Scopes thought the only reason a
woman would turn him down was a previous involvement. "No, she's a widow
whose husband was shot to death in front of her. She's got a problem with guns.”
There was a good chance that she'd see him use his again, soon. If Scopes's boom
didn't close the trail off as thoroughly as they were hoping... Michael's lips
tightened. "How long was that fuse?"

Scopes grinned. "Hey, I'm good, Mick. Watch this. Five, four, three..."

The ground walked. Sound slapped his ears. On the other side of the mountain,
dust rose into the air.

"No, no, ninita, that wasn't devils after us," AJ. bent to comfort the little girl who'd
run to her, screaming. "Remember? Sefior West told us how his big boom would
make the earth shake."

The little girl sniffed and nodded.

Several other children had crowded close to A.J. and Sister Andrew. Most were
looking back along the trail, where the dust thrown up by the explosion was
slowly settling, falling out of sight behind the mountain's shoulder.

"I wish I could have seen it," Manuel said sadly.



She suppressed a grin. The boy had certainly tried. Good thing Sister Andrew
had insisted on a head count. "Then maybe it would have been you flying up in
the air, not just some dirt." She straightened. "Come on. Let's keep moving."

The villagers directly ahead had stopped, too, exclaiming over the explosion.
Gradually, those in front started moving again, and A.J. and the children could,
too. They were among the last in the long, winding stream of people.

There were only two donkeys. An old man with a bad leg rode on one up near
the head of the caravan. The other donkey dragged a travois carrying a woman
too ill to walk. On that animal's back were strapped Sefior Pasquez's precious
record books; as the tepee, he acted as a sort of justice of the peace and county
clerk combined. Births, deaths, marriages—all became official when they were
recorded in his books.

Everyone else walked at the pace of the slowest among them.

Trees grew right up to the edge of the left side of the trail, a crowded vertical
weave of trunk and limb. To the right was a slope so rocky and lacking in soil that
it was nearly bare, a rare emptiness in the forest that allowed a trail to grow
instead of trees. On that side, sunshine shone down on rocks and small, tough
plants, including a scattering of the tiny blue-white flowers she'd seen in the
clearing that morning.

AlJ.'s heart stumbled when she thought of the clearing and Michael and what
had happened between them. She wanted to climb that rocky slope and bathe her
head in the sunshine. She wanted to stop right here and wait for Michael to catch
up because her heart was already hungry for the sight of him. And she wanted to
hide from him.

Most of all, she thought wryly, she wanted to make her mind stop racing
around and around and biting itself from behind.

Sister Andrew, who walked just behind, must have noticed her agitation.
"There is no point in rushing the first part of our journey," the old nun said kindly,
using English. "It would only tire some too much to continue later."

"My mind knows that, but my feet keep wanting to hurry."

"Mmm. You are afraid of the soldiers?"

"Aren't you?"

"Time enough for fear if 1 see them coming. Right now, there's just the
sunshine, the children, the way my bunion aches." Her eyes were merry in their
nest of wrinkles. "When you get to be my age, you have to conserve your energy.
Borrowing troubles before they appear tires a person.”

"I suppose so, but | don't know how to stop. My mind's doing the hamster
thing—you know, circling round and round the same thoughts, going nowhere."

The sister studied her face a moment. "Thoughts of the soldiers?"

"Not entirely." AJ. hesitated. She was sorely in need of counsel, but didn't know
how to bring the subject up. "Sister ... you know that Michael isn't really my
novio?"

She chuckled. "If there is one thing that can chase thoughts of many dangerous
men from a woman's mind, it is one particular man. Yes, I'd guessed you two
weren't engaged. But I think you have feelings for him."



"I'm in love with him." Saying the words out loud, she discovered, was a relief.
"But..."

"Why do we always find 'buts' to stick on love?" She shook her head. "Never
mind. | interrupt too much. Go on."

"I don't know. There's this great, big 'but' hanging over me like a dark cloud,
but I don't know what it is. He asked me to marry him," she confessed in a low
voice. "l said no. | thought it was his ... well, his violence that bothered me, but—"

"His what?" The sister rolled her eyes like a teenager. "Oh, | expected better of
you. No, no, don't color up. Old women have silly expectations.”

"I don't think Michael is like the soldiers we're escaping, or anything like that. |
just..." She bit her lip. "'l saw him shoot a man—a man who was going to kill us. He
did what he had to do. | know that, only | can't seem to get that image out of my
head." The man falling, dying...

"Hmm." They walked on in silence for a minute before the sister continued. "I
am used to dealing with children, so forgive me if | shape my advice into a silly
game. | want you to imagine something for me. Imagine that you have a gun in
your hands right now—feel the weight of it, the cold metal. Now, what if one of
those soldiers came out from behind that tree—oh! Right there!" She pointed,
acting out alarm so realistically that AJ. jolted and looked. "And he has a gun. He's
pointing it at little Manuel. No—at me. What do you do?"

"I—I guess I'd point my gun at him, tell him to stop."

"And if he didn't? If you saw that he was going to kill someone, and the only
way you could stop him would be to shoot him?"

AlJ. swallowed. The sister's game didn't feel silly at all. "I'd shoot."

"You would accept that stain in order to prevent another evil. But what if you
didn't see him before he shot? What if he killed me, left me bleeding at your feet—
but then you pointed your gun at him. It's a much bigger gun, and he is afraid. He
drops his gun and surrenders. What do you do? Do you still shoot him?"

"I.." AJ. took a shaky breath. Gunfire—harsh, unbearably loud. Blood. Dan's
blood, splattering her, the wall, the floor ... and rage. Blind, consuming rage. "Oh,
God. Dear God."

"What is it, child?"

"My husband. Two years ago, he was shot. Killed. | watched him—saw him fall.
His blood ... | think, if I'd had a gun then, when that man shot him, | might have—I
would have—"

The nun stopped and put her arm around AJ., turning them both gently away
from the children. "My dear, I'm so sorry. When | played my little game, | had no
idea you had such horrors in your memory."

"It's ... all right. I just..." Only then did AJ. realize she was crying. "l didn't know.
| never let myself think—" She hiccupped. "Think about it. | didn't want to know.
|—oh, | hate to cry."

"We hate to have splinters removed, too, but we're the better for it." Callused
fingers wiped the tears gently from Alyssa's cheek. "You are all right now?"

She nodded, unable to speak. It was so obvious now. She wasn't repulsed by
Michael's violence. She was repulsed by the echo it set up in her, the festering fear



that she was capable of much worse than what he'd done. That she might be able
to kill—not in defense, but out of the blind need to strike back.

She hadn't wanted to see her own ugliness, hadn't wanted to taste again the
desperate hate that had exploded in her when Dan was killed. Now that she had ...
she drew a shaky breath. "I'm okay. I'm better." Wobbly, with a sourness in the pit
of her stomach, but better for having faced what she'd tried so hard not to know.
"I need to think about ... all this."

The nun smiled. "Children give us little opportunity for reflection, I'm afraid,
but there are moments between wiping noses and—ah, look. Here comes your
young man."

So he was. Michael and his sergeant had rounded the nearest curve in the trail
and were less then fifteen feet away.

He moved so beautifully, with the easy, ground-eating pace of a man who
refuses to waste energy he would need later. A man with the strength and
stamina to keep going long after others had flagged or failed. Her heart swelled at
the sight of him.

He was frowning. "What's wrong?" Belatedly she realized her face must show
the effects of her tears. Well, no point in pretending her cheeks weren't wet. She
dried them unselfconsciously. "Nothing. We heard the explosion. Did it go okay?"

"The lieutenant wouldn't let me stay to watch,” Scopes said sadly.

Michael's frown didn't waver. "The rest of you had better catch up with the
others. Alyssa and | will be along in a minute." Then he waited, obviously
expecting to be obeyed.

He was. AJ. tried to ignore Scopes's smirk as he and the sister moved on ahead.
"You do the 'officer in charge' thing very well," she said.

"You should see me when | have a whole troop to order around instead of a few
dozen women and children. Now—tell me what's wrong."

"I'm okay. Really," she insisted. "Sister Andrew was just ... removing a splinter."”

"If you've got an open wound—"

She smiled. "A spiritual splinter. I'll tell you about it later.” This wasn't the time.
She needed to think, to absorb and understand what she'd learned. And he didn't
need his attention divided right now. Still... "I'm glad to see you," she said, and
impulsively stretched up to place a soft kiss on his mouth.

That startled him—but surprise didn't keep him from sliding an arm around
her waist, drawing her closer and returning her kiss. When he lifted his head,
pleasure had replaced surprise in his eyes—a deep pleasure, which hinted at
more than the simple flare of desire.

Though that was there, too. "I'm glad to see you, too." He brushed her lips
lightly one more time, then slid his hand down to grasp her hand. "Come on. I'm
on duty. We'd better catch up with the others."

She liked, very much, knowing she could make him smile that way. They
started walking together, and it felt rather like their first days together. And very
different. "Good idea. Who knows what Manuel has decided to investigate?"

"Hmm. Think | should warn Scopes to make sure Manuel doesn't get into his
pockets? He keeps a different set of goodies on hand than | do—fuses, wire,
explosive caps."”



Her eyes widened in alarm. "Michael, you don't think—"

"Hey, I'm just kidding." He frowned. "Mostly kidding."

"He was really fascinated by the explosion.”

They exchanged a glance and, in unspoken agreement, walked faster.



Twelve

«N»
For the next couple of hours, Michael coursed up and down his ragged column
like a sheepdog with a big, unruly flock, his walking stick in his left hand, his CAR
16 slung over his shoulder. And fought the desire to drag Alyssa off into the
bushes and take her, hard and fast.

The degree of his desire—and his frustration—baffled him. Sure, danger could
be an aphrodisiac, but there wasn't much to do right now but walk and wait, with
none of the adrenaline-drenched rush of action. Yet he went right on wanting her
with a deep, dragging ache.

Something had changed.

He couldn't put his finger on what was different. He just knew something was.
The change was there in the way she smiled at him every time he passed her
while checking out the rear. It had been there in her kiss.

Her kiss. He shook his head slightly, trying to clear it.

He'd just conferred with Pasquez again. The tepee assured him his people could
keep up this pace—such as it was.

They'd discussed the route in more detail. They should reach a river in an hour
or so, and could make good time once they forded it; the northern bank was rocky
and bare for the most part. They'd continue along the river for about three miles
before the trail parted ways with the water, winding up to a narrow pass. The
climb there was steep, and the pass was going to be one hell of a bottleneck, but
there was a small meadow on the other side where the villagers could camp ...
while Michael and Scopes took positions at the pass.

Michael was headed for the rear now, hoping Scopes had returned. As
expected, they'd lost radio contact with Boise and Smiley, so Michael had sent his
sergeant to reconnoiter their back trail, see if there were any signs of followers.
There shouldn't be. Not yet. It ought to take the renegades at least half a day to
either dig out the trail or hack a new one through the gully—but Michael didn't
like depending on what ought to be true.

He rounded a curve in the path, working his way upstream through the flow of
people, and saw Scopes moving toward him. Scopes saw him and gave a quick
hand signal—all clear. Michael breathed a little easier.

The two of them moved as far to the side as possible, letting the others flow
around them. "No sign of 'em," Scopes said.

"Good." Michael took out his map and brought Scopes up to date on their route.
"We have to make that pass before nightfall." Michael refolded the map. "There's
a steep drop on one side."

"Couldn't take it in the dark, then. Not with the kids."

"The renegades could. If they're feeling hasty."

They exchanged a glance. "Guess we'll be seeing some night duty, then."

"Yeah." He shifted the strap of the CAR 16. "I'm going to the rear, make sure we
don't have any stragglers."



The sergeant chuckled. "Is that what you're doing? And here | thought you
wanted to see A.J."

Michael's brows lifted. "Her name's Alyssa."

"She said to call her AJ. Real nice woman, even if she is a preacher," he said
tolerantly. "Got a pair of legs on her that won't quit, doesn't she?"

Michael sighed. "What did you say to her?"

"Don't get all bent out of shape. | know how to be respectful. You go on back
and tell her hi, and if you'll take my advice—"

"I don't want your advice."

"Sweet talk her off into the bushes. You're wound about as tight as a man can
get without snapping something, and nothing relaxes a man like a good—" The
look on Michael's face must have been hint enough for once, because he stopped,
frowned, then went on testily, "l wasn't being disrespectful. She could probably
use—ah, a little relaxation, too. She smiled real cheery and all, but she's bound to
be getting frazzled, the way those kids hang all over her."

Michael started to snap something about minding his own business—then
closed his mouth. Scopes was right about one thing. He was wound tight.
Normally he wouldn't get bent out of shape by his sergeant's decidedly casual
notions of what constituted respect. "After | see Alyssa, I'll check the back trail."

"Sure thing. Look, if you're too shy to take her off in the bushes, just drop back
behind the rest. Hold her hand and look at each other all moony-eyed awhile." He
winked. "Ain't as good as the other, but it might help."

He sighed. "You've got the column for now, Sergeant.”

Scopes tossed him a cocky salute. "You say hi to your lady for me. And don't
hurry back."

Michael wished, as he made his way past babies being carried, older children
bickering or playing, young women and older women, that Scopes had kept his
mouth shut for once. Taking Alyssa—into the bushes, or anywhere else—was on
his mind too much already.

Then he rounded a curve in the trail and saw her. Scopes had been right. She
was a child-magnet. A toddler was in her arms; Manuel walked alongside her, no
doubt peppering her with questions, while two older girls followed, obviously
including her in their conversation.

Then she looked up and saw him, and her face lit up. And his focus narrowed to
her. Only her.

When he joined her, though, the children were too delighted with the novelty
of his presence to let him talk to Alyssa. He took the toddler from Alyssa to give
her arms a rest, dissolved the two girls in giggles with a couple of compliments,
and patiently explained to Manuel why some things burned and others exploded
when touched by fire.

His eyes met Alyssa's. Some things, he thought, could do both—burn and
explode, over and over again. Maybe Scopes had been right about two things. He
wanted time with her alone. Not long. A few minutes ... what could it hurt? "Think
the sisters could handle the kids for a few minutes?" he asked causally in Spanish.
"I'd like to talk to you."

"Well..." She glanced behind her.



Sister Constancia was nearest; she made a shooing motion, smiling. "I'll take
the little one for a while," she said, and Michael transferred the sleepy toddler to
the nun's soft, strong arms.

Then he took Alyssa's hand and started walking back down the trail, away from
the others.

"Is something wrong?" she asked, her forehead creasing.

"No. | just wanted to be with you."

"Oh." That pleased her. Color rose in her cheeks and her eyes glowed. She
pushed her hair behind her ear. "How's your leg holding up? It's still got a hole in
it"

"Not such a big hole." In truth, it ached, but the muscle hadn't been damaged as
badly as he'd feared. It had been infection rather than the wound itself that had
crippled him; with that cleared up, he had almost normal use of the leg again.
"How are you holding up? If you've been carrying that little girl for long, your
arms must be tired."

She chuckled. "Think cooked spaghetti, and you'll have the idea. | thought | was
in good shape until recently, you know."

"You are." He stopped. They'd rounded a curve in the trail, and the others were
out of sight. "In damned good shape, | mean."

She slid him a teasing glance. "So are you."

The invitation he read in that glance couldn’t be there. Not now, not here. But
his unruly body didn't care about the time and place. Down, boy. He took her
other hand to keep himself from grabbing anything he shouldn't. "You seem ...
different. Almost lighthearted." Which was a damned silly thing to say,
considering their circumstances.

"I do feel lighter. | told you that Sister Andrew removed a spiritual splinter ...
that's part of it. Then, too, I've been trying to follow her advice about living in the
moment, not borrowing trouble." She grimaced. "Easier said than done, of course.
Especially..." She paused. Her chin came up a fraction, and she finished calmly,
"Especially when the man | love has a habit of getting himself shot while
protecting everyone but himself."

There was a roaring in his ears. Weakness in his legs. A dippy, dizzy swirling in
his mind, and a terrible hunger in his gut. "Alyssa?" He groped for sense, or at
least for words, but came up empty. Except for her name. "Alyssa.”

Her fingers tightened on his. She looked a little pale, but met his eyes steadily.
"You must have guessed. After the way | gave myself to you, you must have
guessed.”

"l..." He wanted to hear her say the words, say them directly to him. He needed
that—but how could he tell her? How could he ask, just come out and ask, if she
was sure—if she really loved him—he groaned, grabbed her face in both hands,
and kissed her.

She opened to him. Molded her body up against his in instant welcome, and all
he could think was more. He needed more, needed all of her. He ran his hands
over her, back to waist, hips to buttocks, and groaned.

AJ. had never felt anything like the storm of need that raged inside Michael,
spilling over onto her with every sweep of his hands. Where had this come from,



this raw, shaking power? Had she truly loosed it by letting him know she was in
love with him? Now, drawn into the center of the storm with him, she could only
gasp for air, and shudder in reaction when his fingers dug into her hips and he
ground himself against her.

He tore his mouth away. "I need ... let me have you, Alyssa." His mouth quested
over her face, her throat, somewhere between plea and demand in its urgency.
"Will you let me?"

He said "let me." She heard "love me." Silently she gave—comfort, with the
sweep of her hands along his back. Permission, with the press of her lips. And
love, with everything in her.

He shuddered. Went still, as if struggling to contain the storm—~but it broke,
crashing over them both.

His hands raced over her, finding buttons, snaps. His mouth followed. By the
time he backed her around a tree and up against its smooth bark, her shirt hung
open and her breasts were wet from his mouth. And she was on fire.

Her own hands trembled, then tore at the stiff, stubborn button above his
zipper. He cupped her with one hand, kissing her, thrusting his tongue deep in
taunting mimicry of what they wanted. Needed. The low sound that came from
her throat sounded suspiciously like a growl. He jerked her zipper down.

His gun slid from his shoulder, thumping against her arm. He froze.

The gun didn't matter, not the way it had before. Not the way she'd made him
think it mattered. She had to be sure he knew, so she took the strap and eased it
off his arm herself, her eyes meeting his.

Something wild surged in his eyes. Quickly he set the weapon on the ground,
then held her face in both hands, and kissed her.

The buttonhole on his pants finally gave up its button, but she couldn't get to
his zipper—he was dragging her pants and panties down. Her heart pounded, her
blood rushed. Now, it beat. Now, now, now. Cloth bunched awkwardly at her feet.
Shoes, she thought—stupid, blasted, in-the-way shoes—but he solved the
problem by jerking the material over one shoe, and off that leg.

She tugged down his zipper, took him into her hands. He groaned, his neck
going rigid, then slid his hands beneath her bottom, lifting her. His easy strength
sent another tremor of hunger through her. The trunk was hard and round
against her back. Her bare leg came up automatically, hooking itself around him
as he lifted and positioned her—and thrust inside.

The suddenness jolted her. "Michael?" She scattered kisses over his face, his
neck, whatever she could reach, and with her hands tried to slow him, to soothe
them both.

He groaned and began to move. Quick, hard thrusts—but the position didn't let
him come deeply enough inside. She moaned in frustration, trying to shift, to find
a way for him to penetrate deeper. Already his thrusts were quickening, the
tempo building, and she was ready, so ready—nbut couldn't get the pressure there,
where she needed it. She hung on the very edge of explosion—then his hands
moved, shifting to her thighs, opening her legs more fully, and when he slammed
against her this time, it was right. Perfect.



She cried out, her body bucking with the force of the climax. He thrust one
more time, his head thrown back, and she felt the hot spurt of him deep inside.
The world went blank.

Birdsong. That was the first thing she noticed in the slow, languid return of
sense. Then the deep, shuddering breath he drew as they sank, together, to the
earth, stopping when he reached his knees, so that she straddled his lap. His head
dropped forward, his forehead resting on her shoulder. His chest heaved as if he'd
just finished a marathon.

She leaned her head against his. How silly they must look, she thought, smiling.
Her pants and panties were still bunched up around one ankle; his were around
his knees. Passion was such an undignified business, glorious and messy.

She stroked his hair, cherishing him, feeling a deep calm descend now that the
storm had passed. He'd needed her so badly, and that need had taken the shape of
passion. But it wasn't only her body he'd needed. She was sure of it.

She spoke very softly. "I love you."

He wrapped his arms around her and held on tight. And said nothing at all.

He'd taken her up against a tree. A tree, for Pete's sake. Michael couldn't believe
he'd dragged her off the trail and taken her up against a tree.

God, it had been wonderful. He was grinning as he tucked in his shirt and
zipped his pants. He draped an arm over her shoulder, watching with interest as
she fastened her pants, then pulled her shirt together. "Need any help with those
buttons?"

"What buttons?" she muttered, head down as she fastened her shirt "You
popped half of them off."

"Uh-oh." He ought to regret that. He should at least make an effort to stop
grinning like a fool.

She slid him a reproachful glance. "Everyone is going to guess what happened
to my buttons.”

"Hmm." Since he couldn't think of anything reasonable to say, he opted for
silence.

She loved him. It was still sinking in. Of course, she still hadn't said she was
going to marry him—->but if she loved him, surely that would be the next step.

It took only a couple of steps to be back on the trail. He shook his head, amazed
all over again at himself. At least they were well behind the others. No one would
have seen or heard ... but there were those buttons. The missing ones.

For some reason that made him grin again. Primitive and base as it might be,
he liked the idea of everyone knowing she was his. He glanced at her, his arm
tightening slightly on her shoulders.

Her eyes were heavy-lidded, nearly closed. Compunction struck him. "Tired?"

"Shh. I'm enjoying a bath fantasy. It involves a deep, deep tub filled to the brim
with hot water and bubbles. Lots and lots of bubbles."

"I wish | could give you that bath, and the time and safety to enjoy it." He
wanted to give her everything she wanted, everything she needed. And had so
little to offer...



"Oh, the fantasy will do for now." But her eyes opened, smiling with
amusement into his. "At least my fantasies are harmless. Manuel has started
fantasizing about explosions.”

His brows drew down. "Is it fantasy, or trauma?"

She chuckled. "Oh, fantasy in this case, I'm sure. He's so fascinated by
explosives that he thinks every cloud of dust he sees is another of your big
booms."

Her words settled uneasily in his mind. "Every cloud of dust ... Alyssa. When
did he see another cloud of dust?"

"I guess it was about thirty minutes ago. Not long before you joined me,
actually. That's what he was telling me about. | was trying to convince him it
couldn't have been another explosion he'd seen, since you'd only set off that one,
but he ... what is it?"

Half an hour ago, Scopes would have been on his way back, having nearly
caught up with the "column" once more. Michael himself would have just left
Pasquez about then. He hadn't seen any telltale rise of dust, but the terrain could
have hidden it. "Dammit to hell! I didn't think of it. Not once did it occur to me."

"What? Michael, what is it?"

"They could have had explosives, too. The renegades."

He questioned Manuel, and the others who had been in about the same location at
the time. Two others—a ten-year-old girl and an older woman—reported seeing
a sudden, dirty haze rise into the air over the shoulder of the mountain. He
hurried to find Scopes.

His sergeant greeted him with a grin. He was chewing on a twig—an old
campaigner's trick to keep the mouth from drying out when you couldn't stop to
drink. "Hey, you don't look relaxed. Didn't you—" He cut himself off, his tone
changing completely. "What's up, Mick?"

"If the bastards behind us tried to clear the trail using explosives, would we
have heard the blast?"

His teeth clamped down suddenly on the twig, snapping it in two. He spat out
the piece in his mouth. "Depends on how far away we were, whether they buried
the charges, how deep, what they used."

"Half an hour ago, Manuel and a couple of others saw dirt rise in the air back
toward the village."

"Hell."

That about summed it up.

They reached the river quickly, urgency lending energy to even the oldest and
youngest among them. The children didn't understand what was wrong, but they
knew their mothers were frightened and kept up the newly quickened pace for
the next hour.

But inevitably, some began to flag, and the pace slowed. Michael tried to get
Pasquez to speak to his people, persuade them they had to hurry, especially here
where the going was relatively easy. But this time the old man set his jaw
stubbornly. "We don't know those devil men are on this trail. A cloud of dust—



what does that mean? Anything. Nothing. You are young," he said, and sighed.
"Young and impatient. Old legs cannot keep up with yours. The worst of the trail
is still ahead, when we climb up to the pass. The little ones and the old ones like
me must save our strength for that."

Michael had to bow to the old man's greater knowledge of his own resources.
Logic said the tepee could be right about the dust cloud, too—but Michael's
instincts were shrilling.

He'd cursed himself once, briefly, for having sent the helicopter off. If he'd kept
it near, he could at least have stayed in radio contact with Boise, known for sure
what was happening back at the village. He'd cursed himself, too, for not having
considered the possibility the rebels might have explosives, but not for long. It
was a waste of time and energy to indulge in regrets. And realistically, he'd had
no reason to think a bunch of ragtag rebels might have explosives. His sergeant
might never leave home without them, but Scopes was the exception to a number
of rules.

He could only hope the rebels didn't have anyone as knowledgeable as Scopes.
A poorly planned blast could have made matters worse instead of better.
Otherwise ... well, at least he had some experts at praying on his side.

Three of those experts were just ahead of him. Alyssa looked relaxed. She was
holding little Rosita again, talking and smiling with three boys. Every now and
then she glanced over her shoulder to say something to one of the nuns, who
walking slightly behind her.

And every time she did, her gaze strayed farther back. Checking out the trail
behind them.

She looked up as he approached, her lips curving in a smile much too saucy for
a minister. "Hi there, soldier."

"Hi, babe. Got a minute for a lonely man in uniform?"

She chuckled. One of the boys grabbed Michael's hand, asking to be carried. He
looked tired and fretful, poor kid. Michael lifted the youngster, tucking him on his
hip the way he'd seen the women do. The little boy made a surprisingly warm and
comfortable burden.

What would it be like to have a child of his own?

Quickly he shut the thought off. Until they got through this, he couldn't afford
to think about the future. The odds were against him having one.

"I saw you looking over your shoulder,” he said quietly to Alyssa, using English
so the children wouldn't understand. "Don't worry. No one will get past Scopes
without us knowing about it."

He'd sent Scopes behind to play rear guard. It was a position he would rather
have taken himself, but his sergeant's pithy comments about the weakness in
Michael leg having seeped into his head had made him agree that Scopes was
more fit for that duty.

Alyssa shifted Rosita. The little girl had fallen asleep, and her cheek was damp
and sweaty where it had been cushioned by Alyssa's breasts.

His burden, too, was drowsy, laying his head on Michael's shoulder. He really
ought to put the boy down. He needed to keep his arms free ... in a minute he
would, he promised himself. There was a surprising comfort in the small burden.



"How far back do you think they are?" she asked, low-voiced.

"Maybe still at the village."

"Don't coddle me."

It had been a pretty feeble effort, but dammit, there was so little he could do for
her. "We can't know for sure. It depends on how well their blast cleared the trail
and how much of a hurry they're in. We've been making about two miles an hour.
Chances are they'll make three miles an hour. Could be more,"” he admitted. "If
they have some reason to hurry."”

"And how far do we still have to go?"

"The pass is only about four miles from here ... horizontally. Unfortunately, a
lot of that distance is up a steep slope. Pasquez says we should reach it around
five."

She was silent. He figured she was doing the math. Five o'clock might be too
late. "They have no reason to hurt us," she said at last. "If their goal is the
plantation and they're in a hurry, messing with us would just slow them down,
make them waste ammunition."

He nodded. He could at least give her that hope—and it wasn't unreasonable,
given what she didn't know about what had happened at the other village. And
wasn't going to know, if he had anything to say about it.

Nausea touched Michael's gut. It wasn't an unfamiliar feeling, before battle or
after one. Death was never pretty. But the way some of those people had died ...
his arm tightened on the small, drowsy boy he held.

"Michael?" She touched his arm. "You okay?"

He shook himself mentally. "I was having a little tactical chat with myself.
Nothing important.”

"I've got some tactics to suggest, if we ever make it to a bed."

She made him smile—which was just what she'd had in mind, he could tell. Her
own smile widened, her gaze playing come-hither with his. So he flirted back and
walked a little farther with the young boy in his arms, stealing these few
moments. Finally, though, he had to bend and put the boy down. "Lo siento," he
murmured at the boy's protest.

He straightened. "l have to keep my arms free. And | really should drop back.
The rear guard is supposed to march at the rear, not wander along chatting.”

She glanced at the gun slung on his back and nodded. No protests. No begging
him to be careful. Whatever fear she felt, she kept to herself.

Gallant. That was the word for her. "Have | told you that you're a lot like one of
my men? Only prettier, of course. And a helluva lot sexier."

She pushed her tangled hair behind her ear and grimaced. "You aren't picky,
are you, Lieutenant?"

"Yes, | am," he said softly, drawing a fingertip along her cheek. He would make
sure she made it home to savor that bubble bath she'd fantasized about, and sleep
safely in her bed. Even if he wasn't there to share it with her. "Very picky. About
some things."



Thirteen

«N»
She'd thought she was tired before. Three hours later, AJ. knew the full meaning
of the word. She was hot, dirty, sweaty—and sticky between her thighs from that
glorious, hasty coupling against a tree.

The thought of it made her smile, but her smile faded quickly. He hadn't said he
loved her, but he'd made it clear he needed her, that she was special to him. That
was enough ... wasn't it?

AJ. shifted her arms, adjusting the weight of the child on her back in a futile
effort to find a way to ease the strain. She hurt. Back, shoulders, arms—they'd
gone from aching to trembling, with occasional sharp, stabbing pains. No
surprise. Sister Constancia had taken Rosita from her when they stopped at the
river for a short break so A.J. could carry four-year-old Sarita. Sister Andrew was
carrying little Carlos. Dimly, that worried A.J.; the grade was steep here, and while
the nuns might be used to hard work, they were twice A.J.'s age.

But there wasn't anything she could do about it, so she concentrated on putting
one foot in front of the other. Since they'd started climbing, her thighs and calves
had joined the mass of aches that made up her body. She'd be lucky if she could
stand upright tomorrow.

Assuming she made it to morning. AJ. glanced over her shoulder and saw
nothing—nothing except the sisters, some of the older children, and green. That
all-pervasive, choking green. When she faced forward again she saw more green,
along with the broad back of Sefiora Valenzuela, who had come to the rear to help
with the children, bless her.

She didn't see Michael, hadn't seen him since the all-too-brief rest by the river
when he'd nearly caused a mutiny by insisting everyone lighten their loads before
tackling the steep slope. Since the bulk of what they'd brought was food, and
everything else was essential, they'd refused.

Even the nuns had resisted the idea. AJ. had told them quietly that they must
trust God to provide—but that He wouldn't provide earthly food for dead
children. Sister Andrew had nodded grimly and instructed the older children to
abandon their packs so they could carry the little ones.

Michael hadn't wasted time arguing. Instead, he'd started going through their
packs, throwing food into the river—and he'd very nearly been attacked by the
people he was trying to save. Then Sefior Pasquez had joined him, calmly tossing
corn, flour, beans and dried fruit onto the ground.

There had been some grumbling, but the example of their tepee had
encouraged the rest to lighten their packs. Maybe they were glad now, she
thought, catching at a tree trunk to help her up a particularly steep bit.

Since then, Michael had dropped farther back, out of sight. Guarding their rear.
She was so afraid for him...

Up ahead, someone exclaimed loudly. Others began chattering up, but Al.'s
Spanish wasn't good enough to sort out what had them all excited. "What is it?"
she asked Sefiora Valenzuela. "Can you hear?"



"Shh..." The older woman was badly out of breath, so she stopped, listening.
"Ah, praise God! They have reached the pass, those at the front." She beamed at
AlJ. "We are nearly there, and no devil-men."

The news heartened them all. AJ.'s muscles didn't stop aching, but she found it
easier to ignore the pain and press on.

The pass didn't mean safety for Michael. For the rest of them, yes. The pass was
narrow. Two men with automatic weapons like those Michael and his sergeant
carried could hold off forty men there, if need be.

But eventually, those two men would run out of bullets.

Maybe the rebels wouldn't come. Maybe their blast had gone wrong, and they'd
never even started down this trail. And if they did come, surely they'd give up
when they saw how lethally the pass was defended, long before Michael ran out
of ammunition. Surely the—

Gunfire screamed, shattering her thoughts, making her stumble. Michael!
Instinctively she started to turn.

"Go!" Sister Andrew's hand at her back wasn't gentle. "Go and go quickly,
unless you want to take the baby on your back into the middle of that!"

She went. Tears came. She ignored them as well as her screaming heart,
scrambling up and up—toward the shouts of the others, the crying of children, a
woman's scream of fear. Little Sarita was sobbing with terror in her ear, her legs
clenched tight, her arms nearly strangling A.J.

And from behind, gunfire. A sharp burst, several individual shots, another
burst—from a different spot?

Scopes is back there, too, she reminded herself. Michael isn't alone. God, please
God, keep him safe, keep them both safe...

So suddenly it was like stepping outside from a crowded room, the trees ended.
Rocks surrounded her now on both sides, towering high on the left and well
above her head on the right. Rocks and dirt slid beneath her feet and she nearly
fell, nearly lost the precious burden on her back, catching Sarita at the last
moment as she slipped, her poor little legs unable to hold on. She made herself
slow down. The breath heaved in her chest.

And she heard it. Disoriented, she couldn't identify the sound, though she'd
heard it before—a thrumming, mechanical noise, getting louder by the second.
Coming from—the sky?

She looked up. And a great, army-green helicopter flew into view over the tops
of the rocks on her left—heading toward the shooting.

Thank you, thank you, thank you!

"Praise God," Sister Andrew murmured, adding more practically, "Keep
moving. They're still shooting."

The trail leveled then sauntered down, an easy slope now, widening as it
descended. AJ. was still moving quickly, with rocks high on either side, when
gunfire erupted again—this time a huge, steady stream of it, coming from the air.

The copter. It must be firing on the rebels. AJ.'s breath hitched. The safety
she'd prayed for had come in the shape of death—for some.



The fusillade cut off as suddenly as it had started. Behind her, Sister Andrew
was murmuring a prayer in Spanish for the souls of those killed by that hail of
bullets.

AlJ. drew a deep breath. Death had been dealt back there—for whom? How
many? Michael was all right, she told herself. He had to be. And life lay on the
other side of these rocks.

The rocks led them into a wide, grassy clearing surrounded by towering pines.
People flooded into it ahead of A.J., most of them hurrying, a few pausing to look
over their shoulders. Some crossed themselves. Children cried, and everyone
clustered together, seeking comfort in closeness.

Confusion reigned. No one knew what to do.

Then the helicopter appeared over the ridge. It hovered just above the clearing,
impossibly loud, the wind from its blades huge, alien. People scattered.

As soon as it had a clear space, it set down. The big doors in the side opened
and men spilled out. Men in uniform, government troops—but not the U.S. Army.
They wore San Christobal's brown uniforms, and they hit the ground running,
heading back toward the pass.

The cavalry had come to the rescue.

Michael had plenty of reason to bless whatever luck or foresight had moved him
to send the helicopter back to the base. Banner had gone straight to the Colonel,
ready to plead his case. Rather to his astonishment, the Colonel had nodded, told
him to get the big Cobra ready—and then he'd gotten on the phone.

Seems the San Christobal government had urgently requested U.S. support in
rounding up the strays from El Jefe's army, but the brass at the top couldn't get a
green light from the president. They had, however, been authorized to provide
limited technical support.

The Colonel had decided that flying a squad of San Christobal troops right to
the spot where the biggest bunch of rebels were known to be qualified as damned
fine technical support. The U.S. had the helicopter and the knowledge of the
rebels' whereabouts—that was the technical part. The natives could supply the
troops. He'd called his counterpart in the San Christobal army and set it up.

Michael couldn't help thinking it would have been nice if the troops had arrived
about ten minutes earlier.

His bearers nearly tipped him out of the stretcher on the steepest part of the
climb to the pass. White-hot fire exploded in his shoulder. As soon as he could
breathe again, he started cursing.

"Might want to tone it down," Scopes said from beside him. "Here comes your
lady."

Alyssa. He managed to lift his head and saw his sweet, gentle Alyssa nearly
mow down two of the soldiers in front of his stretcher, getting to him. "Michael!
Oh, God, they told me you'd been shot."

"Hey, I'm okay."

She shuddered. Scopes dropped back before she could shove him out of the
way, too, and the men carrying him started moving again. He reached for her with



his left hand—his right arm was strapped to his side—and she took it, walking
alongside the stretcher.

He let his head fall back as he drank in the sight of her—huge eyes, dirty cheeks
and all. There were smears in the dirt. She'd been crying. Over him?

"You are not okay, damn it," she said fiercely.

"I will be," he said. "But you're a mess."

Her laugh broke in the middle. "Not half as much of a mess as you are." Her
gaze skittered over his shoulder—which, he knew, did look pretty bad, with all
the blood. "When the soldier who told me you were hurt said you wanted to see
me—nhe said to hurry." She gulped.

Dammit, the idiot had made it sound like he was on his deathbed. He stretched
out his free hand. She took it. "l asked them to bring you so | could propose
again."

She stared at him blankly. "Now?"

The pain in his shoulder was getting worse. Hard to see how that could be, but
it was. "l told them they couldn't load me on the copter until you married me."

"You what?" She glanced around frantically, as if looking for someone with the
authority to override him. Scopes just shrugged. So she spoke quickly in Spanish
to the men carrying him, telling them not to listen to the idiot on the stretcher—
get him to medical help, and do it now.

They looked uncomfortable, and apologized.

“I'm afraid I'm the hero of the moment," Michael said. "They don't want to go
against my wishes."

One of the men, who may have understood some English, broke in then in
Spanish, urging her to do as the Americano teniente wished—and quickly, please,
before he lost any more blood.

What little color she'd regained fled from her face.

“I'm not dying,” he said as firmly as he could—though it came out more
breathless than he would have liked. "I just want to get married. Now." She shook
her head, but more because she was dazed than in refusal, he thought. "I'm sorry |
don't have a ring, but..." He had to stop and catch his breath when the angle
shifted as they moved downhill. That hurt. "I asked the corporal to find someone
else, too. If he ... good. Here he is."

Sefor Pasquez joined them, huffing and puffing. "I hurried," he said, "but | may
have to perform the ceremony sitting down. My legs ... ah," he sighed, and smiled.
"The bride is here. Good."

"You have your book, to make it legal?" Michael asked.

"I will write it in the register," the old man promised. "Now, you are ready?"

Michael looked at her and waited. She'd said she loved him. He was pushing
her hard, but he had to. When that copter had lifted up over the peak that held the
pass, he'd been down, his gun arm useless, with blood running out of him like
water from a burst pipe.

Now that he had tomorrow back, he meant to spend it with Alyssa. No waiting
around, giving life a chance to throw more surprises at him. There were going to
be some problems ... a few of them swam dizzily through his mind. He blinked,
realizing he'd faded out for a moment.



Hell. Get married first, sort things out later. His hand tightened on hers.
"Alyssa?"

She took a deep breath. "Yes. All right. I'm ready."

He made it through the simple ceremony, though toward the end black dots
were dancing in front of his eyes. He stayed conscious when they carried him to
the helicopter, though his head was swimming by then. Before they lifted his
stretcher onto the floor of the copter, though, he very sensibly passed out.

AlJ. spent the first two hours after her wedding with sound battering her
eardrums. The chopper was very loud, even with the earplugs Banner had handed
her.

She couldn't hold Michael's hand because the corpsman attending him and the
IV needed to be there. She stayed close, but he wouldn't know that. He didn't
regain consciousness. When they landed in Panama at the small base that was
their destination, he was still out cold.

Four hours later she was airborne again—this time in a DC-9. This time
Michael had a paramedic and a nurse with him, and a lot more equipment—a full
hospital bed that clamped to the side and deck of the plane. Oxygen. A heart-rate
monitor. And the 1V, of course.

He did wake long enough to insist she call his brothers. He gave her his brother
Jacob's phone number, then he slipped away again.

The copilot put the call through for her. She sat on the jumpseat behind the
pilot, headphones on her ears and lights blinking at her from the bewildering
console and listened to a phone ringing in Dallas, Texas.

"Yes?" a female voice said.

"I—is this Ada?" For a moment, curiosity swamped everything else.

"Yes. Do | know you?"

She had to smile at the tart inquiry. "No. | need to speak to Jacob West, please."”

"You and everybody else today. All right, just a minute while | fool with these
buttons. Don't know why they needed to put in such a fancy phone,” the woman
muttered. "Here. | think this one will—"

Silence. She was just beginning to think she'd been cut off when a deep,
masculine voice said, "West here."

"Jacob West?" Her heart was pounding. She tucked her fingernails into her
palm, squeezing, fighting to stay in control. She had to deliver the news calmly.

"Yes."

"This is Reverend Kelleher." No, that wasn't right, not anymore—nbut she'd sort
all that out later. Right now she had to tell this man... "I'm calling about your
brother Michael. He's been ... hurt."

His quick, indrawn breath was barely audible. His voice remained cool and
steady. "How bad?"

She squeezed her hand tighter, the nails digging in. "His condition is stable.
He's being flown to Houston for surgery."

"What kind of surgery? Dammit, tell me what's wrong with him. Now."

In spite of everything she could do, the tears were starting. "He was shot. The
bullet did—they say it did very little damage on entry. They think it might have



been a ricochet.” Get it said, she ordered herself. Tears or no tears, she had to say
it. "But it lodged near his spine. Th-there's danger of paralysis. That's why they
didn't want to operate at the base in Panama. He wants you and Luke to be there."

AlJ. stood by the window in the nearly empty surgical waiting room, holding her
elbows, keeping her arms locked tight to her body. She had the silly idea that if
she let her arms hang loose, something inside her would break free and she'd
come apart.

The glass was dark, though she could see lights. Lots and lots of lights. After so
many nights when the only light came from the moon and stars, Houston, with its
noise, crowds and millions of artificial lights, was a little overwhelming.

But then, she was easily overwhelmed right now.

She'd called her parents shortly after they wheeled Michael into surgery.
They'd been overjoyed to hear from her and would be here as soon as possible,
but it might be a couple of days. They'd both come down with the flu. Her father
had been ready to jump in the car anyway, but A.J. had told him firmly she didn't
need their germs, knowing that would work better than any pleas to wait until
they were up to traveling.

It was lonely, though, waiting by herself...

"Reverend Kelleher?" a man's voice said.

She turned slowly, still hugging her arms close. "Not exactly."

Four people were crossing the room, heading for her—two men and two
women. One man looked like a male model, only better. There was too much
charm in those easy, perfect features for such a plastic profession. The other man
was taller, older, with a face that might have been shaped by a hatchet, not an
artist's chisel. One of the women was older, a tiny, skinny woman in baggy jeans,
with a frizz of unlikely yellow hair around her leathery face. The other was flat-
out beautiful.

"Try to be exact," the hard-featured man snapped. "The nurse said you were
the minister who arrived with my brother Michael. Are you or not?"

"Jacob." The beautiful woman put a hand on his arm.

So this was Michael's oldest brother, the one he thought so much of. He was a
big man, well over six feet, broad through the shoulders and chest. "l used to be
Reverend Kelleher. | just remarried. I'm not used to my new name yet."

"Pleased to meet you, Reverend," the tiny woman with yellow hair said. "Now,
tell us about Michael."

"He's in surgery.” And had been for what seemed endless hours, though the
clock assured her only fifty minutes had passed.

"Excuse me, but you look about to fall down." The woman with Jacob West put
her hand on Alyssa's arm. "Have you been with him all this time?"

She looked polite but puzzled, as if she wasn't sure why Michael might have—
or want—a personal chaplain in attendance. It made AJ. smile. "Yes, | was there
when—when—my, but you're gorgeous." The inappropriate comment made her
flush. "Excuse me. I'm not thinking straight.”

The woman laughed. "That's perfectly all right. Oh—we haven't introduced
ourselves, have we? I'm Claire, Jacob's fiancée. This good-looking reprobate is



Luke, his brother. And this is Ada." Her smile indicated the yellow-haired woman,
who was studying A.J. with a frown on her face.

"You do look all done in, honey," Luke said kindly. "Maybe you should sit down
awhile."

Honey? A.J. shook her head, trying to clear it. She knew she looked worse than
"all done in." Someone—she couldn't remember who—had given her a fatigue
shirt to replace the one she'd worn for so long. The one with the missing buttons.
Tears stung her eyes. "So you're Luke."

"Yeah." He tipped his head to one side thoughtfully. "You're not here as a
minister, are—"

"I am going to have to sit down," a soft, breathy voice said. "I just can't stand
hospitals. Never could. The energy here is terribly distressin'—all those sick
people.”

Jacob turned, frowning. "What kept you?"

"Cami had to stop off in the ladies' room," the younger, smaller of the two
women who'd just entered said. She had a round, friendly face, a trim figure clad
in jeans and a purple top—and an incredibly bright green cast on her wrist. She
was half supporting the other woman, a pretty blonde with big curls, big eyes and
a simple little silk dress that had probably cost several hundred dollars.

"I swear," the blonde said in that little-girl voice, "a faintness comes over me
every time | set foot in a hospital. | have always been sensitive that way. But | had
to come. | just had to."

The woman with her wrist in a cast rolled her eyes but kept her voice soothing.
"Sit down for a few minutes and you'll feel better."

"I have to know how he is first. Poor Michael. If he should be paralyzed—oh, it
just doesn't bear thinkin' of, does it?" She sniffed delicately. "I do assure y'all, |
will still marry him, even if he never walks again."

"I'm sure you will," Ada said tartly.

Heat, then cold, chased over Alyssa's body. She heard herself speak as if from a
great distance. "What did you say?" She started toward the blonde. "Who are
you?"

The woman blinked very fine, thick eyelashes. "Why, I'm Cami Porter, Michael's
fiancée. And you are...?"

Alyssa licked her suddenly dry lips. "Alyssa Kelleher ... West. His wife."

"Calling Cami with the news was not one of my better ideas," Jacob admitted,
shoving his hands in his pockets.

"I'm damned if | can see why you did it," Michael snapped.

"I wasn't thinking straight. Why else would | have called your fiancée to let her
know you were undergoing major surgery?"

Michael had run out of breath before he'd run out of curses after learning about
the scene in the waiting room yesterday. He rubbed his chest gingerly now.
Breathing hurt. Everything hurt. Getting kicked by a mule would have to feel a lot
better than he did right now.



But they'd gotten the bullet out, and without doing any lasting damage. He was
sure he would feel really good about that ... eventually. When his life wasn't
totally screwed up.

"It was quite a scene," Luke said reminiscently. "One thing you have to say for
Cami—she does know how to wring every ounce of drama from a situation.”

"Don't worry about her threat to call her lawyer," Jacob said. "My lawyer will
handle that. The prenuptial agreement is tight. She's not entitled to a penny
unless you marry her—which, obviously, you won't be doing now."

"I don't give a damn about Cami, her lawyer or the money! Alyssa..." God, what
she must be thinking, feeling ... his left hand tightened into a fist. She had to give
him a chance to talk to her. To explain.

"She waited," Luke pointed out. "Stuck it out the whole time, waited until you
were in recovery before she let Jacob whisk her off to a hotel to get some rest."

"She would." It didn't mean anything, except that Alyssa wasn't the sort to run
out on a man when he was down—even one she must think had used her. "Hasn't
been back since, though, has she?"

Luke and Jacob exchanged uneasy glances. Alyssa had left the hospital
yesterday morning shortly after dawn, when Michael was moved to recovery.
None of them had seen or spoken with her since.

"I explained to her about the will," Jacob muttered. "When | was driving her to
the hotel "

"I'm sure that helped." She must think he'd married her because of the trust,
that devil-inspired, thrice-damned trust.

"She probably slept the clock around,” Luke said. "By the time the surgeon
came out to tell us you'd made it through okay, she looked worse than you do
right now."

"Yeah. Maybe. Look—"

The door to his room opened, and hope burst, full-blown and painful, in
Michael's heart. But the woman who came in wasn't Alyssa.

Ada set the plant she'd brought on the dresser opposite the bed, then put her
hands on her hips, sharing her frown with each of them equally. "All right, you can
all clear out now. I'm going to talk to Michael."

Luke and Jacob protested, but neither could stand against Ada when she was in
a mood. And she was definitely in a mood.

"You will remember that he's convalescing?" Jacob said from the door,
scowling in a way that had been known to send investors scurrying for cover.

"I'm not going to beat him up,” she said tartly. "Now, go on, get out of here."

As soon as the door closed behind them she turned to Michael, her hands on
her hips, and shook her head. "Maybe now you'll be ready to give up all that
gallivanting around you do, playing with guns and trying to save the world.”

"Maybe." He felt too weary to pick up their usual argument.

She made a tch sound and came up to the bed. "You scared the bejabbers out of
me, boy," she said gruffly, and touched his cheek once, lightly.

A measure of peace entered along with her touch. Ada wasn't a hugger, wasn't
one to stroke or nurture in the usual ways. But she'd always been there, she'd



always cared, and he and his brothers had always known that. "Sorry about that.
I'll try not to do it again."

"Well." She nodded once. "Enough of that. Time to straighten out this mess
you've made. Of all the lame-brained, idiotic—proposing to that Cami creature
has to be the stupidest thing I've ever seen you do. And you've done some
damned stupid things," she added darkly.

"It seemed like a good idea at the time." He couldn't explain, not without giving
away why he and his brothers were marrying in such haste—and Ada wasn't
supposed to know what they were doing for her.

She propped her hands on her skinny hips. "l suppose you're just as stupid as
Jacob and Luke, thinking | don't know what's going on."

A"

"Oh, I'm used to male stupidity—have to be, after all those years with your
father. But | don't know what I've ever done to make the three of you believe I've
got beans for brains. How any one of you could think I wouldn't figure out why
you all three suddenly developed this overwhelming yen for matrimony, | will
never know."

He opened his mouth, realized he had nothing to say, and shut it again.

She gave another sharp nod. "Good for you. Not much point in trying to make
yourself sound like anything but a fool. Of course, | have to give you and your
brothers credit—once you decided to do the thing, you found some powerful
women to tie the knot with." She smiled smugly. "What little sense you do have,
you got from me, not your father."

At last she'd said something he knew how to respond to. "True."

"Now," she said, dragging over a chair and sitting next to his bed. "We had
better figure out how you're going to keep that pretty thing you married from
running the other direction when she hears your name."

"I've screwed it up,” he said quietly. "Worse than my father ever did, | think."

"Oh, not worse. First thing is, you have to tell me if you love her or not." She
gave him a sharp look. "I'm guessing you do."

The word sent up strange shock waves inside him. "I ... does it matter? Even if |
manage to convince her | care, love doesn't fix anything, cure anything. How
many women did my father love over the years?"

"Too many." Her voice was uncharacteristically soft, a little sad.

"Love is..." He didn't know what it was. That was the problem. "It complicates
things."

Now she snorted. "No, love is simple. Everything else is complicated. You start
out with love, you've got something simple and strong to return to when life gets
messy. I'll say one thing for your father—the old fool did get that part right. Only
problem was, every time things got complicated, he started all over again with
another woman instead of sticking it out, building on the love that was already
there. He never could get it through his thick head that you can't close a circle if
you start drawing it all over again every time you get confused.”

He shook his head, smiling at her fondly. He had no idea what her circles had to
do with the mess he'd made of his own life—he and Alyssa hadn't even gotten



started in their marriage before everything fell apart. "Well, my mind's going in
circles. Does that count?"

"You're paying attention to the complications, not the important stuff." She
stood. "When you see Alyssa again, pay attention to what you feel, not what you
think. Your biggest problem right now isn't the way your wife and your fiancée
tripped over each other yesterday. It's the fact that you can't say out loud, even
now, that you're in love with your wife."

There was a soft tap at the door. It swung open. "Hi," Alyssa said quietly. "Jacob
told me you had company, but | thought you might not mind a little more."

“I'm on my way out," Ada said. She paused, patted his hand once—a little
awkward, as usual, with the gesture of affection—and left.

Alyssa stood near the doorway, her eyes uncertain. She was wearing a dress.
That came as a small shock. He'd never seen her in anything but the pants and
shirt she'd worn in San Christobal. The dress was a simple knit, narrow and
belted at the waist, in a sunny sky blue that matched her eyes. Her hair was
different, too. The curls had been partially tamed by being pinned into a chignon,
but some of them were escaping, frisking around her face. He cleared his throat.
"You clean up pretty good." Beautiful, he thought. She looked so beautiful to him.

Her mouth crooked up on one side and she moved a bit farther into the room.
"I guess this is the cleanest you've ever seen me. | think," she said, smoothing a
nervous hand down her skirt, "this is when I'm supposed to ask how you're
feeling. For old time's sake, tell me about your leg first."

He smiled, but it hurt. Old time's sake? That's what you said to someone you
hadn't seen in a long time, someone who wasn't part of your life. "I haven't
noticed any problems with my leg since | got the new hole in my chest. Alyssa..."

She turned to study the plants and flowers set in a row along the dresser. "My,
you have quite a garden started here. I'm afraid | didn't bring anything."”

She wasn't going to make it easy on him. Well, why should she? "I'm sorry," he
said simply.

She didn't turn. Her shoulders were stiff. "I remember when you told me you
deserved an explanation. I do, too."

"Jacob said he told you about the trust, and why ... why | thought | had to marry
quickly."

"Oh, that part's been explained.” She turned suddenly, her eyes flashing. "The
part | want to hear from you is why you never mentioned it. Why you never
mentioned Cami."

"You wouldn't have married me if | had." His chest was hurting. Bad. He pushed
the button that made his bed lift anyway. He didn't like being flat on his back, and
he needed to see her face better. "I never wanted her. From the first time we
kissed after seeing the butterflies, there was only you."

She swallowed. "And after | told you | loved you? You didn't think | deserved to
know about a little detail like a fiancée then?"

"There wasn't much time for explanations." He started to lift a hand toward
her, winced and let his arm drop. "And | didn't want you to think I'd married you
to dissolve the trust. | didn't ... that's not why."



She looked away, then down, both hands smoothing the unwrinkled surface of
her dress. When she met his eyes again, hers held a hint of—amusement? Surely
he was mistaking that gleam.

"I know that," she said. "Jacob told me that if you'd wanted to throw a spanner
in the works, you went about things just right. He isn't sure if our marriage is
even legal, which could make dissolving the trust tricky. Especially if Cami sues
for breach of promise the way she's threatening to do."”

"God save me from helpful brothers,"” he muttered. "Look, I'm holding you to it.
Our marriage. | don't care what the courts say—you're mine, and I'm not letting
you go."

"Michael." She sounded—exasperated? Not angry, not hurt—but rather like
Ada when she was lecturing him. Now she came over to the bed. "l believe you,
you know. | ... when I first heard, | was shocked, hurt ... but | knew you hadn't lied
to me. Not with your words, not with your actions."

She believed him. Believed in him. For one terrible instant, his eyes stung. He
swallowed, fighting to get himself under control. "I'm not like your Dan," he
managed to say. "l can't be the kind of man he was, the kind of husband he was."

"No, you can't." She sighed. "One of the hardest things for me has been letting
go. | didn't want to be anyone other than the woman who had loved Dan, the
woman he'd loved. But his death changed me. Time changed me. | had trouble
admitting that." She took his hand then, and smiled at him. "You aren't like Dan.
You're wonderful just as you are—exactly the kind of man | need in my life now."

He could swear his heart started beating again at that instant. Whatever it had
been doing before hadn't done the job right, apparently, because only now did
oxygen and life flow through his body again.

"We'll marry again, if that's necessary for legal reasons. But ... but there's
something you haven't said. Something important.” She hesitated. "l need the
words, Michael."

"I ... I've never said them to a woman. Maybe not to anyone,” he admitted. He
couldn't remember. Had he ever told his father he loved him? His brothers? His
mother? Maybe, when he was very small... "I don't know about love," he said a
little desperately. "I don't know if | can do it right."

She said nothing, just stood there, her hand warm and comforting in his, her
gaze steady. Waiting.

"Hell," he muttered. All right, he could do this. "l love you, all right?"

Her hand tightened suddenly on his. "Was that so hard?"

"Yes. No," he corrected himself immediately. There was an odd warmth, a
looseness, in his chest. "No, it was really ... kind of simple, wasn't it?" The warmth
spread, reaching his neck, his jaw, widening his mouth into a smile. "I love you,"
he repeated, the smile stretching into a big, silly grin.

She made a sound between a laugh and a sob, bent and took his face in her
hands, and kissed him. "I love you, too."

This time he managed to get his arm to work. He had to, had to feel her hair,
touch the silky skin along her throat. "We'll work the rest of it out. All the details.”
They had the basics, the place to start from—Iove.



"Sure we will. First things first, though." She lifted her head, her eyes wicked
and happy. "You'd better get yourself well as soon as possible, because you owe
me a wedding night, soldier—with a bed. I insist on having a bed this time."

He laughed.



Epilogue

Christmas Day, at the West mansion

"Mmm." Michael pressed a kiss to the side of her neck. "Have | told you how sexy
you look in those robes, Reverend?"

Alyssa laughed. "And I'm staying in them, too. There are twenty people
downstairs, waiting for me to marry your brother."

"He's too late." He'd tugged the robe to one side and was bending his attention
to the sensitive place where her neck met her shoulder. "I already married you."

She turned in his arms, looping hers around his neck. "So you did. Twice." And
gave herself up, for the moment, to his kiss.

On the advice of Jacob's attorney, they'd gone through a second ceremony as
soon as he was released from the hospital to make sure there wouldn't be any
problems with the trust. Cami had ceased to be a problem as soon as Michael
signed over a portion of the money he would soon inherit to her—an action that
had disgusted Jacob, but neither Michael nor Alyssa wanted to drag things out.
Nor did they care about the money. Cami might be walking away with a small
fortune, but Michael, it turned out, was going to have a large fortune. Very large.

Large enough to do a lot of things more important than taking his ex-fiancée to
court. The village of Cuautepec was going to have a new school, for example,
complete with a teacher. They'd already received the goats and chickens. And
Sister Andrew was looking into establishing a pottery, using clay from the river
and the kiln and supplies Michael had promised.

And that would put only a small dent in the money.

Someone pounded on the bedroom door. "Hey, you two—stop necking," Luke
called. "We need to get Jacob married before he starts gnawing on the woodwork.
Or the guests.”

Reluctantly, Michael lifted his head. "I intend to finish this discussion later. In
bed."

She grinned. That tree along the trail would always hold a special place in her
heart, but there was no denying that beds were more comfortable.

He picked up his cane and started for the door. Luke had given him the
handsome ebony walking stick topped by the snarling head of a wolf for
Christmas. In another couple of months, he probably wouldn't need it anymore.

When he was medically cleared, he might rejoin his team. Or he might not. He
hadn't decided, and she wasn't pressuring him. They both still had a lot of
adjustments to make, a lot of decisions about how to shape their life together.

It would work out, she thought as they went into the hall. They were very
different people—in some ways. But both wanted to live lives in service to others,
however differently they'd chosen to serve. And they loved each other.

Sometimes it really could be that simple.

"There you are." Luke spoke from the stairs, relief and humor in his voice.
"Jacob is driving us all crazy."



"The ceremony isn't scheduled to begin for another fifteen minutes,” Alyssa
said mildly.

"Tell my brother that. He wants to get married, and he wants to do it now."

She exchanged a smile with Michael. That had been his approach, too.

Her parents were there, as were the parents of Luke's wife, Maggie, and Claire's
mother and stepfather. Luke and Maggie had arrived early that morning with the
boy they were planning to adopt so they could stage a massive paper-tearing
spree. Luke had been an extravagant Santa—which, from what she'd learned
from Maggie, was a miracle all by itself. He'd brought dozens of gifts for Maggie
and the boy, and several for the rest of them, too.

Alyssa and Michael had exchanged a single present—the rings they'd bought
each other, two simple gold bands. And Ada had given them all a wonderful
present when she'd returned from her latest treatment—a glowing bill of health
from the doctor, along with her threat to "be around long enough to tell all of your
children the truth about you."

"Have | mentioned that this is a very odd house?" Alyssa asked as they started
down the stairs. The finial at the bottom was shaped like a snarling lion, and that
was the least of the house's peculiarities.

"Most people think so," Michael said cheerfully. "Uh-oh. Battle stations. There's
Jacob."

He certainly was. The cool, controlled man she'd met at the hospital, the
businessman whose icy control and acute sense of timing might eventually make
him richer than his father had been, looked ready to jump out of his skin.

She told herself that ministers weren't allowed to giggle.

"At last," Jacob said, heaving a sigh of relief. "Everyone is ready."

"Claire isn't going to vanish if you don't marry her in the next five minutes,"
Michael said, amused.

"I know, but—" He reached up to jerk at the knot of his tie. "I just want to get it
done."

He'd twisted the tie crooked. Luke chuckled and straightened it for him. "If I'd
known how much fun it would be to watch you come apart like this, I'd have
encouraged you to get married years ago."

"Wouldn't have done you any good. | didn't know Claire then," Jacob said
simply.

A few minutes later, Alyssa stood in front of friends and family, both new and
old, and opened the book. Snow was sifting down lightly outside; it would
probably melt as soon as it touched down, for the weather wasn't cold. A
Christmas tree glowed merrily at the other end of the room. A scrap of red ribbon,
missed in the hasty cleanup, dangled from the chandelier.

It was that bit of red ribbon that undid her. After all she'd been through, all
these others had been through, to have arrived safely to this day—miracles still
happen, she thought, and sniffed.

Oh, dear, she thought, blinking rapidly. Claire and Jacob didn't want to be
married by a weepy minister.

Alyssa's mother sat at the piano, playing the old, familiar music as the bride
started her slow walk on her stepfather's arm. Claire was certainly a beautiful



woman—~but her physical beauty was secondary now, eclipsed by the radiance of
a bride who walks forward to join the man she loves.

She stopped in front of Alyssa and took Jacob's hand.

Oh, my. Alyssa struggled to blink away the happy tears filling her eyes. Ada was
already crying, she saw. And a couple of others were, too. Then her gaze met
Michael's.

She smiled. Miracles call for a few tears, she thought. "Dearly beloved," she
began, tears blurring the words, but her voice clear and firm. "We are gathered
here today..."
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