
		
				[image: Cover image]
		
	
		
			Praise for New York Times bestselling author
Kat Martin

			“[A] master of suspenseful romance…Martin doesn’t hold back on the page-turning thrills or steamy love scenes.” 
—Publishers Weekly

			“Kat Martin is a fast gun when it comes to storytelling, and I love her books.”
—#1 New York Times bestselling author Linda Lael Miller

			“Drugs, lies, corruption, and long-held secrets are at the core of this hard-hitting romance and well-done series opener.” 
—Library Journal on The Conspiracy

			“An un-put-downable page-turner…sure to satisfy fans of romance and thrillers alike.” 
—Kirkus Reviews on The Deception

			“Martin is a terrific storyteller.” 
—Booklist

			“It doesn’t matter what Martin’s characters are up against—she dishes up romantic suspense, sizzling sex and international intrigue.” 
—RT Book Reviews

			“Martin revs the power from page one…. Fans of romantic suspense won’t be able to put [The Deception] down until the final page is turned.” 
—Publishers Weekly

		
	
		
			Also available from
Kat Martin

			Maximum Security

			The Conspiracy
Wait Until Dark (prequel novella)
The Deception
Shadows at Dawn (novella)
The Ultimate Betrayal
Before Nightfall (novella)

			The Raines of Wind Canyon

			Against the Mark
Against the Edge
Against the Odds
Against the Sun
Against the Night
Against the Storm
Against the Law
Against the Fire
Against the Wind

			Don’t miss The Perfect Murder,
Kat Martin’s next book in the Maximum Security series from HQN,
in stores July 2021.

			To see the complete list of titles available from Kat Martin, please visit www.katmartin.com.

		
	
		
			Come Midnight

			Kat Martin

			[image: logo]

		
	
		
			Contents

			CHAPTER ONE

			CHAPTER TWO

			CHAPTER THREE

			CHAPTER FOUR

			CHAPTER FIVE

			CHAPTER SIX

			CHAPTER SEVEN

			CHAPTER EIGHT

			CHAPTER NINE

			CHAPTER TEN

			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			CHAPTER TWELVE

			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			THE SOUND OF a baby’s high-pitched, incessant crying put his teeth on edge. Derek Stiles forced himself to relax as he settled back in his wide leather business-class seat. The airplane engines hummed outside the window, dulling the noise a little, but the crying only grew louder.

			Derek silently cursed. His trip to Colombia had already gotten off to a rocky start when a crucial meeting in the Houston office of Garrett Resources, where he worked as VP of mergers and acquisitions, ran over and he missed his nonstop flight. Now he’d be connecting in El Salvador, laying over a couple of hours before boarding a plane to Bogotá, not getting to his hotel until well after dark.

			He pulled out his laptop and set it on the fold-down table in front of him, ready to turn it on once the 737 was in the air. He usually worked on a flight. He always had plenty to do, but he’d been staying up late every night, so he also needed some sleep. It was important to be at the top of his game first thing in the morning.

			The baby’s cries grew louder, and his nerves revved up. He hadn’t really noticed the woman sitting in the seat beside him until she stood up and turned toward the mother and child in the row behind him.

			She jangled her car keys over the back of the seat and smiled. “Look, baby. Look at these. I bet you’d like to play with these, wouldn’t you?” The baby’s crying slowed, turned to whimpers, then sniffles, then stopped altogether. Glancing over his shoulder, Derek watched a little girl bundled in pink, maybe a year old, reach up for the car keys.

			“I never thought of that,” the mother said, sounding desperate and making him feel guilty. He didn’t have kids, but he could imagine how tough it would be to take a child on an international flight.

			The mom, a black-haired woman in her midtwenties, took out her own set of keys and held them up, but the baby ignored them, fascinated by the glittering heart on the end of the other key chain dangling in front of her.

			“I hate to ask you this,” the mother said, “but is it all right if Sophie plays with your keys for a while?”

			“Absolutely,” his seatmate said. She was pretty, he realized, with long blond hair and big blue eyes. A little above average height, slender but curvy in all the right places. “Once we’re in the air,” she continued, “if you want me to hold her, give you a little break, I’d be happy to.”

			The mother’s smile held relief and gratitude. “I might just take you up on that. My name is Carmen, by the way.”

			“Breanna.” Her smile went even brighter, and Derek felt an unexpected kick. He was usually able to leave his libido behind when he was away on business.

			“You have a darling baby,” Breanna said.

			Carmen smiled. “Thank you.”

			The flight attendant urged Breanna to sit back down so the flight could get underway, and the engines roared, preparing for takeoff.

			“So I guess you’re a mom,” Derek heard himself saying, though he made it a habit of keeping to himself on a flight. He always had too much work to catch up on.

			Breanna shifted to turn toward him. “I’d love to have children someday, but I’m not a mother yet. I work with kids, so I know a few tricks.”

			“What kind of work do you do?”

			“I’m with a nonprofit called Shelter the Children. Abrego Los Niños in Spanish. We support an orphanage in a little village outside San Salvador. That’s where I’m headed.”

			“Sounds interesting.”

			“What about you?”

			“I work in the oil business as a VP for Garrett Resources. I’m on my way to Bogotá to explore a possible merger with a Colombian energy company. Missed my flight, so I’m taking the local.”

			“You work for an oil company?”

			“That’s right.”

			Her dark gold eyebrows pinched together. “Don’t you worry about the environment?”

			Here we go, he thought, wishing he had kept his mouth shut after all. “Actually, I do. My company is heavily invested in green energy research, but until we find a way to supply the needs of seven billion people, we’re stuck using fossil fuels.”

			She glanced away, faint color in her cheeks. “You’re right. I wouldn’t be able to get to El Salvador without flying, and a jet needs fuel. I just wish the change would happen sooner.”

			He relaxed and smiled. “So do I.” He held out a hand. “Derek Stiles. I know your name is Breanna.”

			“Yes. Everyone just calls me Bree.”

			“Nice to meet you, Bree.”

			“You, too, Derek.”

			When the flight attendant appeared to take their drink orders, Bree asked for a glass of chardonnay and Derek found himself ordering a scotch. He reminded himself he needed to be working—or sleeping—but as the conversation continued, he discovered he was enjoying himself.

			“So you live in Houston?” he asked, intrigued despite himself.

			“Dallas. I was in Houston for a charity benefit. It was easier just to fly on down from there.”

			“A charity benefit. Sounds like you were there to raise money.”

			“That’s right. We do a lot of good for the kids, but it’s expensive.”

			They talked some more. He deserved a little break, he told himself, ignoring his laptop. Everyone said he was a workaholic, and it was true. A few hours on a plane talking to a beautiful, interesting woman wasn’t a crime.

			At one point, Carmen handed little Sophie over to Bree, and she rocked the baby to sleep.

			“You’ve certainly got a way with kids,” he said.

			“I know. I like them, and they usually like me.”

			He was beginning to like her, too. When she handed the baby back to her mother half an hour later, it occurred to him he’d like to see her again after they got back to Texas.

			“You know, Dallas isn’t that far from Houston. That’s where my company is headquartered, so I’m in the city fairly often. Any chance we could get together for a drink or dinner sometime?”

			She looked down at his left hand. He had seen her do it before.

			He smiled. “Not married, I promise.”

			“Not living with anyone? No fiancée, no serious relationship, nothing like that?”

			He wondered why she was so wary and guessed she had been burned before. “I give you my word—I’m not involved with anyone.” He didn’t have time to be. “So how about dinner when we get back?”

			Her glance went over his expertly tailored navy blue suit and starched white shirt, clothes he hadn’t had time to change out of. He was six two, kept himself in shape, and wasn’t bad to look at. He wondered if she liked what she saw.

			“I don’t date very much,” she said.

			“Good. Then if you say yes, you’ll make me feel special.”

			She laughed. “All right, I’ll give you my card. If you still want to get together when you get back to Texas, give me a call.”

			“Great.” They exchanged business cards, and he looked down at her name. Breanna Winters. Director of finance, Renewed Hope Charities. One of his dark eyebrows went up. “Director of finance. Sounds like a big job.”

			The faint blush returned to her cheeks. “It’s a lot of hard work, but it’s worth it.”

			Now he was totally intrigued. He wondered why she didn’t date. She wasn’t just pretty—she was also intelligent and interesting. He thought he was right about her having been burned. He didn’t like the idea. He wondered about the prick who had done it.

			They ate their meals, rubber chicken in marsala sauce for him, and a Niçoise salad for her, laughing and talking as the plane winged south.

			They were an hour out of San Salvador International Airport when he noticed a commotion at the rear of the cabin. The curtain behind the business-class section flew open, and a lean, black-haired man stood in the aisle, an assault rifle strapped across his chest.

			Adrenaline hit him like a punch in the stomach. In a thick Spanish accent, the gunman started shouting orders.

			“This plane is now under the control of the Defensores de Naturaleza de Honduras. You will all stay calm and keep to your seats. Do exactly as we say and no one will get hurt.”

			Breanna made a sound in her throat.

			“Easy,” Derek said softly. He reached for her hand, and she laced her fingers with his. He could feel her trembling. “Whoever they are, they want something. We’re their means of getting it. If we do what they say, we should be all right.”

			He only half believed it himself. But Bree was frightened, and the only way out of this was for everyone to stay calm.

			The gunman remained where he was, which, combined with the engine noise, gave them an element of privacy.

			“H-how many do you think there are?” Breanna whispered.

			“Enough to take control of the plane. There’s somewhere around 160 passengers on a 737, plus the crew. One guy in each section. I’d say four or five at least.”

			“How could they get their guns through the TSA metal detectors?”

			“Smuggled them aboard, most likely. Vetting everyone in the airport ground crew at an international airport is nearly impossible.”

			“If you’re right, someone in the flight crew must be involved.”

			“Yeah, unfortunately.”

			He felt the tilt of the wings as the plane began making a slow turn, altering its course. Then the captain’s voice came over the loud speakers.

			“Ladies and gentlemen. By now you know control of the plane has been taken over by outside forces. We are changing direction to land in Honduras. We’ve been assured that once the group’s demands are met, you will all be released. Please stay calm. We should be landing at our new destination within the hour.”

			“One of them must be in the cockpit,” Bree whispered. “I thought the doors were kept locked to prevent this kind of thing.”

			“Maybe the pilot or copilot is their inside man. Or it could be one of the flight attendants. Looks like they had this well planned.”

			“What...what do you think they want?”

			“Silencio!” The gunman strode up the aisle and paused right next to Bree’s seat. He had a narrow face, high cheekbones and hollow cheeks. “No more talking!”

			The soft little whimper came again. Her hand was shaking. Derek squeezed her fingers.

			It seemed half a lifetime had passed instead of only an hour before he felt a subtle shift in the plane’s altitude. It was still daylight, but soon dusk would be falling. The plane had been in the air for nearly four hours. The gunman had moved back into position next to the curtain, where he could watch everyone in his section.

			“We’re starting our descent,” Bree said.

			“That could be good. Once we’re on the ground, they’ll get the negotiations underway.” Or it could be very bad. But he didn’t say that.

			“I’m really scared,” Bree said.

			I’m not feeling too good about this myself, Derek thought. “We’ll be okay,” he said.

			That was when the baby started crying.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			“SILENCIO!”

			Bree’s stomach curled into a knot. The gunman strode up the aisle and stopped next to Carmen and her baby. An overweight passenger, a red-faced man with thinning brown hair, sat in the aisle seat next to them.

			He was sweating profusely, clearly afraid. “Keep that goddamned kid quiet,” he demanded.

			Next to Bree, Derek stiffened. He was tall enough to turn and look over the back of his seat. “Take it easy, buddy. She’s doing the best she can.”

			Carmen jiggled Sophie on her lap, and the baby finally stopped crying. The plane continued its descent, and the hijacker strode back down the aisle to where he had been standing before. The captain made the usual announcements about tray tables and seatbacks, and the gunman settled himself in one of the flight attendants’ seats for the landing.

			Derek had taken a chance and opened his laptop, been on it a couple of minutes before the gunman had spotted him and loudly demanded he hand it over. Bree wondered what message he had sent. The plane was equipped with GPS, so by now its altered course would have been charted by the authorities. The hijackers were probably already negotiating for the passengers’ release.

			Or at least she prayed they were.

			She flicked a glance toward the man seated beside her. Unlike the overweight guy next to Carmen, Derek Stiles had stayed cool and collected. At least on the surface. She had a feeling he was seething underneath, furious the men had been able to get past security and take over the plane.

			She had noticed him as soon as she’d buckled into her seat: very good-looking and clean shaven, with short, thick, perfectly styled dark brown hair. Broad shouldered, with what appeared to be a lean, solid build, the guy made his expensive, perfectly tailored navy blue suit look way better than it ever could on a rack.

			Everything about him shouted successful businessman, a corporate higher-up. Which, apparently, he was. He exuded confidence and control, and she felt better having him beside her. It was probably foolish, but he made her feel safer.

			The plane landed smoothly and streaked down the runway, the brakes slowing the aircraft more rapidly than usual.

			“Short runway,” Derek said as the tires screeched. A puff of dust and smoke rose in the windows, and the plane slowed even more.

			Bree looked out the window and saw dense jungle the length of the runway as far as she could see. Mountains heavily covered with tropical trees and vines rose in the distance. “Where do you think we are?”

			Derek looked past her out the window. “No idea. Middle of nowhere, that’s for sure.”

			The captain’s voice came over the loudspeaker. “We have arrived at our new destination. The authorities have been contacted and are working to resolve the situation. I ask that you all remain calm until that happens.”

			The plane went silent, and the minutes began to tick past.

			“What happens now?” Bree asked. In answer, the hollow-cheeked, hard-faced gunman strode to the front of the plane and turned to face them. His hands curled around the stock of the assault rifle strapped across his chest.

			“You will take out your passports and your cell phones. You will place them in the bag being carried down the aisle.”

			Nausea rolled in Bree’s stomach. Handing over her passport was exactly what she’d been afraid of. Dear God, if they realized who she was—

			She clamped down on the thought. Maybe they wouldn’t recognize her name. Her real name, the one on her passport, not the one on her business cards that she had been using for the last five years.

			She told herself there was no reason to panic. She was in a foreign country, away from American newspapers and TV. The men were terrorists with their own agenda. So far it seemed to have nothing to do with her.

			Looking back down the aisle, Bree saw a woman—one of the terrorists—in the same black pants, white shirt and lace-up leather boots the male hijacker had been wearing. She had the same sort of assault weapon draped across her chest, too. Her hair was black and thick, pulled back into a severe knot at the nape of her neck. She held a plastic garbage bag in front of her, pausing at each row to collect passports and cell phones from the passengers on each side of the aisle.

			Derek pulled the dark blue document out of his inside suit coat pocket and turned to look at Bree as she fumbled to get hers out of her purse. She was shaking so badly she nearly dropped it. Derek reached out and caught her wrist, steadying her hand.

			“Easy,” he said, and somehow it calmed her. She dropped the passport into the bag, followed by her cell. Derek dropped his in after her, and they settled back in their seats.

			“Just think about that fancy dinner I’m going to take you to in Dallas,” Derek whispered. “What’s the best restaurant in town?”

			He was doing his best to distract her. She could have kissed him for it. She managed to smile. “The Mansion at Turtle Creek is one of my favorites.”

			Derek just shook his head. “Nope. Got to be somewhere special. Somewhere you’d like to go but have never been.”

			She’d been to every first-class restaurant in Dallas. But there was a place she’d always wanted to go. No one would ever think of taking her there, and she didn’t have the courage to go by herself.

			“Actually, there is a place I’ve been wanting to go for a while. How about taking me to the Sagebrush Saloon? Food is simple, but it’s supposed to be good. And they have a country-western band there on Friday nights. We could have dinner and go dancing.” She cocked an eyebrow. “That is, if you know how to two-step.” The words came out as a challenge. They were only playing a game. It would probably never happen.

			“You like country music?” he asked. There was something in his face she couldn’t read, as if he were looking into the past.

			“You don’t like country-western?”

			He glanced away. “I used to.”

			“Did you dance?”

			He didn’t deny it, just shook his head. “It was a long time ago.”

			Bree smiled. “Dancing’s like riding a bicycle. Once you know how, you never forget.”

			His eyes, a warm golden brown, found hers. She recognized the interest there. “I wouldn’t have taken you for the country music type,” he said.

			Neither would anyone else. “Maybe that’s why I like it.”

			His lips stretched into a reluctant smile. The idea of kissing him was definitely appealing.

			“Okay, then,” he said. “The Sagebrush Saloon it is. I’ve got a friend who met his wife there. They still go dancing once in a while.”

			“All right, it’s a date.” They just had to stay alive in order to make it happen.

			Derek smiled, but the worry in those golden-brown eyes said he knew exactly what she was thinking.

			Time dragged on. After the first hour on the ground, the gunman threatened to punish anyone caught talking. Maybe he thought the passengers might hatch a rebellion, but Bree didn’t think that was going to happen.

			Then the baby started sniffling and began to cry again. When Carmen’s attention failed to quiet her, Bree leaned over, took the baby in her arms and settled back in her seat. A few softly crooned words and some gentle rocking and little Sophie quieted again.

			“Sooner or later, she’s going to get hungry,” Carmen said worriedly. “She won’t stop crying until she’s fed, and there’s no way I can warm a bottle for her in here. I thought we’d be home by now.”

			If Sophie started crying, there was no way to know what the gunman would do. It was like a time bomb ticking down to an explosion.

			Hours slipped past. The sleeping baby went back into her mother’s arms. The gunman allowed the passengers to use the bathroom one at a time. Bree wondered how long it would be before the toilets were full and it began to smell bad in the cabin.

			The air-conditioning had been turned down to conserve power, so cool air barely came in. Night had fallen, which helped the temperature inside, but the next day would be brutal. Derek had stripped off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves, showing tanned, muscular forearms. He had taken off his tie long ago and unbuttoned his shirt collar.

			As time crawled past, he had said only a few words, but she could feel his solid presence. Bree was grateful for it. She glanced out the window, into the darkness outside. With the cabin lights off, people began to fall asleep.

			“Get some rest if you can,” Derek said. “No way to know what’s going to happen tomorrow. You’ll handle it better if you’re rested.”

			Derek put his seat back a little and closed his eyes. She had a feeling he was used to sleeping just about anywhere. Bree thought she’d be too worried to sleep, but as the hours wore on, fatigue and hunger began to take their toll, and eventually she nodded off.

			

			THE SUN WAS coming up when Bree opened her eyes. She saw that Derek was awake, looking alert and far too appealing, while her mouth was dry and gritty and her makeup was smudged. Derek glanced toward the aisle, and his features tightened. Bree followed his gaze and saw the hollow-cheeked hijacker striding toward them. Her pulse took a frightened leap.

			The man stopped right next to Derek’s aisle seat, but his gaze was locked on Bree. “You will come with me.”

			Nausea rolled in her stomach, and for an instant she thought she might throw up. They had found her.

			“What do you want with her?” Derek asked. “You’ve got a plane full of hostages. Leave her here. She’s helping take care of the baby.” Who was overdue to start crying any minute.

			Cold black eyes locked on Derek’s face. “You would be wise to mind your own business, gringo.” He looked past Derek to Bree. “You heard what I said. Do not make trouble or others will suffer.”

			He raised his rifle, pointed it toward Carmen and the baby, but continued to stare Bree down. “You will come with me. Now.”

			Bree was shaking as she rose from her seat. She looked at Carmen’s stricken face and baby Sophie’s sleepy smile. Whatever happened, she had no choice but to follow the gunman’s orders. She turned sideways and started to ease past Derek, but he rose from his seat, blocking her way.

			“If she goes, I go with her,” he said, oblivious, it seemed, to the gun barrel aimed at his chest. “That’s the deal. She’ll do what you want, but I go with her.”

			“Derek...” His name came out in a frightened whisper.

			“Who are you?” the gunman asked in his heavily accented Spanish.

			“I’m Derek Stiles. I’m her fiancé. Where she goes, I go.”

			Oh God, Bree thought. “You don’t have to do this,” she said softly, gathering a bit of courage as she hoisted the strap of her purse over her shoulder. She wasn’t Derek’s problem. He barely knew her. He didn’t even know her real name.

			Derek didn’t move.

			The gunman’s gaze shifted back and forth between them as he tried to make a decision. Then he grabbed Derek’s shoulder and hauled him into the aisle, shoved the barrel of the rifle into his back. “Si, perhaps it is good you come along. You might prove to be useful.”

			The hijacker turned to Bree. “You will come with your man.” A wolfish grin split his face. “Or I will kill him.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			AS THEY CROSSED the tarmac, Derek reached for Bree’s hand and pulled her up beside him. The hijacker walked behind them, his rifle pointed at Derek’s back. Three other men appeared at the edge of the runway to join them, grim-faced, dark-skinned men with greasy hair and unkempt beards. They were using wireless radios to communicate, clearly in touch with each other and the a-holes on the plane.

			Up ahead, a row of metal buildings clustered together on one side of the runway, which was dotted with potholes and patches of bare earth where the asphalt had been worn away. Weeds in search of sunlight grew up through cracks in the pavement. The field was clearly abandoned, dense jungle growing along both sides of the runway, spilling onto the tarmac. High-peaked, jungle-covered mountains rose in the distance, clouds drifting over the crests.

			From the looks of the Quonset hut–style buildings, Derek figured the airstrip might have been used by the military at one time. It was abandoned now, and he was fairly certain civilization was a long way away.

			“You shouldn’t have done that,” Bree said to him softly as they neared one of the metal structures, apparently their destination. “You barely know me.”

			He shrugged. “We’re getting married. What choice did I have?”

			That made her smile. Derek thought maybe that alone was worth it. He still hadn’t figured out exactly why he’d done it. It was stupid—no doubt about that. But then he thought of the soft look in Bree’s eyes as she was holding Carmen’s baby. Given the same choice, he would do it again.

			Derek surveyed the dense, endless green landscape. He had no idea where they were, but he’d been involved in a number of business deals in Latin America. He’d read the crime rate in Honduras had fallen in the last few years, but violence and death were still everyday occurrences.

			From the looks of the hard men and women involved in the hijacking, they wouldn’t hesitate to carry out their threats.

			He glanced at Bree, who still held onto his hand. He didn’t know why they had singled her out, but he had a feeling she wasn’t completely surprised. That should have made him wary, but somehow it only made him feel more protective.

			The hijacker marched them off the tarmac, across a slab of concrete surrounded by a cluster of dilapidated corrugated buildings. A rusty door opened, and a man stepped out to greet them.

			“Buenos tardes, señor y señorita.” He was tall and whiplash lean, with long-fingered, graceful hands. “Welcome to Honduras.”

			Bree said nothing, just clung to Derek’s hand.

			“Who are you?” Derek asked. “What do you want?”

			“We are Los Defensores de los Naturaleza. Defenders of nature. We are fighting to save our beloved country from people like you.” His black gaze ran over Derek’s expensive suit and shiny black Ferragamo shoes. “It is big corporations and wealthy land owners who are trying to destroy it.”

			He knew about the environmental movement in Honduras. One of its most prominent leaders, a woman named Berta Flores, had been assassinated a few years back for her activism against a hydroelectric plant. The hijackers, however, with their leathery skin and knotted hands, looked more like rebels or mercenaries than activists.

			But maybe he was wrong.

			“I am General Alonso de Leon Batista. From now on, you will be dealing with me.” Batista looked different from the others—well dressed in tailored black slacks and a spotless white short-sleeved shirt. When his mouth curved beneath his thin black mustache, he looked almost elegant.

			“Put them in the women’s quarters,” Batista said.

			One of the hijackers shoved Derek from behind, and he stumbled forward. He straightened and kept walking, Breanna close beside him. Their footsteps echoed as the gunman marched them down an empty, cement-floored corridor into a room with a row of six narrow beds. A wooden nightstand sat between two bunks, which were covered by thin gray wool blankets. A couple of wooden benches and a battered plank table rested along the wall, a basin and pitcher on top.

			Maybe the room had been occupied by female personnel, but it had clearly been out of use for years. Derek figured the lone female hijacker was staying with the men.

			“El baño está allí.” The bathroom is there, the gunman said, gesturing toward a door at the end of the chamber next to a boarded-up window. He was heavyset and unshaven, wearing a red bandanna around his thick neck. “El agua esta en la jarra.” Water is in the pitcher.

			Derek spoke Spanish. It was a necessity during negotiations in foreign countries. It was one of the reasons he’d been hired. He could tell Breanna also understood, but neither of them replied. Better to keep them guessing.

			“Comprende?” the gunman asked.

			Still no reply. The gunman stepped into Derek’s space. “I think you understand me very well, eh, gringo? Do not play games with Cisco, or you will be sorry.”

			Derek clamped down on his temper. Calm control worked better in a situation like this. “I understand what you said,” he finally conceded, replying in Spanish.

			“Bueno. You will stay here until El Defensor sends for you.” It meant the Defender. Derek doubted defending the environment was the leader’s only motive. With so much manpower, money and planning expended, it was likely more self-serving.

			Cisco strolled into the corridor, closed and locked the door. Footfalls sounded as the guard walked away. When Derek turned toward Breanna, she stepped into his arms.

			“It’s okay,” he said, drawing her closer. “Everything’s going to be all right.” He shouldn’t have noticed how good she felt pressed against him, how well they fit together, but he did. “We just need to stay calm till help arrives.”

			She took a step back and looked up at him. “You shouldn’t have done it. You should have stayed on the plane.”

			“Too late to worry about that now.” Derek started moving, making a cursory check of their surroundings, examining the walls, checking under the beds, looking into the bathroom. He climbed up onto the wooden table and pushed up one of the acoustic ceiling tiles to look at the space between the tiles and the roof. He jumped down from the table and brushed the dust off his slacks.

			“I’ll take a closer look, see what we might be able to use. But I don’t think the place is bugged.”

			“Why did you do it?” Bree asked. “You don’t know anything about me. You don’t even know my real name.”

			A trickle of unease slipped through him. He’d known something was off about her. “So you’re not Breanna Winters?”

			“No.”

			“Well, then, considering the circumstances, I think you better tell me who you are.”

			She pressed her lips together. Even with her lipstick gone, they were a pretty shade of pink, and Derek felt an unexpected surge of arousal. Though one look at their surroundings was enough to tamp it down.

			“My real name is Breanna Wingate. But I don’t use my family name. I haven’t for more than five years.”

			“Wingate,” he repeated. “The only Wingate of any consequence I can think of is Jonathan Wingate, the multibillionaire software engineer.”

			“He’s my dad.”

			And with those words, it all fell together. “So you’re the target of the hijacking?”

			“I’m not sure. That’s the funny part—I don’t really think they were after me. I was supposed to be on a flight next week from Dallas, but I changed my mind at the last minute and decided to leave earlier, fly directly out of Houston. I think maybe they just saw my passport and put two and two together.”

			“So there’s a chance you were just a bonus. They collected everyone’s passport, or at least those of us flying business or first-class. They checked the names to see who might be useful, and your name popped.”

			“I think that’s a possibility.”

			“Even if you’re right and it was just wrong place, wrong time, it doesn’t alter the circumstances.”

			“I know.”

			“I don’t want to scare you, but in a situation like this, even if they ransom you and your dad agrees to pay, they might not let you go.”

			Bree’s chin angled up. “Us,” she corrected. “They might not let us go. Because whatever happens, you risked your life for me, and I’m not leaving here without you.”

			

			BREE LOOKED INTO Derek’s golden eyes and thought she caught a hint of approval. But he was a difficult man to read, so she couldn’t be sure. Oddly, now that the worst had happened, she felt stronger, less afraid. Resigned to the situation, she was ready to face whatever lay ahead.

			And Derek was with her. That was an unexpected bonus.

			“Do you think there’s a guard outside our door?” she asked.

			Derek walked over and tried the knob, found the door securely bolted. “The lock is solid, but I think the guard’s gone. I’m a guy in a business suit and you’re a billionaire’s daughter. I don’t think they see us as much of a threat. Which actually works in our favor.”

			“How do you mean?”

			“They’re underestimating us. They think we’ll just sit back and do whatever they say.”

			Exactly what Breanna planned to do. “My father will pay whatever they ask. He and my mother love me. You don’t have to worry about that. We’re still very close. I just didn’t want to live my life in a fishbowl and back then, that was the way it was.”

			“I can understand that. Your dad’s a world-renowned figure, which put you in the spotlight. I’ve always been on my own. It’s easy to imagine how trapped you felt.”

			“Once I got out of college, I realized the life my parents wanted for me wasn’t what I wanted. I craved independence. I wanted to explore the world, find my own place in it.”

			“Good for you,” Derek said.

			She walked over to the boarded-up window, saw nothing but jungle beyond. “I traveled for a while. I had a trust fund, which gave me tremendous freedom, but I’ve never been the kind of person to sit around and do nothing. So I started a nonprofit, and it felt really good to do something for other people. From there the organization expanded into a number of charities under one umbrella.”

			“Including the orphanage in the village outside San Salvador?”

			“That’s right.”

			Derek came over and stood beside her, peered through the cracks in the boards to see what she had seen—an endless sea of green that was more daunting than a thousand miles of ocean.

			He turned to survey their barren quarters, and his mouth curved faintly. “At least we’ve got indoor plumbing.”

			Bree almost smiled. “Always a plus.”

			“There’s not much we can do except wait and see how this plays out. Once we know the game plan, we can make some decisions.”

			She frowned. “Decisions? What sort of decisions? There’s a small army out there, Derek. They have automatic weapons, and I would guess they’re willing to kill to get what they want. We just have to wait till my dad pays the money and they let us go.”

			Derek fell silent. He didn’t have to speak for her to read his thoughts. Bree shivered as she recalled his words. Even if he pays, they might not let us go.

			“You think they might kill us even if they get the money, just to keep us quiet.”

			“Doesn’t matter if you were the original target. You’re here now, and that changes the dynamics. What happens next depends on who’s behind this and what they really want. Once we know that, we can decide what to do.”

			Her glance went from Derek to the window and back. “You aren’t thinking we should try to escape? Look outside. The jungle would kill us for sure.”

			“Not necessarily. But it isn’t time to worry about that yet.”

			Not necessarily. She studied his wide-shouldered build and muscular forearms, the strong sinews in the column of his neck. “So what were you before? A soldier of some kind? A SEAL or something?”

			“I was navy, but I wasn’t a SEAL. I was a fighter jet pilot. Flew off carriers for a while. Mostly I was stationed in Pensacola, Florida. But a pilot has a lot of survival training in case he gets shot down. I had engine trouble once over Colombia and had to punch out. It was an isolated area, and I’d lost my comms. Took me six days to reach a village where I could get help. I was damned glad I knew what to do.”

			Bree wasn’t sure if Derek’s training was a plus or minus. No way was she braving the perils of a jungle. She’d rather stay here and fight.

			“Like I said, it’s too soon to do more than wait,” he repeated, “but it never hurts to be prepared.” With that he returned to his examination of the room, which was large but mostly empty. He examined the lock on the door, went back into the bathroom and returned.

			“No window in there, just a row of rusty showers, sinks and johns. Might be able to use the porcelain lid off one of the commodes as a weapon. I could break the mirror. Piece of shattered glass makes a good knife.”

			Her heart rate picked up. She wasn’t liking the sound of this.

			“I still don’t think the room is bugged, which supports your theory they weren’t expecting you. I can take a bed apart, make a defensive weapon out of one of the wooden slats.”

			“You’re making me nervous, Derek.”

			“Take it easy, okay? There’s a chance this will all go down smoothly. They ask for money. Your dad pays and they release you—us,” he amended when she opened her mouth to correct him. “And they let the hostages go. But it’s always smart to have a contingency plan.”

			He was right. She had no idea what was going on out there, or what the hijackers planned to do. They needed to be prepared.

			“What do you think is happening to the people on the plane?”

			His features tightened. “I don’t know, but to tell you the truth, I’d rather be here. At least we have some options.”

			Did they? Because so far she didn’t see any. They had no guns and no way to escape, and even if they could get out of the compound, there was no place to go but miles of deadly jungle.

			Her nerves returned. She watched Derek slide back under the bed and heard a wrenching sound as he tore off one of the wooden slats holding up the thin mattress. Easing back out, he began to fashion some kind of weapon. Bree ignored the sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach and sat down on the bunk to wait.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			RAFAEL CASTILLO, EL DEFENSOR, sat at the end of a heavy plank table across from his top aide, Julio Montez.

			“God is smiling on us, Raffie,” Julio said, using the nickname he had given Rafael when they were boys. “The daughter of Jonathan Wingate, one of the richest men in the world, has fallen smack-dab into our hands.” Julio was half American and handsome, with blond hair and blue eyes.

			He’d been born in Honduras, attended school with Rafael, then traveled to the States with his mother using the name Jules Martel, his mother’s maiden name. He had been educated at Harvard, studying for his master’s when he became a suspect in the murder of several young women. Wisely, he had returned to his homeland, where he was once more Julio Montez.

			Rafael leaned against the high back of his carved wooden chair. “Yes, it seems quite a stroke of good fortune—a twist of fate that eliminates many of our problems.”

			“You’re talking about the 160 passengers aboard the plane. Things will definitely be easier without them.”

			Rafael nodded. Unlike his top man, General Batista, with his darkly elegant good looks, Rafael was average in height and build, with thinning brown hair and dull brown eyes. Except for a small scar bisecting his left eyebrow, Rafael was completely unremarkable.

			And utterly ruthless, a quality he prided himself upon.

			“If all goes well,” he said, “we will no longer be burdened with 160 people needing to be fed and cared for and constantly guarded, people who could even now be plotting a rebellion to regain control of the plane.”

			“Have you made contact with Wingate?” Julio asked.

			“Si, this morning. I spoke to Jonathan Wingate himself and explained our cause. I told him circumstances have forced us to act to protect the lands and people of our country. Señor Wingate was very sympathetic, though he did not agree with our methods.”

			“What about the money? Did he agree to pay for the return of his daughter and her fiancé?”

			“Wingate seemed to hesitate when I mentioned Derek Stiles, the name on his passport, but in the end Wingate agreed to our terms.”

			Julio grinned. “Maybe Wingate didn’t know his daughter was planning to marry. Or he wants her to marry someone he thinks is better suited.”

			Rafael ignored the faint gleam in Julio’s eyes that appeared whenever he focused on a woman. “It is possible Wingate doesn’t approve. Either way, Stiles is part of the deal.”

			Julio sat forward in his chair. “How much, Raffie? How much did Wingate agree to pay?”

			“The same amount I would have demanded from the airline. Five hundred million dollars.” An amount most likely to have come from the U.S. government, though they would surely deny any payment of a terrorist demand.

			“And Wingate agreed?”

			Rafael shrugged. “That is only half of one of his many billions.” Rafael smiled. “I think he may have considered it a bargain.”

			The gleam returned to Julio’s blue eyes. “She must be something special to be worth that much money.”

			“Perhaps she is.” Rafael rose from his chair. “Why don’t we see?”

			

			DEREK HEARD FOOTSTEPS approaching out in the corridor. He shoved his wooden bat and makeshift knife beneath the mattress and sat down on the bed next to Bree.

			The door opened, and two men walked into the room. One was of average height and build, with thin brown hair and a scar cutting his eyebrow. The other was taller, blond and blue-eyed, good-looking in a slick sort of way.

			Derek and Bree both rose from the bed. When the brown-haired man spoke, authority rang in his voice. It was clear he was the man in charge.

			“I am Rafael Hernandez Castillo. My men call me El Defensor. This is my aide, Julio Montez.”

			Montez’s blue stare went to Bree, ran over her breasts beneath her silky pink floral blouse, slid like grease over the stretch jeans that showed off her curves. The glimmer of heat in his eyes sent a shot of adrenaline into Derek’s blood.

			Castillo’s attention swung to Bree. “Ms. Wingate, you will be relieved to know that I have spoken to your father. Señor Wingate has agreed to pay the ransom for your safe return. As the amount is large, he has asked us to give him three days in which to assemble the necessary funds. Once he has paid the ransom, you and your fiancé will be freed.”

			“What about the people on the plane?” Bree asked.

			“We will allow the plane to continue on to its original destination. The passengers and crew will come to no harm.”

			“And Ms. Wingate?” Derek asked.

			“As I said, once the transaction is completed, you will both be released.” Castillo’s cold eyes met his. They reminded Derek of a reptile’s. “In the meantime, I must ensure my men’s safety. The two of you will be transferred from here to a different location.”

			“A different location,” Derek repeated in an effort to keep Castillo talking. The more they knew, the better.

			“It is only a precaution, you understand.” Castillo’s lips curved faintly. “Unfortunately, the accommodations won’t be quite as luxurious as these.” He turned and started for the door, and Montez fell in behind him.

			As Castillo stepped into the corridor, Montez turned and fixed his stare on Bree. “Maybe...after you’re settled, I can make things easier for you.” His hot gaze ran over her, leaving no doubt as to what he was thinking. “That is, after we get to know each other better.” Montez walked out and closed the door, and Derek unclenched his fists.

			“They’re moving us,” Bree said softly.

			Derek released a slow, calming breath. “They’re changing the game plan. It’s a lot easier to control the two of us than a plane full of men, women and children. And in this case, the outcome will be the same.”

			“My father pays the ransom instead of the airline paying, or the government, or someone else.”

			“That’s right.”

			She walked over to the boarded-up window, and Derek joined her. Fine rays of sunlight filtered through the cracks between the boards, gleaming on her shiny blond hair. It curled softly in the humidity, framing her face. Derek reached out and wound a silky strand around his finger.

			Bree turned to look at him. “Where do you think they’ll take us?”

			He glanced at the sea of green barely visible through the window. He had a bad feeling he knew where they were going—a place where no one would follow.

			“My guess? They’ve got a camp set up somewhere in the jungle. Why don’t you use the head, maybe even take a shower? It might be the last chance you get.”

			She nodded. Though he could read her uncertainty, she was stronger than he had first believed. Grabbing the big leather purse she had carried off the plane, she disappeared into the ratty bathroom. He heard the thump and gurgle of the toilet being flushed, then the rattle of metal as the shower went on.

			An image appeared of Bree standing naked beneath the spray, rivulets of water running over her bare breasts, cascading down the shapely legs defined by the stretch jeans she’d been wearing.

			His groin tightened. The last thing he needed was an attraction to a woman at a time when both of them were in danger. Even if they were safely back home, she was way out of his league. If Bree had any idea of his background—or if her father did—she wouldn’t give him the time of day.

			Now that he knew whom she was, he needed to back off, ignore his little head and keep his big head in the game. Especially now, when staying focused might mean the difference between life and death.

			Unfortunately, as the shower continued to run, his body didn’t agree.

			Derek cursed silently.

			Bree emerged a few minutes later, her face clean and shiny, her damp blond hair pulled back in a ponytail. She looked fresher, clear-eyed, ready to deal with what lay ahead. He found this Bree even more attractive than the one he had met before.

			She had put a trace of gloss on those plump pink lips, and he imagined what it might be like to kiss her. Lust hit him, and a fresh shot of arousal burned through him. Damn, this wasn’t good.

			Derek went to use the bathroom and freshen up, but he didn’t have a razor, so he couldn’t shave, and he didn’t take time to shower. He didn’t want to leave Bree alone that long. Not when Julio Montez clearly had designs on her. And whatever the prick had in mind, Derek didn’t think the man would wait for Bree’s permission.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			IT WAS LATE in the morning by the time the general’s men ordered them into the jungle. The authorities knew where the plane had landed. Bree had expected to see soldiers or Honduran police, some sort of law enforcement, when she walked out of the metal hut. She’d assumed they would have followed the plane’s GPS to the abandoned airstrip, but no one was there.

			Derek believed the hijackers had threatened to kill the passengers, either with a bomb or some other method of mass murder to keep the military and police away.

			As the hours slipped past, Bree followed Derek and half a dozen armed men along a narrow, overgrown jungle trail. Five more men and the female hijacker marched behind them, all heavily armed. The man they had met when they first arrived, General Batista, led the group. There was no sign of Castillo or Montez.

			The airliner had taken off several hours earlier. Bree remembered the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach as the sound of the jet engines grew fainter and finally disappeared. She prayed Carmen and baby Sophie and all the passengers would arrive in San Salvador safely.

			A half-buried root appeared out of nowhere, and she stumbled and nearly fell.

			Derek turned to check on her. “You okay?”

			The man seemed to have a sixth sense where she was concerned, his instincts fine-tuned to pick up any shift in her demeanor as she followed the narrow, overgrown path in his wake.

			“I’m okay. Just a root I didn’t see.”

			“You need to be careful. No medical facilities. We can’t afford any broken bones out here.” He turned and continued walking.

			Bree concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other. A broken ankle could be fatal as they marched toward God only knew where. As they moved deeper into the jungle, the terrain seemed more and more forbidding. The temperature was rising, the humidity making her pink-flowered blouse stick to her skin.

			She had forced herself to put on the long-sleeved cardigan she’d carried on the plane. She certainly didn’t need it for warmth out here, but bugs were a definite hazard.

			She picked up her pace to keep up with Derek’s long strides, though he continued looking back to make sure she was okay. Only a few rays of sun fought their way through the canopy of trees, and the wide green leaves that obscured the trail glistened with drops of morning rain.

			Even in the shade, the heat was oppressive, but as they trekked upward, climbing from the flatlands into more mountainous jungle terrain, the temperature was dropping, becoming more bearable.

			She lifted the strap of her big leather purse and settled it more comfortably on her shoulder. The heavy bag was her lifeline. Traveling into a third world country, she carried everything from makeup to snacks, bandages to bug spray. She and Derek were both grateful for the latter.

			The bag also carried the makeshift knife Derek had fashioned earlier from one of the wooden slats by scraping the ends back and forth across the rough cement floor.

			Even if Batista or one of his soldiers found the weapon, odds were they wouldn’t hurt her. She was far too valuable.

			Bree fixed her gaze on Derek’s broad shoulders. He had cautioned her to stay close as he moved up the trail ahead of her, watching for any sign of danger.

			“They’ve got some big cats out here,” he’d said. “Puma and jaguar, ocelots, half a dozen smaller species, but they’re usually nocturnal and more afraid of you than you are of them. The biggest danger is snakes. There are dozens of poisonous varieties—coral snakes, bushmasters, vipers and big constrictors like pythons.”

			Bree hated snakes. The thought of being bitten by one was terrifying.

			“Stay close and be wary,” he said. “And be careful not to injure yourself. Infection is the real killer in the jungle.”

			Though the orphanage wasn’t far outside the city, she’d educated herself on the perils of the jungle. She knew the dangers of infection and was glad she was wearing sneakers instead of the low-heeled pumps she usually wore. She prayed Derek’s expensive dress shoes wouldn’t rub blisters on his feet.

			Her gaze returned to him as the guards marched them down the trail. His white dress shirt stuck to his back, outlining the solid muscles beneath his skin. His hips were narrow, his damp slacks clinging to a pair of muscular thighs.

			Bree tore her gaze away and focused on where she was walking. The daily rains made the track slippery, and mud coated her sneakers. It took concentrated effort not to stumble over the roots and fallen logs on the narrow trail.

			During a brief stop, Derek had put himself between her and Batista’s men while she stepped off the trail to relieve herself. She thanked God again and again that he was there.

			The day wore on, and though the guards set a moderate pace, by midafternoon Bree was exhausted. She worked out at a gym and did yoga to stay in shape, but she wasn’t prepared for a trek like this.

			She was beginning to feel light-headed when Batista called a halt. After checking for snakes, bugs and the vicious red ants Derek had warned her about, she sank down wearily on a fallen log.

			Derek sat down beside her. “You doing okay?”

			“I’ve had better days.”

			His mouth edged up. “Yeah, that’s for sure.”

			Cisco, the heavyset guy with the red bandanna, walked up and handed each of them a plastic bottle of water. He seemed to be in charge of them. Bree cracked the lid on the water bottle and took a long drink.

			Cisco handed them each something to eat. “Baleada,” he said, naming the food before he walked away.

			Bree examined the makeshift meal, a tortilla stuffed with refried red beans and some kind of crumbled cheese. “Looks like the Honduran version of a burrito.” She took another big drink of water.

			“You need to conserve that as much as you can,” Derek said. “No idea when they’ll give us any more.”

			She put the lid back on the bottle and bit into the tortilla, which tasted surprisingly good. Or maybe it was just that she hadn’t eaten any real food for more than twenty-four hours. Mindful of Derek’s advice, she ate half the baleada and wrapped the other half in a Kleenex she took out of the little packet in her purse.

			Derek’s smile held approval as he ate half, plucked a big green leaf off a tree and used it to wrap up the other half. He stuffed it into the pocket of his wrinkled navy slacks and glanced at the armed band of men around them before returning his attention to her.

			“You’re doing great, Bree. You just have to go a little farther. It’s too dangerous to travel at night out here, so they’ll be making camp soon.”

			“Maybe we’ll reach the new camp by nightfall.”

			Derek shook his head. “Now that the hostages have been released, the Honduran military will be looking for the men responsible for the hijacking. There’ll be soldiers all over the airstrip. Batista has to get his men farther away, somewhere they can’t be found.”

			Her shoulders slumped.

			“Sorry, princess. I wish I had better news.”

			An ache slipped through her at his use of the name. “My dad used to call me that when I was a little girl.”

			Derek smiled. “I’m not surprised. With your blond hair and those pretty blue eyes, you must have looked like a fairy princess.”

			Warmth slipped through her at the compliment. “When I got older, I hated the name. I felt like it made me sound pampered and spoiled.”

			“You’re beautiful. And the way you’ve held up today—whatever happens, you can be proud of yourself.”

			She glanced away, her eyes suddenly stinging. “I hope I can do as well tomorrow.”

			Derek took her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “You’ll do fine. With any luck, your dad is putting the money together to buy your release. In a day or two, this will all be over.”

			“If I’m leaving, so are you.” She leaned over and kissed him, just a soft brush of lips, but Derek groaned. “That’s so you’ll remember.”

			She caught a flash of heat in his golden-brown eyes, which he tried in vain to disguise. At least the attraction wasn’t one-sided.

			“Vamanos! Pronto! Pronto!” Cisco used the barrel of his rifle to nudge Derek to his feet. He helped Bree up and they set off once more along the trail.

			Another hour passed. The sunlight was beginning to fade when Batista halted the march in a clearing beneath a tall canopy of trees.

			Bree surveyed the dense grasses and endless jungle around them. It wasn’t their final destination. A temporary camp at best. Derek was right—tomorrow was going to be another exhausting day.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			DEREK SAT DOWN next to Bree on a fallen log and heard her tired sigh. She’d been amazing today, never complaining, just keeping her eyes on the trail and placing one weary foot in front of another.

			She had surprised him—again. She was a wealthy heiress, daughter of one of the richest, most powerful men in the world, a fact he’d never come close to suspecting. Her sincere, down-to-earth attitude was one of the things that had attracted him to her.

			Aside from being beautiful, on the plane she’d been fun and interesting to talk to—and interested in what he had to say. He remembered the way she’d helped the woman in the seat behind her. Carmen and her baby were merely fellow passengers, and yet Bree had been eager to lend a hand.

			He didn’t regret leaving the plane with her. He hoped her name would be enough to keep her safe, but with men like these, there were no guarantees. Whatever happened, he’d do everything in his power to protect her.

			He glanced up to see the general moving toward them in his ominously graceful way.

			“In the jungle, the sun sets early,” Batista said as Derek rose from the log. “We will make camp here.” His thin lips curved. “As honored guests, you will have your own sleeping platform. Please follow me.”

			Bree rose unsteadily, and Derek rested his hand on her waist to support her. They crossed the clearing to where a group of men were stripping thick tree branches and binding them together to form a makeshift deck several feet off the ground.

			“Tomorrow we will reach our destination.” The general turned to Bree, a cool smile on his face. “I hope your father has his finances in order. If he wishes to see his daughter again, he will not waste too much time.”

			Derek said nothing. Neither did Bree. Both of them understood the implication. If Wingate wanted to see her alive, he would pay—and pay promptly.

			“Cisco will see to your needs,” Batista said. “Sleep well, my friends. Tomorrow will be a long day.” As Batista strode away, Bree turned and slid her arms around Derek’s waist. She rested her head on his shoulder, and he could feel her trembling.

			“It’s going to be okay.” He smoothed back a lock of blond hair that had escaped her bedraggled ponytail and managed to smile. “At least we’ll be sleeping off the ground.”

			Bree looked up at him, still looking uncertain. “I’m really glad to have you with me, Derek.”

			Something stirred inside him. Though she was tired and disheveled, her clothes damp and her shoes muddy, she attracted him as no woman had in a very long time.

			“Damn, I’d like to kiss you.”

			Her eyes met his. “I’d like that, too,” she said softly, and a jolt of heat went straight to his loins. He started getting hard, clenched his jaw against his growing arousal.

			“Not a good idea,” he said, surveying the rough men around them. “At least not here.”

			Bree glanced away. “I know.”

			Derek let her go as Cisco arrived and handed them each a bottle of water. “You will sleep there.” He pointed toward the platform. “Pilar brought clothes. Soon she will bring you food.”

			The female hijacker. It was the first time Derek had heard one of them call her by name.

			There wouldn’t be a fire. Too much chance of smoke being spotted from the air.

			Cisco left, and Derek helped Bree up on the platform, then spread the bedrolls open on top, both of them cleaner than Derek would have expected. Two sets of neatly folded camouflage fatigues and two pairs of lace-up leather boots sat a few feet away. Another platform, probably for Batista, was barely visible through the foliage thirty yards away.

			They sat down on the bedrolls, and each cracked open a bottle of water. They had climbed into the mountains during the day, and the temperature had dropped, making the evening air surprisingly comfortable.

			Pilar, a tall, lean woman in her thirties with straight black hair parted in the middle and clipped at her nape, appeared carrying tin plates of food.

			“Eat. The march will be long tomorrow.” She handed each of them a plate filled with some kind of meat and more baleadas. “You will need your strength.”

			“Gracias.” Bree started eating with her fingers. Derek bit into a chunk of cold meat, the strong, gamey taste unfamiliar. He didn’t want to know what it was.

			“At least it’s filling,” Bree said.

			“Whatever it is, we won’t go to bed hungry.” But Derek was feeling another kind of hunger. The more time he spent with Bree, the more he wanted her. And he was pretty sure she wanted him.

			He wished things were different. Wished she weren’t Jonathan Wingate’s daughter and he wasn’t the trailer trash son of an unknown man who had merely contributed his sperm to the equation. He wished the circumstances were different all around.

			Bree ate slowly, making each bite last, saving half of one stuffed tortilla for tomorrow. Derek did the same. It was dark by the time they finished and Pilar picked up their empty tin plates.

			As they prepared for bed, Derek took off his shoes and smoothed some of the sanitizer Bree carried in her bag over the sore spots on his feet. She carefully placed a waterproof Band-Aid over the red marks, and he prayed the boots they’d left for him came close to fitting.

			“We need to get some sleep,” Derek said when he had finished, stretching out on his bedroll. Bree surprised him by moving her bedroll closer to his.

			“You don’t mind, do you? I’ve never, you know, slept in a jungle before.”

			Hell no, he didn’t mind. “Darlin,’ you can sleep next to me anytime you want.”

			It was too dark to see her smile, but he was beginning to know her well enough to imagine her pretty lips curving. He could hear the rustle of fabric as she adjusted her clothes to get more comfortable, and tried not to imagine her taking them off altogether and lying down naked beside him.

			She settled herself on the bedroll, facing away from him. Derek moved closer so they were snuggled together, spoon fashion. When he draped an arm over her waist, she released a relieved sigh.

			“That better?” he asked.

			“Much better.” But instead of going to sleep, she shifted a little and rolled onto her back. “It’s really dark out here.” Not even the twinkle of stars could penetrate the thick canopy overhead.

			“Yeah.”

			“Will you kiss me, Derek?”

			His groin clenched hard as arousal burned through him, making him start to get hard. Jesus. She wanted him to kiss her? Derek wanted that more than his next breath of air—that and a whole lot more. If she had any idea the things he wanted to do, she would probably run screaming into the jungle.

			Or maybe not.

			Leaning over, he trailed soft kisses across her cheek, then settled his mouth over hers. Bree made a sweet little sound in her throat, and his blood began to pound. He wanted to hear that sound while she was moving beneath him. Wanted to strip away her garments and burying himself as deep as he could get.

			Struggling to slow things down, he only managed to take the kiss deeper, delving in to taste her, inhaling the scent of aroused woman and making him hard as stone. Bree whimpered. Her arms went around his neck, and the kiss turned hotter, wetter, wilder. He didn’t remember unbuttoning her blouse until his palm filled with her soft bare breast. It perfectly fit his hand, and Derek groaned.

			His thumb slid back and forth across her nipple. The small bud went diamond hard, and his erection throbbed with every heartbeat. Unable to resist, he slid his hand over her smooth skin, inside the jeans she’d unzipped for comfort, inside her panties. Curving his palm over her round behind, he lifted her a little, pulling her into him, letting her feel his arousal.

			“I want you,” he said. “Bree, I want you so much.”

			Bree softly kissed him. “I want you, too, Derek. Please...” Her whispered words sounded like a plea, and it was the need in her voice that brought him to his senses.

			“Jesus, we can’t do this.” He shook his head and moved away from her, rolled onto his back and dragged in deep breaths of air. “Not out here.” Not with an army of rough, unkempt men ready to take his place the minute they realized what was going on.

			“I’m sorry,” she said in the darkness, sounding uncertain as she hadn’t before. “I’m not usually... I don’t do this kind of thing with men I barely know. I just...” She sighed into the darkness. “I just wanted to control my life again, even if it was only for a while.”

			Derek gathered her into his arms. “Don’t be sorry, princess. If we were anywhere but here, I wouldn’t let you sleep until morning.” He kissed her softly one last time. “Hey, we still have that date at the Sagebrush Saloon, yeah? Afterward, we can finish what we started in the jungle.”

			He felt her body relax, knew she was smiling again. “Okay.”

			Derek kissed her forehead. “Get some sleep, darlin’. We have a long walk ahead of us tomorrow.”

			Bree rolled onto her side and snuggled against him spoon fashion, the way they were before. Derek inwardly groaned. He was still hard as a brick, still aching for her.

			It would be a long day for Bree tomorrow.

			But it was going to be one hell of a long night for him.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			BREE WAS SURE she couldn’t sleep. Not with the eerie sounds that warned of the terrible danger in the jungle. Big cats screamed in the darkness. Bugs whizzed past so close she could feel the brush of their wings. Crickets, owls and frogs all chimed in to create a menacing cacophony that made the hair on the back of her neck rise.

			Then the warmth of Derek’s solid body began to seep through her clothes, and she stared to relax. Whatever happened, she wasn’t alone. Needing the rest to keep her strength up, and knowing Derek was near, she closed her eyes and eventually drifted off to sleep.

			She wasn’t sure what time it was when she felt Derek’s solid body move away from her. Bree opened her eyes and saw that the moon was up. A few silver rays cutting through the branches of the tree next to the platform gave her enough light to see Derek’s big hand wrap around a branch and twist it off to one side, holding it away from his face.

			“Don’t move,” he said softly, sending a chill down her spine.

			The clouds shifted, and more moonlight slanted in, giving her a glimpse of a huge snake slithering down the heavy branch that Derek was holding, creating a route for the reptile to travel away from their sleeping platform.

			Bree made a sound in her throat as the snake slid over his hand, its forked tongue sliding in and out of its wide, predatory mouth. Her heart was pounding, her blood pumping so hard she could hear every thick beat.

			She didn’t move. She didn’t think she could. She watched in terrified silence as the snake continued along the detour Derek had fashioned, along the branch into a different tree, winding its big body around the trunk on its way to the ground.

			A breath whooshed out. “Oh my God.”

			Derek let go of the branch, turned and pulled her into his arms. “It’s okay. It won’t bother us now. It was a python—a constrictor, not a venomous snake.” He didn’t mention that a python that size could crush your ribs, drive the air out of your lungs and suffocate you to death.

			Bree burrowed into him, trying not to tremble. “What if you hadn’t been here?”

			“I am here,” he said. “That’s all that counts.”

			She wanted him to lay her back on the bedroll and kiss her again, wanted to feel the heat of his mouth moving hotly over hers. Wanted him to touch her, continue where he had left off.

			“Get some sleep,” he said instead. “I’ll be right here.”

			“What about you?”

			“I’ll sleep once we reach the camp.”

			She didn’t argue. She was pretty sure it wouldn’t do any good. She stretched out beside him and closed her eyes, but it was hours before she fell asleep and only a few minutes later that the female hijacker roused them.

			“Get dressed,” Pilar said. “I will bring food.”

			Derek was already wearing the cargo pants that had been set out for him, Bree saw as she sat up rubbing her eyes. The pants fit perfectly over his rounded, muscular behind, looking nearly as tailored as his expensive suit. When he turned and started stripping off his wrinkled, once-white dress shirt, she told herself to look away, but all those lean muscles snagged her attention and wouldn’t let go.

			Powerful pecs, amazing biceps and six-pack abs that laddered down a rock-hard stomach. The man clearly stayed in shape. When he pulled the long-sleeved camouflage T-shirt over his head, covering his magnificent chest, she managed to bring her lust under control and start getting dressed herself.

			As she fastened the bra she had unhooked for sleeping last night, a memory arose of Derek’s big hand cupping her breast, his finger sliding over her nipple, making it ache and tighten. Desire slipped through her. Considering they were in the middle of a Honduran jungle, it was insane, yet there it was, making her ache for him all over again.

			With a sigh, she took off her dirty pink-flowered blouse and pulled on the V-necked camo T-shirt that must have belonged to Pilar, a woman close to Bree’s same size.

			“How are the boots?” she asked Derek as she turned her back to take off her jeans and pull on the cargo pants.

			“Pilar seems to have a good eye for sizes. The clothes and the boots are a pretty good fit.”

			Bree wasn’t so lucky. Pilar was thinner. The borrowed T-shirt stretched uncomfortably across her breasts, and the cargo pants were a little too long and a little too snug over her hips. She remembered the feel of Derek’s hand sliding over her curves last night and bit back a moan.

			Forcing her thoughts back to the task at hand, she slipped on the boots, which were slightly too narrow, but the socks would keep them from rubbing. She prayed that by the end of the day, her feet wouldn’t hurt too badly.

			“Once they get wet, they’ll stretch a little,” Derek said, looking down at the leather boots. It had already started to rain, a light patter that could rapidly turn into a downpour.

			Bree stepped off the platform into the foliage to take care of her needs while Derek kept watch for the snake and any uninvited men who might wander in her direction.

			Pilar arrived with more baleadas, these more heavily spiced and stuffed with some of the leftover meat. “You must eat quickly,” the woman said. “We will be leaving soon.”

			As Bree ate her makeshift breakfast, she gazed at the jungle-covered mountains stretching into the distance around them. There was no sign of civilization as far as she could see.

			She looked back at Derek. “Another day of traveling out here and no one will ever be able to find us.”

			He followed her gaze into the forbidding wall of green. “That’s the idea. Let’s just hope your dad comes through with the money.”

			Bree shivered. She didn’t doubt it. The question was, would the hijackers let them go after the ransom was paid?

			

			THE LONG, MISERABLE DAY seemed to go on forever. The rain had been manageable for a while, then the sky opened up and poured down in earnest. Rivulets of water cut the trail, turning it muddy and making it even more difficult to hike. The wind came up, blowing leaves and sticks with enough force to dig into their skin. They hadn’t had enough water and had only eaten a handful of nuts since breakfast.

			Bree was exhausted to the point of collapse, and Derek was worried about her. He’d offered to carry her, but she had indignantly refused.

			“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m tired, but I’m okay. Besides, it’s going to be dark soon. Hopefully, they won’t make us go much farther.”

			Mercifully, her wish was granted an hour later. By then the rain had stopped and the sun had come out, a bright spot in an otherwise wretched day.

			Derek spotted the camp ahead, a large open space dotted with canvas tents set up in a circle. Campfires burned in the middle, where what appeared to be Indigenous women worked to cook meals for the men who lived in the camp—somewhere around forty of them, Derek guessed.

			Some of Batista’s soldiers came to greet their esteemed leader and his group of weary travelers, but the women continued their tasks, working to finish the meal before darkness swept over the camp.

			“We made it,” Derek said, sliding an arm around Bree’s waist, keeping her close beside him.

			“Thank God,” she said.

			Pilar brought bottles of water, and this time they drank their fill. Derek could smell the juice of roasting meat dripping into the fire, and his stomach growled.

			“Sounds like you’re as hungry as I am,” Bree said.

			“Yeah, and the good news is, it looks like they’re actually going to feed us.”

			Cisco showed up just then and prodded Derek with his rifle toward a row of tents off to one side of the clearing.

			“You will stay in here,” he said, lifting the canvas flap and motioning Derek inside. Derek urged Bree into the tent first, and the cooking smells disappeared as they entered, replaced by the odor of wet socks and jungle rot.

			“Tonight the women roast un cerdo to celebrate the arrival of El Defensor,” Cisco said, using the Spanish word for pig. “You will wait in here.” Cisco turned and walked away, the tent flap falling closed behind him.

			Derek made a brief survey of their temporary quarters—at least he hoped they were temporary. He glanced over at Bree, who was doing the same thing.

			“How do you like the new digs?” he asked. There were two narrow cots with a striped wool blanket folded on each and a small wooden table with a kerosene lamp on top and two wooden chairs.

			Bree sank down wearily in one of the chairs. Both of them were wet, tired and hungry. “I guess it’s better than sleeping out in the jungle.”

			“Yeah.” Derek made a cursory inspection of the interior but found nothing useful. He sat down across from Bree.

			“How are your feet?” he asked.

			“Not too bad. How about yours?”

			“Not much worse than they were last night. But walking out of here could be a bitch.”

			Bree gave him a worried nod, then looked up at a sound overhead, the whop, whop, whop of helicopter blades. Derek had noticed an open space through the trees off to one side as they had entered the camp. Now he knew what it was used for.

			“Sounds like El Defensor is arriving in style,” Bree said, but Derek’s thoughts had already jumped ahead to how he could get his hands on the chopper and get them the hell out of there.

			“Wait a minute.” Bree eyed him warily. “I can almost see your mind spinning. What are you thinking, Derek?”

			“I’m a pilot, remember? I was just thinking we might not need to wait for your dad’s money.”

			“You can fly a helicopter?”

			He shrugged. “I took a few lessons. I never got my license, but I could manage to get us in the air.”

			Bree’s eyebrows shot up. “You could manage to get us in the air?” she repeated, incredulous. “No way. We need to wait. Dad will pay and they’ll let us go.”

			Derek didn’t press the issue. No need for her to worry unless they had no choice. “I hope you’re right,” he said.

			A few minutes later, Pilar arrived with dry clothes, a long, gathered red skirt and off-the-shoulder white blouse for Bree and a clean pair of cargo pants and dry camo T-shirt for Derek.

			“You will put these on and Cisco will take you to El Defensor,” Pilar said and left the tent.

			Bree cast Derek a look, then turned around and started stripping off her clothes. Derek did the same, managing not to imagine Bree standing behind him naked, but it was a near thing.

			They had just finished getting dressed, sliding their feet into woven leather, open-toed, huarache-like sandals, when Cisco opened the tent flap.

			“You will both come with me.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			BREE HELD DEREK’S hand as they crossed the clearing in the wake of Cisco’s stout, thick-shouldered frame. Night had fallen, the darkness lit by the orange-red glow of burning campfires.

			A large tent had been set up a short distance from the rest of the camp. Cisco motioned them inside. Derek led the way, ducking his head, stepping onto a thick wool carpet that covered the floor in a bright-colored native design.

			Bree let go of Derek’s hand as Rafael Castillo rose from an ornately carved wooden chair at a round, leather-topped table. A second man rose from the opposite side—blond, blue-eyed Julio Montez. His gaze ran over Bree, and a shiver of foreboding crawled up her spine.

			Only Castillo approached, but it was Montez whose presence chilled her. She focused on the man with the scarred eyebrow, El Defensor, the leader of the group.

			“Ms. Wingate.” Castillo took her hand and brought it to his lips as if he were a courtier instead of a terrorist. “A pleasure to see you again.”

			Bree made no reply.

			“I spoke to your father,” Castillo continued. “As you know, tomorrow is the last day for him to gather the necessary funds for your release. He assures me he will have them ready by the end of the day. Should that occur, the following morning, you will be transported by helicopter to the rendezvous site, where the money will be transferred by computer, deposited into an offshore account. After the transaction is complete, you will be released.”

			She squared her shoulders. “Along with my fiancé, correct?”

			He shrugged. “If that is your wish.”

			“I won’t leave without him. You may tell my father that.”

			Castillo flicked a nearly imperceptible glance at Montez before he answered. “As I said, that is your decision.” His lips tipped into a smile. “Enough talk of business. Tomorrow our goal will be met, our task here completed. Tonight we celebrate. You will enjoy a meal of roast pig served with machuca and boiled mashed plantains. Also pupusas, thick tortillas served with frijoles. You will drink our special horchata mixed with guaro, a liquor made of sugarcane. It is quite delicious.”

			Montez said nothing, but his smug, predatory gaze made his intentions clear. No way was she drinking alcohol tonight.

			“You are both dressed for the evening,” Castillo said. “Shall we join the festivities?” He offered her his arm, and though it was the last thing she wanted to do, she accepted, lacing her arm through his. She didn’t miss the dark look on Derek’s face as Montez held open the tent flap and she and Castillo walked past him into the night.

			They paused next to the largest campfire in the circle, where a makeshift table and chairs had been set up and draped with a bright-colored, striped woven cloth. Castillo pulled out a chair and seated her, waited for Derek to sit down, then seated himself. An empty chair beside him waited for Montez.

			Then one of Castillo’s men came forward, bent and whispered something that Bree couldn’t hear.

			“I’m afraid you will have to excuse me,” Castillo said, rising. “Enjoy the meal, and perhaps we shall speak more later.”

			Bree sincerely hoped not. The only thing worse than being with Castillo was the thought of being with Montez. She caught the glint of his blond head as he bent to speak to one of the young women who worked in the camp. They were prostitutes, Derek had told her, probably brought in for the occasion. Bree prayed Montez’s lascivious attentions would fix on the other women and he would leave Bree alone.

			Derek must have sensed her worry. As soon as Castillo walked away, he leaned toward her. “Stay close. I don’t trust that bastard. Hell, I don’t trust either one of them, but it’s Montez who’s set his sights on you.”

			“There’s something scary about him. He gives me the creeps.”

			A muscle tightened in Derek’s cheek as Pilar and another young woman walked up to serve them. They set two steaming plates of food on the table in front of Bree and Derek, along with two glasses of a milky-white liquid that smelled like cinnamon.

			“Eat,” Pilar said. “You will want to be in your quarters before the men get drunk and go after the women.” She looked at Bree. “They will not care whose daughter you are.”

			A chill swept through her. “What about you?”

			With her onyx-black hair and high cheekbones, she was exotically beautiful. Her slender figure caught the eye of every man she passed.

			“I am Cisco’s woman. They will not bother me.” Pilar turned and walked away.

			Thinking of what could happen, Bree looked down at her steaming plate of food, but she was no longer hungry.

			Derek reached over and took her hand. “I’m here. I won’t let any of them near you.”

			But it wasn’t a promise he could keep. If the men or Montez decided they wanted her, there was no way one man could stop them.

			Derek squeezed her fingers. “Eat, baby. We don’t know what’s going to happen tomorrow. You need to keep up your strength.”

			He was right. As she watched him dig in with the gusto of a starving man, Bree forced herself to shovel a forkful of the roasted meat into her mouth. After the first two bites, her hunger returned, and she cleaned the rest of her plate.

			She had just finished when she felt a presence and looked up to see Julio Montez standing next to her chair. Her stomach contracted, and she swallowed to keep down the food she had just consumed.

			“Did you try the horchata?” Julio asked with one of his lascivious smiles.

			She’d tasted the drink just to see what was in it, a combination of milk, sugar, cinnamon, vanilla and strong sugarcane liquor.

			“I tried it,” she said.

			“Perhaps you would join me for another glass. We could discuss your upcoming departure.”

			From the corner of her eye, she saw the muscles across Derek’s shoulders tighten.

			“I’m afraid I’m not feeling very well. The day was long and tiring. Perhaps another time.” She smiled, hoping to placate him at least for tonight.

			He gave her a nod of understanding. “Of course. Tomorrow then. I’ll enjoy talking to someone from the United States. My mother is American. I went to college there for a while.” His English was perfect, she’d noticed, and he oozed enough charm to impress any number of women. But there was something in those ice-blue eyes that put her on alert.

			Bree followed his gaze to the edge of the clearing, where a young prostitute stood waiting.

			“Good night.” Montez gave her a final smile and strode off in the woman’s direction.

			Bree’s stomach settled as relief filtered through her. She turned back to Derek, whose hard body still vibrated with tension. She rested her hand on his cheek and felt the roughness of his unshaven jaw. “It’s okay. He’s gone.”

			The muscles across those broad shoulders relaxed. “He won’t bother you tonight. He’s got another woman to take care of his needs.”

			The minute the words were out, a flash of heat darkened the gold in his eyes. It reminded her that Derek had needs as well. So did she. She wished they were somewhere else, a place where they could explore their attraction.

			“Come on,” Derek said, rising. Taking her hand, he urged her up from the chair and led her back to the false safety of the tent.

			“No lamp,” he said. “The less attention we draw, the better.” Fortunately, the moon shining through the canvas brightened the interior enough to see.

			Bree eyed the narrow cots. “I wish we could sleep next to each other the way we did before.”

			“Maybe this will help.” Derek rearranged the cots, pulling them together. “Best I can do.” She couldn’t get as close to him as she wanted, but she was really glad to have him there.

			“When this is over—”

			He caught her face between his hands and kissed her, long and deep. “When this is over, princess, I’m going to make up for all the hours I’ve wanted you and couldn’t have you.”

			Bree nodded. “Yes, please,” she said.

			

			WHILE BREANNA SLEPT, Derek lay awake considering his options. If there’d been any way he could have taken control of the helicopter and flown them out of the jungle that night, he might have tried it. But it would be dangerous enough in the daytime.

			He’d never soloed in a chopper. Hell, he’d only flown one a couple of times. Aside from that, he needed to use landmarks to get his bearings. He only had a vague idea where they were, or which way would lead them to civilization.

			Resigned to playing whatever hand they were dealt, he finally managed to fall asleep. He was the kind of guy who woke at the least disturbance, so he figured he’d be awake before danger could reach them. Since he’d barely napped on the plane or in the jungle, he needed the rest, needed to be at the top of his game for whatever they faced tomorrow.

			There was no way to know what the terrorists would do when Wingate paid the ransom—assuming he managed to get it done. What happened tomorrow could mean life or death for one or both of them.

			It was late when a noise near the tent penetrated his slumber—the grunting sounds of a man and a woman having sex. He felt Bree stir beside him. They weren’t touching, but they were as close as the cots would allow. The mating sounds grew louder, panting, harsh breathing, the woman’s moans of pleasure.

			“They’re having sex,” Bree whispered. “Right outside the tent.”

			“Yeah.” His voice sounded thick as he tried not think of Bree’s pretty breasts, of kissing a path down her tempting curves, of burying himself inside her.

			She rolled onto her side and slid her arms around his neck. “Touch me, Derek. Please...”

			“Jesus, baby.” But he couldn’t resist leaning over to kiss those soft pink lips. She tasted as good as she had before, something sweet and as wild as the jungle. Every nerve ending in his body ignited with desire for her.

			“I need you, Derek.” She pressed her mouth against the side of his neck, trailed kisses down to his collarbone. It took every ounce of his will to ignore the plea in her voice and the blood burning through his veins.

			“If they hear us, they might come into the tent. I’m not willing to share you with half a dozen men.”

			She made a little sound in her throat, shuddered and eased away. “I know you’re right. I just... Tomorrow anything could happen. We could both die, Derek.”

			“We could. Or we could get the hell out of here and spend the next week in bed somewhere safe. I could make love to you until neither of us could move.”

			He caught the hint of a smile on her face. “I bet you’re great in bed.”

			Derek grinned. “I’m pretty sure I won’t disappoint you.”

			Bree turned to smother a laugh in his shoulder. Thank God, the grunting had stopped and whoever was out there had drifted off into the night.

			“Get some sleep, darlin.’ We need to be ready for whatever happens tomorrow.”

			She nodded and moved away from him. A few minutes later, he heard the sound of her deep breathing. He must have fallen asleep after that.

			Light streaming through the canvas finally woke him. Bree was already up and dressed, sitting on the cot next to his.

			“Good morning,” she said.

			He smiled. “Well, look at you, princess. Already up and ready for the day. You been keeping watch so I could sleep?”

			“You needed the rest, and it was my turn.”

			Derek swung his legs over the edge of the cot and stood up. With the drunken men and women in the camp last night, both of them had slept in their clothes, or at least he had only stripped off his long-sleeved camo T-shirt. He plucked it off the end of the cot and dragged it on over his head, ignored the sandals and pulled on the heavy leather boots he’d worn in the jungle.

			“Maybe we can find some coffee,” he said.

			“I sure hope so.”

			The morning air was humid but not yet hot. A layer of clouds circled the top of the mountain, but it was sunny this far down the hill. After making a stop at the camp latrine, they found Pilar, who rustled up tin mugs of the boiled coffee the women made in big blue porcelain pots.

			Though the helicopter still sat in the flat spot Derek could see through the trees, there was no sign of El Defensor or Julio Montez, which suited Derek just fine. It wasn’t until the middle of the afternoon that trouble arrived in the form of Montez.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			BREE WAS WORKING with the women to prepare the evening meal while Derek worked with the men, digging a trench for a new latrine on a rise at the edge of the jungle. Cisco had insisted both of them work, saying they must contribute to the efforts necessary to keep the camp running.

			Bree didn’t mind. Doing something helped her pass the hours while they waited for word from her father. Derek worried it was just an effort to separate the two of them. Bree prayed he was wrong.

			Shoving back a loose strand of blond hair that had escaped her ponytail, she tightened her grip on the bare tree branch she was using to stir the men’s dirty clothes in a big iron pot of boiling water. It was a hot, cloudless afternoon, worse working over the flames of the fire. She was careful to keep her ankle-length, gathered red skirt safely out of the way.

			“Well, Ms. Wingate, I see they’ve put you to work.” The sound of Julio Montez’s voice sent a trickle of fear down her spine. She didn’t know what it was about him that put her on edge, but she trusted her instincts, particularly where this man was concerned.

			He smiled, all Mr. Charm. “It pains me to see you treated no better than a servant. It’s much cooler in my tent. Why don’t you join me? We’ll have something cold to drink, and it’ll give us a chance to talk.”

			She glanced around for Derek and spotted him through the trees, shovel in hand, digging at the top of the rise. “I don’t think so. I wouldn’t want Señor Castillo to get the wrong idea.”

			“Señor Castillo is busy making plans. He has given me use of the tent for the afternoon. Shall we go? Or do I need my friends to escort you?”

			She glanced around and saw two soldiers standing by, obviously there to do his bidding. The message was clear. She could go willingly, or they would drag her there by force.

			She started walking toward Castillo’s big tent, off in the trees at the edge of the lush jungle. The soldiers followed. A knot formed in her stomach and began to squeeze tighter with every step closer to the tent. One of Montez’s men opened the flap, and she walked inside. Montez followed, and the flap closed behind him.

			“Some refreshments?” he asked as if they were friends, but she didn’t miss the icy determination in his blue eyes.

			Her survival instincts grew stronger, and her heart began to speed erratically. “All right.” Anything to draw out the moment and give her some time. Perhaps Castillo would return. General Batista was somewhere in the camp, but she hadn’t seen him since Castillo’s arrival. And general or not, Montez was one of El Defensor’s soldiers. No help there.

			Montez poured her a glass of white liquid, the horchata with guaro the men had been drinking last night. He handed it over, poured himself a glass and drank down a good portion of it.

			“Now you,” he challenged.

			She took a sip and set the glass on a nearby table.

			“Finish it,” he commanded.

			“I’m not in the mood to get drunk.”

			His mouth hardened even as he smiled. “It might make things more pleasant for you.”

			Her heart was beating hard now, pounding in her temples. “What things?”

			He set his empty glass down on the table next to hers. “We both know why I brought you here. I intend to have you, Ms. Wingate. The beautiful daughter of one of the world’s wealthiest men? It will be a memory I treasure.”

			Her mouth dried up. She forced a calm note into her voice. “Are you sure you want to take that kind of risk at this crucial stage of your operation? Aren’t you worried about my father? If you hurt me, he won’t pay you.”

			“Your father wants you back alive. He’ll pay whatever we ask.”

			It was true.

			“You’re not a virgin,” Montez continued, moving closer. “Keep your mouth shut and you and I will be the only people who ever know.”

			She was standing next to the table. As Montez came up behind her, she picked up his empty glass and gripped it in her hand as tightly as she could. When Julio pressed his lips against the back of her neck, she whirled, smashed the glass into the side of his head and ran.

			She had almost reached the tent opening when Montez caught up with her. His head was bleeding, his jaw clenched into a line of fury. Gripping her wrist, he spun her around and slapped her hard across the face.

			“You shouldn’t have done that.” Dragging her deeper into the tent, he slapped her again, and Bree cried out.

			The glass of horchata she had been drinking crashed to the floor as Montez pushed her down over the table and came up behind her.

			Bree screamed and started fighting.

			

			DEREK WAS ALREADY moving as Bree and Montez entered the big canvas tent. Shovel in hand, Derek disappeared off the rise into the rain forest. Whatever Montez had in mind, it wasn’t good.

			The sound of Bree’s scream sent him running. One of the men guarding him shouted for him to stop, but he just increased his speed. The guards, a brawny man with greasy black hair and a shorter man with rotten teeth, took off at an angle, cutting a path between him and the tent.

			As the men drew near, Derek whirled and used the shovel as a weapon, holding it like a bat, cracking the metal spade against the brawny man’s head, jamming the handle into the shorter man’s chest, then knocking him in the head. Both men went down, and Derek kept running.

			Montez had two guards posted outside the tent. Derek wielded the shovel again, taking one of the men down with a blow to the shoulder, then shoving the blade into his stomach. The guy’s eyes rolled back as he hit the ground.

			The other guard moved in. With no room to maneuver, Derek dropped the shovel and swung a punch that sent the second guard crashing into a tree. Derek yanked him up and hit him again. A spray of blood flew into the air. The man groaned when he hit the ground, clearly unconscious.

			Derek jerked open the tent flap to see Bree bent over a table, her skirt up around her waist as she fought Montez with every ounce of her strength, kicking and screaming while Montez held her down and tried to work the zipper on his pants.

			Derek’s teeth clenched. Blind rage burned through him, and an urge to kill Montez with his bare hands.

			Grabbing the man by the back of the neck, Derek dragged him away from Bree, whirled him around and smashed a fist into his pretty-boy face. Montez cursed and swung a counterpunch that Derek dodged. Derek threw a series of punches that had Montez bleeding from his nose and mouth, but Montez got in a solid blow that cut into Derek’s cheek.

			Keeping his weight on the balls of his feet, he threw a hard right that sent Montez flying across the table, landing in a heap on the patterned carpet. Derek jolted to a halt as a big semiauto appeared in Montez’s hand, retrieved from a leather satchel on the floor next to where he’d landed.

			Derek cursed. Montez’s smile looked demonic. He regained his feet, his finger tight on the trigger.

			“You shouldn’t have interfered,” he said. “Now I’m forced to call my men in here to hold you down while I enjoy your woman.”

			Derek’s jaw tightened. “Touch her, and I’ll kill you.”

			Montez just laughed.

			Derek considered his options, which were slim and none. Then, from the corner of his eye, he spotted Bree, gripping the handle of the shovel like a baseball bat.

			“I won’t let you hurt her,” Derek said, holding Montez’s attention as Bree silently approached.

			Montez smiled cruelly. “On second thought, I think I’ll just shoot you. Gives me more time with your woman.”

			Bree swung the shovel with all her strength, hitting Montez squarely in the side of the head. Bone cracked, blood spurted and Montez’s eyes rolled back in his head. He hit the floor with a soft thud and lay unmoving, staring into nothing.

			Bree started shaking. “Oh God, I think I killed him.”

			Derek knew a dead guy when he saw one. Montez would never hurt another woman.

			He grabbed hold of Bree’s hand. “We have to get out of here. No choice now but to leave.” The tent was far enough away from the main part of the camp that Castillo’s soldiers hadn’t come running. Derek figured Montez must have ordered them to ignore Bree’s screams and let him do whatever he wanted.

			Fresh fury hit him as he pried the gun from Montez’s dead fingers and stuck it into the waistband of his cargo pants. He quickly searched the satchel and said a silent thanks when he came up with a four-inch folding knife.

			Flipping it open, he hurried to the rear of the tent and sliced a hole large enough for them to climb through, slipped outside and urged Bree to join him. He made a quick check of the area, but the soldiers still seemed unaware of the happenings in Castillo’s big tent.

			Bree’s eyes moved toward the flat spot she could see through the foliage. “The helicopter, right?”

			“No choice, baby. Let’s go.”

			They hurried toward the open area, Bree hampered by her loose-fitting sandals. Derek helped her over roots and fallen logs as they made their way through the dense jungle undergrowth. There was no trail here, nothing but plants, tall grass and tree branches blocking their way.

			He managed to find a game trail, which made things a little easier. Bree’s sandals and long gathered skirt worked against her, making the climb more difficult, but she kept pressing forward. Derek led her up a thickly vegetated hill and came out at the edge of the flat spot where the chopper sat waiting for Castillo’s return.

			“What about the clouds?” Bree asked, looking up at the dense white fog circling the mountain a few hundred feet over the ground. Spotty sunlight shone through here and there, but the heavy white mist was too dense to see the hilly, tree-covered terrain surrounding the clearing.

			“We’ll have to get above the clouds.” It wasn’t good news. The rain forest was mountainous. If he chose the wrong direction, he could fly straight into the side of a hill.

			The good news was that from the moment Derek had seen the chopper land, he had worked to memorize their surroundings as far as he could see in case they found a chance to escape. The knowledge was going to be crucial. He prayed he remembered everything correctly.

			Bree started into the clearing, heading for the chopper, but Derek pulled her back.

			“No way would they’d leave the helo unguarded.” He eased her back into the cover of the leafy foliage. “Stay here while I take a look.”

			He started moving, stopped when he felt her hand on his back. Wordlessly, Bree pointed to a man with a pockmarked face sitting on a stump not far from the chopper. Derek had seen him around the camp—not the pilot, just one of Castillo’s soldados.

			He nodded to let Bree know he had spotted the threat. “Be ready to move,” he whispered and slipped off into the jungle.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			BREE WATCHED DEREK circle around the helicopter to the right, planning to come up on the guard from behind. It was a risky move. There was twenty feet of open space between the dense jungle foliage and the stump where the man sat smoking a hand-rolled cigarette.

			His relaxed posture said he wasn’t expecting trouble, but a semiautomatic pistol rode in a holster at his waist, and an assault rifle spanned the width of his chest.

			Bree held her breath as Derek appeared out of a thicket choked with dense green leaves. He moved silently across the open space toward his target, the knife gripped in his hand. In his waistband at his back, Montez’s pistol glinted in a thin ray of sunlight, but firing a shot would be a death sentence, alerting the entire camp of their escape.

			As she watched Derek close in on his target, she wondered if he had ever killed a man. He’d been a pilot, not a regular soldier, but he would have been trained in enemy combat, and he was using that training now.

			The knife flashed as Derek grabbed the man by the hair, pulled his head back, and sliced the blade across the soldado’s throat. Blood gushed from the wound, and a wave of nausea hit her.

			She thought of Julio Montez, the man she had killed. It hadn’t been her intention, but she and Derek were fighting for their lives. She had ducked out of the tent in search of a weapon and spotted the shovel. She’d used it in self-defense and would do it again if she had to, but she didn’t feel good about it.

			Careful not to look at the man on the ground, Bree swallowed the bile in her throat and rushed into the clearing toward the chopper. Derek was already aboard when Bree opened the Plexiglas door and climbed into the copilot’s seat.

			“Strap yourself in good and tight.” Derek was busy flipping switches as if he actually knew what he was doing. Bree prayed that he did.

			The engine began to whine, and the rotors slowly began to spin. Derek continued checking gauges and dials, going through some sort of pilot checklist.

			“Put your headset on.”

			She found it and was lifting it over her head when she heard the first gunshot. Fear jolted through her. Whirling toward the sound, she saw a dozen armed men cresting the hill, surging onto the open patch of ground.

			“Hang on, darlin’. Time to get out of Dodge.”

			Bullets pinged on the metal struts, and her heart seemed to stop as the chopper lifted away. The nose tipped forward, skimming along the ground, eating up the distance between them and the men. Her stomach swirled for an instant before the helicopter swept them into the air.

			Even with the headset over her ears and the roar of the engine noise, she could hear the echo of gunshots. Derek worked the controls, trying to get the chopper out of range, his features set in a hard, determined line.

			He was in his element, she realized. She trusted him to do what he was trained for, trusted him as she had from the moment she had met him. The last thing she saw was a thin man who looked like Castillo charging up the hill, leading a group of men coming in from another direction.

			Then whiteness engulfed them, and she started praying again. The helicopter kept climbing through the cloud layer, but she had no idea whether they would get high enough to see where they were before running into the side of a hill.

			Please, God...please, God...

			Seconds that seemed like hours passed before the helicopter popped into sunshine so bright it hurt her eyes. Derek swooped left to avoid a mountainside that appeared right in front of them, and they were away.

			“Looks like we’re in the clear,” he said through the headset.

			Her heart was still pounding. “I can’t believe we made it.”

			“Yeah, now all we have to do is figure out where we are and where to find civilization.” But she could hear the smile in his voice. Typical cocky pilot.

			“What are we going to do?”

			He explained how he had been mentally keeping track of their location since the hijackers took over the passenger jet and forced the airplane off its course, veering east to the abandoned airfield. He’d added the two-day trek up into the mountains and figured he knew approximately which way to fly to get them to safety.

			“This is an old R22 Raven,” he said. “It’s got a piston engine, fairly easy to fly. This one has Garmin avionics, so we can see what’s out there.”

			“So we’re headed back to the airstrip?”

			“It would be a good place to land, but we could still be miles from a village, and it’s the first place Castillo will look for us.”

			“So where are we going?”

			“Our best course is to head for San Salvador. I figure the closer we get to a city, the more population. The more people, the better the chance of finding a place to set down and a phone we can use.”

			Unfortunately, as the chopper continued west, Derek’s voice over the headset sounded a lot less cocky.

			“We got a problem,” he said, and a fresh rush of adrenaline jolted through her.

			“What kind of problem?”

			“One of those bullets must have nicked the gas tank. The fuel level is dropping way faster than it should be.”

			Bree glanced down, seeing nothing but green. At least it was flatter here, the mountains mostly behind them. But dense vegetation and trees covered the ground.

			“Look for an open spot,” he said. “Someplace we can land.”

			While Derek checked the GPS, Bree scanned the ground through the Plexiglas bubble, but flat jungle was jungle nonetheless, and she couldn’t see any end to it.

			“Just jungle and more jungle.” How long before the fuel runs out? she thought. How long till we crash?

			“Keep looking,” Derek said.

			“I think I see a road down there, but it’s pretty overgrown.”

			“I see it.”

			“Can you make it work?”

			“Don’t have much choice.” He swooped down to the road, which followed a stream, looking for a wide spot that wasn’t too overgrown. She heard the engine begin to sputter, and her heart jerked.

			“Hang on,” he said. The chopper continued to sputter and jerk uncontrollably. Her pulse was hammering, her sweaty hands gripping the seat. Then she saw where Derek was headed—a spot on the river wide enough to handle the blades—and felt a fresh shot of hope.

			The helicopter rapidly descended, and her fingers dug into the seat. For an instant she closed her eyes and said a silent prayer. Her eyes flew open as the struts settled neatly on the ground and Derek shut down the engines.

			Bree looked over at him and grinned. “We made it!”

			Derek smiled. “Yeah, baby, we did. Now we just have to follow the road till it leads us to a village.”

			“Might be a long walk, but at least we don’t have to hack our way through the jungle.”

			“Or fight our way through Castillo’s men.”

			But as they climbed out of the helicopter and Bree went around to join Derek, ten rough-looking men stepped out of the heavy foliage onto the road, two of them with pistols drawn and pointed squarely in their direction.

			Derek swore softly. He and Bree both raised their hands.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			IT WAS AMAZING how circumstances could change. What to Derek had looked like another group of hostiles was actually a bunch of villagers working together against a local band of thieves.

			The thieves had been raiding nearby settlements, and the men had set out to catch them. They’d been searching when they’d spotted the chopper and heard the engine misfire. The guns were only a precaution.

			The men spoke Spanish, making it easy for him to communicate. Since he wasn’t sure where the villagers’ sympathies lay, he told them he and his wife were on vacation when they had been kidnapped by hostiles. Although they managed to escape in a stolen chopper, they needed to report the bandits to the authorities and call Bree’s father, who would be worried about his daughter.

			The story seemed to satisfy the men, who led them into the tiny village of Santa Margarita. It was little more than a scattering of wood-framed houses painted an array of once-bright colors, clustered around a block-long dirt street.

			The leader of the group, Paco Arnolde, a sinewy man with darkly tanned skin and a heavily weathered face, was the local alcaldía—mayor of the town. There were no police, Paco said, but there was a cantina.

			“In the cantina, you will find food,” the mayor announced, “and there are rooms upstairs. Also there is a telephone. You will need money, though, for the room and the food.” He grinned proudly, exposing a missing tooth. “Or you can pay with Visa.”

			Derek grinned back. “We can do that.” His card was in the wallet the hijackers had taken, but he knew the number. Hopefully that would work.

			Paco led them down the dirt street while children in ragged clothes darted around them, surveying them with smiles and curiosity as they played some kind of stick-and-ball game.

			El Gato Azul cantina, the Blue Cat, looked like a two-story shed, with a roof that sloped away from the street and doors off a second-floor balcony.

			There were glass-paned windows in the rooms upstairs, but the ones downstairs were covered by wooden shutters that had been propped open. Paco led them into the cantina and introduced them to the owner, Bernardo Garcia. Bernardo was short and fat, and his black eyes seemed to gleam with dollar signs when he looked at Derek and Bree.

			“You and your wife wish to rent a room, Señor?”

			“Si, and we need to use your telephone.”

			“Si, si. I will take very good care of you.”

			Derek turned back to the mayor. “We appreciate everything you’ve done, Señor Arnolde. I’d appreciate if you’d let us know if any strangers show up in town. I don’t think the hostiles will come after us, but there’s no way to know for sure.”

			“Si, I will let my men know to keep watch.”

			“Gracias.” Derek stuck out a hand. The men shook, and Paco departed.

			“First, I show you the telephone.” Bernardo waddled ahead of them to an old-fashioned pay phone mounted on the wall.

			“Gracias,” Derek said. He waited till Bernardo returned to work behind the cantina bar and turned to Bree.

			“We need to call your dad first. Let him know we’re safe before he pays the ransom.”

			She nodded. “I’ll make the call. Dad will send someone to pick us up, but it might take a while for them to get here.”

			Lifting the receiver off the hook, she pressed it against her ear, called for an operator and gave them a credit card number.

			“It worked,” she said, smiling.

			“So far, so good.”

			He could only hear Bree’s half of the conversation, but from what he could tell, Jonathan Wingate was nearly in tears.

			“It’s okay, Dad, really. I’m okay. Both of us are safe.” Her eyes filled, and she swallowed. “I love you, Dad. Tell Mom I love her and I’ll see you both soon.”

			Her dad said something else, and Bree took a moment to compose herself. She wiped away a tear, glanced at Derek and smiled as she continued the conversation. “I can’t wait for you to meet Derek,” she said. “He saved my life, Dad. He saved both our lives.”

			Derek felt a sudden chill. The rest of the conversation was lost as he thought about what Jonathan Wingate would say when they met. By now, the man would know everything about him, including his ugly past. No father, a drunken, drug addict mother. His years in one foster home after another. He was Texas trailer trash, and Bree was Seattle royalty.

			Didn’t matter that he was a corporate executive now. Nothing could change the past.

			Bree hung up the phone. “I told him what happened, how we got away and where we are now. He flew into El Salvador after he got the ransom call. He’s working on getting us out of here, but it may take a while.”

			Derek just nodded. As soon as they got back to San Salvador, he’d call the office. He didn’t have any family, aside from a few distant cousins he refused to claim. But his staff and the close friends he had made in the company would be worried about him.

			Bernardo waddled up beside them. “You must be tired. I will take you up to your room.” He handed Bree a paper bag. “My wife sends you some baleadas.” Bree’s gaze flashed to Derek’s as she accepted the bag. No way were either of them hungry enough to eat more baleadas, they silently agreed.

			“Thank you,” Bree said.

			“Dinner will be ready at six,” Bernardo added. “It will be served downstairs, and it comes with the room.”

			“That sounds great,” Bree said, her Spanish as good or better than Derek’s. They followed Bernardo up a set of stairs that opened onto the balcony, then followed him to the last door at the end. He opened the door and waited for them to walk inside.

			Linoleum floors, two double beds with worn fringed bedspreads, a battered nightstand with a lamp covered by a faded red-fringed silk shade.

			“There is a bathroom behind that door.” He pointed in that direction. “If there is anything you need, just let me know.”

			Bree smiled. “Thank you, Señor Garcia.”

			The room wasn’t much, but the bathroom was a bonus, and the place was clean. And there were actual mattresses on the beds.

			Garcia waddled back the way he had come, closing the door behind him, and Bree headed for the bathroom. Derek watched the gathered skirt sway as she crossed the room, her hips moving enticingly. He remembered the feel of her breasts in his palm, and his groin tightened. The shower went on, and he clenched his jaw against the need to join her.

			Bree came out a few minutes later dressed once more in the skirt and off-the-shoulder white blouse—the only clothes she had. Derek walked past her into the bathroom, just a toilet, sink and rusted stall shower.

			When he came out a few minutes later in the camo pants he’d been given last night, he felt a hundred pounds lighter. Barefoot and shirtless, he walked over to where Bree sat on the bed and sank down beside her.

			“It’s almost over,” she said, combing her fingers through her thick, damp blond hair.

			Derek tried not to think how pretty she looked with her big blue eyes and her face freshly washed, her cheeks pink in the sunlight streaming in through the window. She was naturally beautiful. There wasn’t a thing about her he would change.

			He tried not to think about what it had felt like to kiss her, to touch her. He tried not to want her again. It wouldn’t be fair. Not when he knew there was no way they could be together.

			Bree reached up and cupped his cheek. “I don’t know how long it will take my dad to get us out of here.”

			“We’ll make the best of it, same as we did before.”

			“Before there was an army of men with weapons ready to kill us. Now there’s just you and me.” She waited for him to kiss her. When he fisted his hands to keep from touching her, she leaned over and settled her mouth over his. Her lips were plump and warm, and it took every ounce of will to capture her wrists and ease her away.

			“There are things about me you don’t know, Bree. My past...it isn’t exactly sterling.”

			“I don’t care about your past. That has nothing to do with the man you are now.”

			He shook his head. “I’m not like you, Bree. I never had a father. My mother was a drug addict. I was raised in foster care, shifted from one place to another. Your parents...they’d never accept me. I’m not the guy for you, Bree.”

			She looked up at him, her pretty blue eyes filled with tears. “I don’t care about your parents or what happened to you in the past. I care about the man who stepped up beside me on that plane. The man who risked his life to protect me.”

			His chest ached. He just shook his head.

			“Tell me you don’t want me.”

			Everything inside him tightened. His fist clenched so hard, his hand shook where it rested on his knee. “I’ve never wanted a woman the way I want you.”

			“I want this moment, Derek. I want you. The future will determine itself. If you want me—”

			There was no way he could refuse. Not now. His mouth crushed down over hers, stopping the words. He wanted her. So much he ached with it. And Bree wanted him. Whatever happened, he wanted this memory, these precious hours with a woman who meant more to him than any woman he had ever known.

			He wanted to kiss her. He wanted to touch her beautiful body. He wanted to be inside her.

			There would be no stopping now. Not this time.

			He kissed her with all the feelings he knew he shouldn’t have. He showed her how he felt by the way his hands slid reverently over her body, showed her with another deep kiss how much she had come to mean to him.

			In seconds her blouse was gone, his mouth fastened on a pale, perfect breast. Bree made a soft sound in her throat and arched her back, giving him better access.

			Derek eased her down on the bed and unbuttoned her skirt, drew it over her hips, down her shapely legs. Her calves were nicely muscled, her ankles trim. He pressed his mouth there and felt the rapid beat of her heart against his tongue.

			Neither of them wore anything under their clothes. They had long ago abandoned the wet garments to the jungle. He kissed his way up over her knee, along her bare thigh. He wanted her to remember this, remember him. When she belonged to another, more suitable man, he wanted a faint memory of their time together to whisper through her heart.

			She cried out as he pleasured her, her hands combing through his damp hair, then fisting in the sheets. Her climax hit hard, drawing a moan from her throat.

			Derek felt a surge of male satisfaction. He couldn’t have her, but she wouldn’t forget him, he vowed as he drove her up again.

			Bree whimpered as he moved above her. Claiming her mouth, he kissed her deeply, took his time and felt her respond again, pleased that he could arouse her so easily, proof she had wanted him as much as he wanted her. He kissed her softly, then fiercely, kissed her until she was saying his name over and over, her nails digging into his shoulders. She was begging him to take her as he slid himself deeply inside.

			He didn’t have a condom. He would have to pull out, have to be careful, but his own pleasure didn’t matter. He wanted this, wanted just to be with her, to claim her in some way. As the pleasure increased, he realized part of him would like nothing more than for Bree to end up with his child. She would have to marry him then.

			The knowledge hit him like a brick. He was in love with her. After what they had endured and the strength she had shown, how could he not be?

			He took her hard, took her deep, did his best to claim her mind as well as her body. Her release struck and she tightened around him, driving him to the brink. He pulled out before he reached release and rolled away from her, protecting her as he’d done from the moment he had met her.

			“Derek...” The soft sigh of his name made his chest ache. He wanted to turn back to her, take her again. Instead, he got up and used the bathroom, returned and pulled her close beside him. For a time, he just held her, memorizing the way she felt in his arms. They dozed for a while, feeling safe for the first time in days.

			At the touch of her fingertip running lightly over the muscles on his chest, he opened his eyes.

			“I was right,” she said. “I knew you’d be good in bed.”

			He smiled, caught her hand and kissed the back. “I’m glad you were pleased.”

			“I knew we didn’t have a condom.”

			His body pulsed with unspent desire. “I figured you’d trust me to take care of it.”

			“I trust you, Derek. I haven’t had the best luck with men, but the luckiest day of my life was the day you sat down in the seat next to me on that plane.”

			Derek said nothing. Nothing he could say would change the way things were.

			“Kiss me, Derek. Make love to me again.”

			“We took a big risk the first time.”

			She leaned over him and smiled. “All right, then I’ll make love to you.”

			And she did.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			IT WAS ALMOST time for supper. They showered together this time, being careful and passionately creative as they made love once more. Neither of them had had unsafe sex before they’d met, so they knew they could enjoy each other freely.

			Bree held onto Derek’s hand as they headed downstairs to the cantina and sat down at a rough wooden table, the aromas of roasting meat and beer floating in the air. Señora Garcia served them a meal of chile colorado, frijoles and freshly made tortillas. The food was delicious.

			Bree leaned back in an old wooden chair that rocked on uneven legs. For a while after their afternoon of lovemaking, she’d been relaxed. Now Derek’s words were rolling around in her head.

			Your parents...they’d never accept me. I’m not the guy for you, Bree.

			Derek was the best man she’d ever known. Besides his amazing body, fantastic lovemaking and being the sexiest man on the planet, he was smart and loyal and protective. She hadn’t been looking for a man when she’d met him, but Derek had won her heart completely. He was everything she’d ever wanted, and she wasn’t letting him go.

			Not without a fight.

			On the other hand, he had never mentioned his feelings for her. The idea nagged her...maybe Derek didn’t feel the way she did.

			There was no doubt he wanted her. Under different circumstances, she was certain they would still be in bed making up for lost time. But sexual desire wasn’t enough. Not when her heart was already fully committed. She needed to know Derek’s feelings ran as deep as her own.

			She took a drink of Salva Vida, Honduran beer, hoping to calm her emotions. Derek had already finished eating. He was leaning back in his chair, his golden eyes watching her as if he touched her, but there was no way to tell what he was thinking.

			Her head swiveled toward a commotion in the cantina.

			“Señor Stiles! Señor Stiles!” A small brown-skinned boy rushed through the door and raced toward them. “Men come! Men come!”

			Bree and Derek both shot up from their chairs, and Derek’s whole body tensed as Rafael Castillo and half a dozen men pushed through the cantina doors, General Batista among them.

			Derek moved toward Bree and eased her behind him. Bree fought not to tremble. Dear God, Castillo found us! She steeled herself. No way was she letting a man like him see her fear.

			“So, we meet again,” Castillo said with a look of dark satisfaction. Bree had never seen such fury in his cold brown eyes before. Next to him, General Batista’s smooth, dark features were marked with silent rage. He’d been made to look like a fool in front of his commander. Payback was etched into every line of his face.

			“You’re too late,” Derek said to the men. “Wingate knows we escaped. He won’t pay your ransom now.”

			Castillo’s hard mouth flattened out. “Oh, he will pay. But only for his daughter. You, my friend, will be rotting in your grave.”

			Bree stepped out from behind Derek. “If you hurt him in any way, I’ll make sure you never get your money.”

			“Perhaps not. But one way or another, you will both pay for the death of my friend.”

			The general motioned to his soldiers, and two of them moved into position behind them, guns drawn.

			“Vamanos!” Castillo raised his hand and started leading them toward the door. The soldier behind Derek shoved him forward. Bree hurried to catch up with him, her heart beating hard, her skin icy cold as they pushed through the door into the narrow dirt street.

			An eerie quiet settled over her, the town strangely empty. Something shifted in the air around them, and her heart beat even harder.

			“Put your hands in the air! All of you! Do it now!”

			Bree clutched Derek’s arm. At least thirty armed, uniformed soldiers stepped out of their hiding places on each side of the cantina, rifles and pistols pointed at Castillo, the general and his ragged band of men.

			Derek and Bree raised their hands but eased a little away from Castillo and the others, who stood frozen, hands held high, in the middle of the street.

			“That’s my daughter! Breanna Wingate!” Bree recognized her father’s voice an instant before she saw him, just an average man with short brown hair and square-rimmed glasses. But there was nothing average about Jonathan Wingate. Her father’s authority crackled in the very air around them.

			A soldier who stood opposite them walked toward her. He had epaulettes on his shoulders and a billed cap on his head. Brass buttons gleamed on the front of his khaki uniform.

			Gripping Derek’s arm, she drew him along beside her, making sure he stayed close. Bree’s eyes stung. She let go of Derek, ran into her father’s open arms, and held on tight. “Dad. I can’t believe you’re here.”

			He kissed her forehead. “You didn’t think I would come? My darling daughter, I told you on the phone I flew down as soon as I got the ransom call.”

			“Yes, but I thought you’d wait for us in San Salvador. I didn’t think you’d bring an army to rescue us.”

			“Colonel Zepeda got word Castillo and his men were looking for you. He was worried about your safety. Fortunately, we got here in time.”

			She went up on her toes and kissed his cheek. Around them, Colonel Zepeda’s men were rounding up the terrorists and disarming them. General Batista stood at the head of his men, his usually graceful posture stiff and jerky as he was marched off down the street. At the rear of the column, Castillo walked in the middle of a group of soldiers, his hands cuffed behind his back.

			At the least, Castillo would be facing years in prison for his terrorist activities as well as kidnapping. A sentence he more than deserved.

			Bree returned her attention to her father. “Dad, I want you to meet Derek.” She looked over to where he stood tall and straight, talking to Colonel Zepeda.

			Her father nodded. “Of course. I look forward to meeting the man who helped my daughter.” She had told him on the phone Derek wasn’t really her fiancé, just a passenger on the plane who had come to her aid.

			Holding on to her father’s hand, Bree led him toward the man who had risked his life to save her.

			“Dad, this is Derek Stiles. I’d probably be dead if it weren’t for him.” Or brutally raped or forced into a life of prostitution, never to be seen again.

			Her dad extended his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Derek. I’ll never be able to thank you enough for what you did for my daughter.”

			Derek’s expression never changed. “Bree’s an amazing woman. I’m glad I was able to help.”

			“He did more than help, Dad.” She began to tell her father all the things Derek had done to protect her, but her dad cut her off.

			“You can tell me all about it back at the hotel. I took the top floor of the Sheraton El Presidente to use as a command post. You both have rooms there. You can rest and refresh yourselves.”

			“How do we get to the city?” Bree asked, glancing at the activity around them.

			“The colonel has a helicopter waiting to take us back. I’ve got the jet on standby at the airport whenever we’re ready to leave.” He smiled. “Your mother sent several changes of clothes. She figured you would need them.”

			Her mother was a rock, the matriarch of the family, the person who held everyone together.

			She glanced at Derek, whose expression hadn’t changed. Bree just nodded. “Okay.”

			“All right, let’s go.” Her dad set his hand on her shoulder and ushered her around the building toward a military Jeep parked out of sight behind a faded yellow, wood-frame house. Derek walked a few paces behind them. She could already feel him distancing himself, preparing to leave.

			Her throat tightened. She loved him. There was no way to pretend it wasn’t so.

			They all climbed into the Jeep, and the driver turned onto the road, heading in the opposite direction the soldiers had escorted Castillo, General Batista and his men. They followed the dirt track to where a big jet helicopter sat in an open field, nothing at all like the much smaller Raven that Derek had flown.

			The blades were slowly revolving, waiting for orders. They all climbed in and belted into their seats, Bree making a point of sitting next to Derek. He flicked her a sideways glance but said nothing.

			Just as they were ready to lift off, Colonel Zepeda climbed aboard. Then the engine revved, and the chopper lifted away. She still hadn’t had a chance to talk to her dad, but as the helicopter roared back to the city, she looked at Derek’s stony face and swallowed back the tears collecting in her throat. Nothing she said was going to matter.

			Derek’s mind was made up. Whatever they had shared was over.

			Bree’s heart ached as if a knife had been stabbed into her chest.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			DEREK OPTED NOT to stay at El Presidente. He’d borrowed a phone and called the Garrett Resources office in Houston as soon he’d returned to San Salvador to let them know he was well and safe. As soon as word of the hijacking had reached Bogotá, his meetings had been canceled indefinitely.

			He hadn’t expected the phone call a few minutes later from his employer, Reese Garrett, CEO of the company, though the email he had sent from the plane had gone to Reese.

			“Thank God you’re safe,” Reese said. “As soon as I got your email, I called Bran, and he insisted on flying down.”

			Brandon Garrett was Reese’s younger brother, a former special ops solider. During his years in the army, Bran had been deployed many times to South America, though he never talked about it.

			“Bran managed to make contact with a colonel named Zepeda,” Reese said. “Zepeda was familiar with El Defensor, and once he understood the situation, the colonel was eager to help. Bran wasn’t allowed to go in with the colonel’s men, but that’s never stopped my brother. Apparently, he was in Santa Margarita when the operation went down. Soon as he saw you and Ms. Wingate were safe, he disappeared.”

			That sounded like Bran. They were friends of a sort. Clearly Bran Garrett was a good friend to have.

			“Tell him I owe him a beer.”

			Reese laughed. “Tell him yourself. Bran’s still in San Salvador. Company jet’s waiting to bring you both home. Where are you staying?”

			“Intercontinental. Room 515.”

			“I’ll let him know.”

			Since Derek’s phone was somewhere in the Honduran jungle, he’d picked up a disposable, but it didn’t have his contact list. “That’d be great.”

			“Anything you need?”

			He thought of Bree and how much he missed her. A new heart, he wanted to say but didn’t. “I bought myself some clothes, so I’m good to go.”

			“Take a week off when you get back,” Reese said. “Two if you need them. Rest up and relax. I’ll be in touch.” The call ended, and Derek lay back on the bed in his hotel room. Shoving his hands behind his head, he stared up at the ceiling.

			Tired and depressed, he must have fallen asleep. A knock on the door awoke him an hour later. When he looked at the clock, it was a quarter to five in the afternoon. With a sigh, he stumbled out of the bed and answered the door, stepped back to let Bran Garrett into the room.

			“Reese told me you were in the city,” Derek said to him. “I really appreciate what you did.”

			“No problem.” Bran looked him up and down, taking in his rumpled clothes, uncombed hair and unshaven face. “Man, that jungle must have been even harder on you than I thought.”

			Derek scratched his days’ growth of beard. All he could think of was Bree, but Bree and her father had already left for Seattle. She had wanted to see her mother, reassure her mom that she was okay.

			With her father eager to leave for home, they hadn’t had time to talk, which was good. Derek had nothing to say.

			Bran held up a brown paper bag. “I figured you might need a little lift. I got something here that’ll cure whatever ails you.” Carrying the bag over to the small round table in front of the window, he took out a bottle of Ron de El Salvador Cihuatan Grand Reserve rum. Bran cracked it open and poured two fingers each into a pair of water glasses, then carried one over and handed it to Derek.

			“Salud.” He waited for Derek to lift his glass.

			“Salud.” Derek tossed his drink back, and so did Bran.

			“All right, now tell me what’s going on.”

			They sat down at the table. The room was nicely furnished, done in shades of pale sea green. The queen-size bed was a hell of an improvement over a cot in a tent. On the other hand, he’d rather be sleeping in the jungle with Bree than sleeping by himself in a wide comfy bed.

			“I guess this is all just catching up with me.”

			Bran cocked a dark brown eyebrow. He was a good-looking guy, tall, with light blue eyes, and amazingly fit. “Is that so? I don’t suppose it could have anything to do with that luscious little honey you rescued in the jungle.”

			Derek’s head came up.

			“Breanna Wingate?” Bran continued mercilessly. “She’s been all over the news. Couldn’t sing your praises enough. Said she’d be dead if it weren’t for you.”

			Derek glanced away. “She needed help. I helped her.”

			“That’s it? You got off a hijacked plane to protect her when you could have stayed aboard. You two didn’t get close while you were fighting for survival out there? Because I’ve been where you are, bro. I married the woman I rescued. Or maybe she rescued me.”

			Derek sighed. “Okay, fine. I’m crazy in love with her. Breanna’s beautiful and strong and sexy as hell. What guy wouldn’t fall for her?”

			Bran took a drink of rum. “So why aren’t you in Seattle? That’s where she is, right? Up there with her parents?” He went to the table and poured a little more rum into his glass, brought the bottle over and poured more for Derek.

			“She’s just visiting her family in Seattle,” Derek said. “She lives in Dallas, runs a nonprofit there called Shelter the Children, among others, I guess.”

			“Dallas. That’s even better. You two only live a few hours apart.”

			Derek drained half the rum in his glass. “Don’t you get it, man? She’s Breanna Wingate. Her dad’s one of the richest men in the world. I’m not in her league. My mother was a druggie, and I don’t even know my father’s name. I’m not good enough for her. Her parents would probably have me shot if they knew I’d even touched her.”

			“Bullshit. You’re one of the top executives at Garrett Resources. You had to have a college degree, right?”

			He nodded. “I studied hard and worked my way through school. So what?”

			“You were a jet fighter pilot, Derek. That didn’t come easy, either. Far as I’m concerned, Breanna Wingate would be lucky to have you.”

			Derek looked at his friend. He and Brandon had only talked a few times, yet Bran had flown all the way to South America to help him.

			“Look, Bran, I appreciate your advice, but—”

			“You think she loves you? Because she sure sounded like it on TV.”

			Derek glanced away. “Everyone would say I married her for her money.”

			“So who cares? There are assholes everywhere, Derek. Nothing you can do about that. She said you didn’t even know who she was when they took her off that plane.”

			Derek downed the rest of the rum in his glass. “Like I said, she needed help, and there was no one but me.”

			“Yeah, well, maybe this time you should help yourself.” Bran rose and set his empty glass on the table. “You can think about it while we’re on our way home. You ready to get the hell out of here?”

			Derek pushed up from his chair. “Damn straight. More than ready.” While Bran slid the bottle of rum back into the paper bag and tucked it under his arm, Derek grabbed the few items he’d purchased at the local Sanborns department store, and they headed out the door.

			An hour later, he was leaning back in a butter-soft leather seat in the Garrett Resources jet on his way back to Houston.

			All the way there, Derek thought about Bree.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			“I WISH I could stay longer, Mom, but I’ve got so much work to catch up on back home.”

			“I know, honey. Maybe we can plan a vacation together this year. We haven’t done that in a while.”

			Bree smiled. They were sitting at the big oak table in the breakfast area of her parent’s gigantic kitchen. Huge plate-glass windows looked out at a turbulent sea. “I’d like that.”

			Allison Wingate was an older version of Bree, only a little shorter, with the same blond hair and blue eyes. “Anywhere but South America, right?”

			An image of Derek popped into her head, and her throat tightened. She remembered the way he had looked at her the last time she had seen him: not the least sign of emotion in his face, nothing that could give her the slightest indication of his feelings. It was as if they had been strangers. Bree turned to stare out the window, afraid her mother would see the tears that sprang in her eyes.

			“I can tell what you’re thinking,” her mom said softly. “You’re thinking of Derek again.”

			She turned away from the window. “You should have seen him, Mom. Derek was amazing. He took incredible risks to protect me.”

			“I know how much he means to you, sweetheart. You need to talk to him, tell him the way you feel.”

			“If he loved me, Mom, he wouldn’t have let me go.”

			Her mother toyed with the handle on her coffee cup. “Maybe you should consider it from his point of view. No matter whom you marry, people will say he married you for your money. He’d have to put up with that for the rest of his life.”

			It was true, but still... “Derek’s strong, Mom. You can’t imagine how strong he is. I think he could handle whatever anyone said. The thing is, Derek comes from a broken home. His childhood was dark and ugly. He doesn’t think you and Dad would ever accept him.”

			Her mother sat up a little straighter. “I wasn’t going to tell you, but your father and I talked about this. He knows all about Derek’s past. He had him checked out thoroughly when he found out the name of the man you were with.”

			“If he doesn’t think Derek is good enough for me, he’s wrong! I would be lucky to have him.”

			Her mother smiled. “Your father admires Derek for the things he’s accomplished. The man dragged himself up by his bootstraps and made himself a success. He’s exactly the kind of man your father and I hoped you would find.”

			Bree sighed. “If I told him that, he wouldn’t believe me. Even if he did, the fact is he just might not love me. At least not the same way I love him.”

			“Talk to him, sweetheart. Tell him how you feel and ask him how he feels about you.”

			Her throat ached. She wanted to believe her mother was right, but deep down she couldn’t convince herself.

			“I’ll call him when I get back to Texas.” But she didn’t think it would matter; she didn’t want a man who didn’t love her.

			“Don’t just call him,” her mom said. “Talk to him in person.”

			She swallowed and nodded. The sad truth was, even if she stood right in front of him, there was no way she could read Derek’s thoughts if he didn’t want her to.

			Her father walked into the kitchen just then. She had told her dad about Derek on the jet as they were flying home. He knew she was in love with him. She had asked him not to interfere in any way.

			“What is it?” her mother asked, far better at reading a man than Bree was.

			“Apparently, there’s some kind of disturbance at the front gate.” The brown eyes behind the glasses fixed on Bree. “The man’s name wasn’t on the visitors list. The guard asked him to leave, but he refused. Turns out his name is Derek Stiles and he’s here to see you.”

			Bree’s heart jerked.

			Her dad looked at her and smiled. “Shall I let him in?”

			Her heart was pounding. She had no idea why Derek was there, but she prayed with everything inside her he had missed her as much as she had missed him.

			“Maybe he just came to say goodbye,” she said. “We didn’t get to talk before we left. Maybe he just feels like he needs to clear the air.” Or officially put an end to their brief relationship.

			“You won’t know until you talk to him,” her mother said, reaching over to squeeze her hand. “Whatever happens, I’d really like to meet him.”

			Bree nodded.

			Her dad gave her an encouraging glance. “I’ll tell the guard to let him in. Why don’t you talk to him in the library? It’s nice and quiet in there.”

			Bree would rather talk to him in a little coffee shop in town—anyplace but her family’s palatial home. But maybe it was better this way. Better if he saw the world she had been born into, the world she still sometimes lived in.

			She waited nervously in the library, a two-story, wood-paneled room lined with acres of books. She had always liked it there, had spent hours sitting on the dark green velvet sofas, curled up with a favorite novel.

			She stood up when Derek appeared in the doorway, his wide shoulders nearly filling the opening. He was dressed in a navy blue blazer, tan slacks and a white dress shirt with no tie. His dark brown hair had been neatly trimmed. He looked amazing.

			“Hi,” she said dumbly, wishing she could have come up with something clever.

			“I needed to see you,” Derek said, looking every bit as nervous as she was. “I wanted to talk to you. I probably should have waited until you got back to Texas, but I’ve already waited too long.”

			She just stared, thinking how wonderful he looked, wishing he was holding her the way he had in the jungle. She thought of the way she had felt when he kissed her and wished he would do it again.

			“I missed you,” she said, the words just popping out.

			“I missed you, too, Bree. So much.”

			And then somehow he had moved and so had she, and she was crushed against his chest, his arms wrapped tight around her. He looked into her eyes, tipped her chin up and very gently kissed her.

			He ran a finger down her cheek. “I know I’m not the guy your dad would have chosen, but I love you. If you love me, too, I promise to do everything in my power to make you happy.”

			Her throat closed up. Before she could speak, her father’s voice rang from the doorway.

			“You’re exactly the man I would have chosen for my daughter, Derek. You risked your life more than once to protect her, and you never let her down. And I know all about you, son. From the moment the kidnappers mentioned your name, I started digging. I know about your past—which you managed to spectacularly overcome—but also about the things you’ve accomplished. You represent everything I believe a man should be. Now I’ll leave you two alone so you can finish the conversation I so rudely interrupted.” Her dad closed the door.

			Still wrapped in Derek’s arms, Bree looked up at him, her eyes filled with tears. “I love you, Derek. So much.”

			“Will you marry me? I know it’s too soon to ask, but whenever you’re ready—”

			“I’d love to marry you.” She smiled, her eyes glistening. “Anytime. Anyplace. Whenever you want.”

			The sweetest, sexiest grin spread over his face. “I should have come sooner.” And then he kissed her. A deep, timeless, endless kiss that promised everything she had ever dreamed. Both of them were breathing hard when he finally let her go.

			“I’ve got a week off, two if I want. I know you probably have a lot of work to catch up on, but we deserve to spend some time together. So what do you think?”

			Bree smiled. “You owe me a week in bed. I’m holding you to it.”

			Derek laughed, and she could hear the relief in his voice. For once, she knew what he was thinking.

			He kissed her very softly. “I almost didn’t come. It took me a while to work up my courage.”

			Bree cocked an eyebrow. “So asking me to marry you was harder than fighting a jungle full of terrorists?”

			His mouth edged up. “When you put it that way—yeah.”

			Bree laughed. She went up on her toes and lightly kissed him. “My mom wants to meet you.”

			“Good. She can help us plan the wedding.”

			Her eyes stung, but they were tears of joy. “I didn’t think you loved me.”

			Derek wiped a tear from her cheek. “I think I fell in love with you on the plane when you held a stranger’s baby in your arms.”

			Her heart squeezed. “I was coming to Houston. I was thinking I wasn’t going to let you go so easily.”

			“Yeah? Well, now that you’re mine, baby, I’m never letting you go.” Then he kissed her, and Bree had never loved him more.

			Except maybe in the jungle when he had saved her from that python.
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