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Chapter One
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Rio Lang was bad. Not bad in an unhealthy, or ill behaved, or even in an evil way. He was bad in the way of the soulless. He just didn’t give a damn.

To him, people were not individuals. They were numbers. His job was to protect, or save, or shield whomever he’d been assigned to, and the hell with everyone else. People called him cold. He wasn’t cold. He was indifferent.

Black Eagle, the deeply secret organization that employed him, was a shadowy cell operating inside the CIA, but definitely outside its official parameters. Most Americans were blissfully unaware of the need for men with his particular ex-Special Forces skills. Black Eagle kept a tight leash on his missions, and on him. 

Or so they thought.

Women were attracted to Rio’s six-foot-three, movie star good looks—his blond hair, his bold blue eyes, and his musculature. By any judgment, his physique was toned and in top condition. So he took the women who offered, took them without emotion, without promises. He just didn’t think about it. Why should he? 

Rio was bad, with no conscience to speak of, with no family to care about except Big Jim, his adoptive father, and Sarah, his little sister. Back home on the sprawling Montana cattle ranch, his family was safe, and few knew about their connection. Although this meant he only saw Big Jim and Sarah infrequently, it was without question for the best.

It made sense to remain a lone wolf. People who became associated with Rio, the ones he wasn’t protecting, tended to get dead.  

Now, crouched in the dark of night outside a hole-in-the-wall Mexican cantina’s bathroom, he kept hidden and well below the window. How the hell he’d ended up so deep in the country, in the middle of dangerous Chihuahua State at this out-of-the-way dump, he wasn’t quite sure.

The one thing he was completely certain of was the importance of this job to his future. His last contract had ended in a colossal screw-up, and he’d been running the show.

One more mistake and he’d be out of work. That was unacceptable, because the job was his life. Given his isolation from family, from most others, he lived for it.

Tonight, nothing dared go wrong.

The unholy stench in the underbrush reflected the overall cleanliness of the establishment. Had he given in to olfactory assaults, he would have been repulsed by odors of human waste, fetid vegetation, and spoiled food. He ignored them. On equally dangerous missions overseas, back when he’d served in the military, he’d smelled far worse.

In Nigeria, he’d tangled with Boko Haram. In Iraq, he’d fought the Taliban. In Yemen, he’d saved a British journalist from a certain beheading by drug-crazed ISIS fighters. Across his stomach he still bore the scar, courtesy of the madman’s long knife.

During his military service as team leader to get his men to safety, he’d crawled over rotting corpses. Oh, he’d smelled far worse than this worn-down cantina.

Inside the restroom, the woman was taking so long that he nearly gave up, leaped through the window and made off with her. This was to be a one-woman hostage grab, and he’d been patient, more patient than he’d been in a long time. After all the following, anticipating, and stalking he’d done across Mexico, the right moment to wrest her from her captor’s grasp was at hand.

The criminals had finally made a mistake by allowing her to go unescorted into the saloon’s bathroom. They weren’t completely stupid, and for their short stop, they’d set roving patrols. The last team of armed banditos had just sauntered by him, never seeing him in the darkness. Special Ops guys were trained to become invisible. Rio was especially good at this game. He was good at a lot of things.

Just three days ago, the criminal cartel had forcibly snatched their target, an American heiress, from the United States ambassador’s Mexican mansion. The ambassador’s summer residence was located in Matamoros, near the Texas border. His official home was in Mexico City, but nobody wanted to go there. Too much industry, traffic, noise. In contrast, the compound in Matamoros was lovely, with an enormous home, tropical plantings, and a huge rock pool.

Rebecca De Monte had been visiting her former college roommate, the ambassador’s daughter. The thugs’ obvious intention was ransom. While still young at twenty-eight, Rebecca De Monte had a rich daddy—a thriving Texas businessman—and one day she would inherit a small fortune. The bandits stood to make at least a million bucks off of Rebecca’s panicked father.

Normally, the FBI, Homeland Security, and a host of other alphabet organizations would lead a mission like this. However, Rebecca’s father was reputed to have important political ties. An international incident involving kidnapping could blow up in the press like an IED exploding beneath a Humvee. Rio had been there, suffered that, and it wasn’t fun. Such an outcome was unacceptable.

Thus, he’d gotten the job. Keep it quiet and get her back. Simple.

He grimaced at the knotting of his thigh muscles. He’d been hunkered down in the rotted underbrush beneath the window for so long his quadriceps protested.

At last he heard the bathroom stall door creak open.

Making a quick search around and finding the patrol gone, Rio shoved up the old casement window, hoisted himself onto the frame and hopped smoothly into the small bathroom.

At the sink drying her hands, the woman gasped.

Before she could take a second breath, he was on her. As she whirled to run, he wrapped his arms around her from behind and slammed a hand over her mouth. 

His lips touching her ear, he whispered, “Shhh, Becca. I’m Rio and I’m here to save you.”

Instead of sagging against him in relief, the damn female struggled like a she-devil. She made urgent noises against his hand. He kept it tightly bound to her lips, and then dragged her over to the wall.  

She tried to kick backward at his knees, but he easily out-maneuvered her. Struggling in his arms, she clawed at him, attempted to bite him, thrust her head back in an effort at a backward head butt.

She was no match. Taller by a good twelve inches, heavier by nearly a hundred pounds, he squeezed tighter in warning, nearly crushed her until she couldn’t breathe. It was necessary.

For a small thing, she had generous breasts. He could feel them heaving against his folded arms. Right now, that didn’t matter.

“Shut up,” he commanded in a harsh whisper. “I’m here to rescue you. Got that? Now, start cooperating or those assholes that grabbed you from the ambassador’s house will hear. You’ll get us both killed.”

At that moment a loud and insistent knock sounded on the door. “Señorita, estes bien? Are you well? Come out now.”

Becca froze.

Whispering urgently, Rio said, “The Michoacán Cartel who kidnapped you? They’re disorganized. Sloppy. Half their captives are killed before ransom is paid. Think your chances are better with them? Or with me?”

The knock and imperious demand came again. “Señorita? Open the door.” The doorknob rattled.

Because she could barely move, he wrapped his fist around her long, dark braid and yanked her head back. A pleasant, sweet scent came off her hair, and put him in mind of little yellow flowers. 

However, because she was of no more importance to him than a sack of potatoes, a sack he was nonetheless tasked to protect, he didn’t care. It mattered little to him whether she smelled like mildewed potatoes or fresh spring flowers. She meant one thing to him: money. Her scent was simply something he noticed. A man in his profession must remain observant.

She was forced to crane her neck and look up into his eyes. Unblinking, he met her gaze. She needed to make her decision within seconds. If she screamed, he was prepared to throw her out the window and as he followed, draw his Glock.

In that event, his chances for mission success would suffer.

He knew she was wealthy, spoiled, and probably petulant. Coddled types like her usually were. Over the years he’d dealt with plenty of her breed. At thirty-five, he’d been doing this for a while. 

Yet she did have an excellent degree from a snooty university. Hopefully an education like that also translated into at least average intelligence. Maybe she was capable of making the right choice. It would definitely simplify his life.

Her eyes were large and a deep, snapping brown. He knew the color by studying her file, now confirmed in the low bathroom lamplight. The hue was the same, but the photos hadn’t revealed the fire burning within their depths. As she glowered, sparks shot at him like lasers. An angry line appeared between her brows. 

A feisty one, he realized. Warring in her eyes with fear was also fury. This one would fight.

Despite her anger, he felt her entire body trembling.

The man on the other side of the door pounded on the wood. “Señorita!”

“Decide.” Rio squeezed her again.

Against his hand, Becca nodded once. 

With great care, he slowly lifted his palm.

Still holding his gaze, she cleared her throat and called out, “Un momento. Just a minute. I’m coming out.”

Good. She had at least half a brain. That would be helpful.

“Salir, ahora. Come out now!” came the impatient demand.

Quickly, Rio pushed her to the open window and unceremoniously shoved her through.

She fell the five-foot drop and to her credit, when she landed on her side, made only a small squeak.

Rio dropped beside her, already clamping his fingers under her upper arm to drag her forward. With his other hand, he drew his pistol.

Behind them, he again heard the man outside the bathroom shout for Becca to come out. He pounded harder on the door. In seconds, Rio knew he’d break inside.

They rushed to the corner of the dilapidated wooden building and he peered around. The two sentries were headed for them. The men didn’t appear in a hurry and apparently had not yet heard the commotion starting in the bathroom. In the next heartbeat, they would.

Damn. 

Rio reversed course and moved the other way. They hurried back beneath the window and to the opposite corner of the saloon. Because he’d thoroughly staked out the landscape before approaching the building, he’d learned that just beyond the dirt parking lot was a concealing clump of low trees and shrubbery. In the snarl of vegetation was his prize.

“See those bushes, those trees?” He pointed.

She nodded.

“We’ve got to make it. Run fast. Go!”

Together they sprinted for the bushes.

Sweeping flashlights swung by them, hit their backs. An outcry rang out.

Shots were fired.

They plunged into the vegetation.

Shit! He wasn’t getting paid enough to eat a bullet. And if Rebecca De Monte were killed, he wouldn’t get paid at all. Add to that, his career would go the way of the Dodo bird. That was a non-starter. 

Rio flung himself into the clump and pulled out a small, two-wheeled motor vehicle with a long seat. “Get on.”

He swung his leg over and fired up the engine.

In disbelief, Becca hesitated. “A scooter? This is your getaway car? A little Vespa?”

Shouting voices neared them. A bullet whined overhead. They both ducked.

“It’s either the Vespa or a donkey, Buttercup. Figured you’d prefer this. Now, get on.”

“Buttercup,” she sputtered, but threw herself onto the seat behind him. 

Before she was settled, he hit the gas. As she was flung backward on her seat, he shouted, “Hang on.” 

At full throttle, they burst from the bushes. A hail of gunfire stitched the ground, pelted the leaves overhead. To slow their fire more than hit anyone, Rio raised his Glock, pointed it backwards, and unloaded a barrage of spray-and-pray rounds. They needed only a few seconds to get away.

Keeping Rebecca De Monte alive and in one piece represented his entire future, as well as a hefty paycheck.

And Rio meant to collect.
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Chapter Two
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The man who’d whisked Rebecca De Monte away from her Mexican captors, who’d said his name was Nino, Nero, Reno, she wasn’t quite sure, kept their motorized getaway vehicle rolling at breakneck speeds for what seemed like hours. They passed ramshackle homes and soon were on bleak and uninhabited country roads. 

Within minutes, she was cold, and within half an hour, chilled to the bone. Wearing only a cotton blouse and the slacks and loafers in which she’d been kidnapped, and with the night air blowing past her at sixty degrees, it was no wonder she was freezing.

Her teeth chattering, Becca had little choice but to wrap her arms around the man, not only to stay aboard during his swerving, speeding driving, but also to steal his body heat.

The only thing warm on her entire body was a burning sensation on her lower calf, and it was on fire.

Furthermore, she really had no idea whether she’d traded in her Mexican abductors for someone even worse. Was she possibly in more danger? Who was this guy?

He wore only a white T-shirt, with a zippered oilskin bag hung across his shoulder to his opposite side. No coat at all.

She imagined her father, who must be sick with worry, sending in an Army brigade to free her. She imagined heavy-duty firepower wielded with overwhelming force. Cannons and rockets and dozens of soldiers.

Not a lone man.

Had he even been sent by her father? Or was he operating on his own in some far more nefarious plot?

If so, she’d better begin figuring out an escape plan.

At last he slowed. She could tell he’d avoided any thoroughfares or well-traveled streets, and had chosen back roads, sometimes bumpy and winding, and they seemed to be climbing in altitude. Higher and higher they went, uphill, upward, always upward. In the darkness, they saw no other vehicles or people. 

He seemed to know where he was going, and they appeared to be heading to a higher elevation, going even farther uphill. The air took on a new biting chill.

Finally, he left any semblance of a road and wended his way between the tall trees of a forest. He bumped them up a wet creek bed so that water splashed her slacks, making her, impossibly, even colder. He avoided boulders and even bigger trees, drove deeper into the wilderness until at last, oh God, thank you, thank you, Lord, he stopped and cut the engine.

“Get off,” he said.

Wanting off the scooter more than anything in the world, yet so stiff from the cold she could barely move, Becca tried to swing her leg over the bike and instead fell to the ground in a frozen heap. Miserable, she lay in the fetal position. Her entire body wracked with shudders.

So far, her escape plan wasn’t working out real well.

The man leaned the scooter into the shadowed lee of a wild oak tree, lifted a gas can hidden in the brush, and refilled the tank. Then, he pulled a tarp from a branch. He threw it over the Vespa and took what looked like netting and completely covered the vehicle with that, too.

“Follow me,” he said, and strode off into the forest heavy with towering oaks.

By the time the jerk managed to figure out she was unable to go after him, she’d gotten up on one elbow. It took all her strength to do even that, and she grimaced in pain. She glanced down, but in the moonless dark couldn’t see anything. Her leg really hurt. 

The man came back to her and put his hand under her elbow to draw her upright. He pulled her to her knees before she collapsed back on her bad leg.

“Ow,” she said. “Oh, oh, ow.”

“What’s your problem?” He glanced around the forest. “We’ve got to get inside.”

“My l-l-leg hurts.” Her teeth clattered like falling dominoes.

“For fuck’s sake,” he muttered, bent down, and easily swung her into his arms. He carried her beneath close-growing trees before coming to a small shack. With one booted foot he kicked open the door and shut it behind them, still using his foot.

Becca’s alarm skyrocketed. It appeared more and more like she’d made a terrible decision—to go with him instead of staying with her Mexican captors. 

Was this guy going to rape her? Kill her? Leave her for dead in this remote place?

A battery-operated lamp set on a table cast a weak glow. The shack couldn’t have been bigger than a ten-by-ten foot square. Pushed up against the wall sat a quilt-covered bed. A large cooler and a canvas bag were set in the corner.

He placed her on the bed, not roughly, but not gently, either. Taking his bag off his shoulder, he dropped it near the door. “Let’s see the leg,” he ordered.

“Do you have a co—a co—” she stammered, unable to force her lips around the proper words. The cabin was only marginally warmer than the outside air.

“What?” he said impatiently.

She licked her dry mouth. “A coat? I’m fr-freezing.”

As though she were a nuisance he’d rather do without, he stood over her frowning. Picking up the canvas bag, he rummaged around until he found a few garments. Pulling her into a sitting position, he yanked a thick fleece sweatshirt over her head.

“Hey!” she protested, disliking being manhandled.

As though she hadn’t reacted at all, he jammed a knit cap onto her hair. Grabbing a blanket, he wrapped it around her shoulders and propped her into a sitting position against the wall. “Better?”

Still shivering, Becca briefly closed her eyes. At least he hadn’t killed her yet. And he wasn’t bent on rape ... yet. “I’ll l-let you know in a minute.”

He went to collect the lamp and held it over her lower extremities. “Take off your shoes and pants.”

Everything left in Becca that wasn’t already cold rocketed straight to frigid. Her eyes snapped open. “Wh-what?”

“Your pants are wet. Take ’em off.”

As cold as she was, removing her slacks in this tiny room with a big, strange man didn’t seem like a good idea. She shook her head. “Not gonna happen.”

He shrugged. “Your choice.” Sitting beside her on the bed, he eased up her pants leg.

A dark slash oozing blood covered her entire calf. Becca gasped.

He studied it, then swore softly. “They winged you. Huh. Wonder why they took such a chance.” His eyes, which she could now see were a vivid blue, caught hers. They were as cold and hard as chipped glass. “Understandable they’d want to kill me, but you’re worth at least a million. That was a stupid risk.”

She blinked at him, feeling stupid herself. “I-I’ve been shot?” The chill had slowed her thinking process to the consistency of mud. She had a hard time placing one thought after another.

“Why’d they do it, Becca?” He stared at her, accusation darkening his brow.

“Why’d they d-do what?” She huddled into her sweatshirt and blanket.

“Take chances with their valuable captive. Why’d they shoot at you? Well? Tell me. Now.”

“Look, Nemo, I d-don’t know what—” 

“What’d you call me?”

“It isn’t Nemo? What is it?”

“I’m Rio.”

She blinked at him. “L-like the Brazilian city?”

“Just like that.”

Exotic. The fleeting thought trailed through her mind on a wisp. But he didn’t look Brazilian or South American. With his height and bulk and coloring, he appeared closer to a Norse god. Like Odin, father of Thor. All he was missing was a long golden beard, chest plate, and fearsome iron hammer.

Goodness. Her would-be savior was hot.

With effort, she focused her mind. “Okay, Rio, look, I-I don’t know anything. I don’t know why those men took me unless it was for—”

“Ransom.” He bit out the word.

“Right.” She felt her chin trembling. It was the only logical conclusion. “How much are they demanding?”

“They haven’t made any demands yet.” He got up to rummage again in his bag.

Her eyes widened. “But it’s b-been at least a couple of days!”

“The cartel snatched you almost four days ago.”

Her mind reeled. That long? She’d thought only perhaps forty-eight hours had passed. The past days and nights had run together.  It felt like forever since the violent assault on the ambassador’s Matamoros mansion, where a dozen men wearing drab green had overwhelmed the small security force and burst inside. Shouting and waving guns, they’d forcibly taken her, only her, into their waiting transport truck. Left behind were the ambassador and Maria, his daughter. Screaming and crying, Maria had been tied up, together with her father. 

The men had kept on the go, traveling around the clock. They hadn’t hurt Becca, but neither had they pampered her. She’d been fed twice a day, yet she’d been so frightened she could barely eat. They’d given her a pallet and blankets in the locked back of the truck on which to sleep. As if she could. Beyond that, they refused to answer her questions, even though she entreated them for answers in near-perfect Spanish. The ordeal sapped her strength, exhausted her.

She simply didn’t know what was happening beyond guessing that they planned to exchange her for money. Her father was quite wealthy. Ergo, steal his daughter away while she was in another country and hold her for cash. It made sense. Holding her for days without any sort of communication did not. She wanted to ask if Rio was going to make a demand of his own. She had to fight him, to somehow get away, get free. 

Rio pulled a small package from his bag. “I’ve got a first aid kit, but it’s basic. A bullet creased your leg. No stiches, but it needs cleaning.” He met her gaze steadily. “Your pants and shoes and socks are soaking. You’ll never warm up until they come off.” 

He stood, holding the first aid pack, and waited for her answer. She got the idea that he didn’t really care which way she decided. He merely offered her a choice and let her decide.

Despite her strong misgivings, she knew he was right. Her slacks hung on her limbs in a sodden, muddy mess. If she removed them, she could slide beneath the heavy quilt and hopefully continue to get warm. She didn’t want to do it. Everything in her screamed no! Yet, she knew she’d be better off. 

“Okay,” she said reluctantly. Peeling off her wet shoes and socks, she said, “Turn your back.” Her hand went to her waistband.

He didn’t turn, just gave her his dispassionate perusal. “Listen here, Buttercup, you’re on my turf. I’ll give the orders, not you. I don’t turn my back on anyone.”

It was a Mexican standoff, Becca thought wildly. Her mind a jumbled mess, she knew her nerves were stretched to ragged ribbons. After being an unwilling captive, shot at, and actually struck in the leg, she was now expected to disrobe in front of this man she didn’t know.

Both from cold and from fright, her fingers shook uncontrollably. Some part of her whispered that if this Rio character wanted to rape her, given his size and bulk and their isolation from the rest of the world, she’d never be able to stop him, slacks or no. Her screams would go unheard, her cries for help unanswered.

She was still very cold. Cloaking her legs beneath the mountain of quilts beneath her sounded better and better. This guy seemed like a real asshole. However, frozen as she was, she wasn’t going anywhere right then. The logical thing would be to first get warm.

With great reluctance, she unbuttoned her waistband and slid down the zipper. Easing the pants off her hips and over her legs, she kicked them to the foot of the bed, and then hurried to lift the bedcovers. At least her modesty was still protected by her cotton panties.

“Not yet.” Rio stayed her movements with a hand on her bare thigh.

Becca stiffened.

He sat again on the edge of the bed and laid out his supplies: a thick stack of gauze, a tube of antiseptic, and a roll of white tape.

With his fingers curled over the skin of her thigh, Becca could hardly breathe. Shrieking alarms screamed throughout her system, shouted at her to leap up, to run, to get away. A new chill chased up her spine and the fight or flight response burst to life. “Move your hand,” she demanded. “Don’t touch me.”

“Easy, now,” Rio said in low, rumbling tones. 

His fingers did not creep up her thigh, as she feared, nor did it caress her skin. His touch seemed ...  somehow ... rather clinical.

He lifted his hand to open the gauze package. Carefully, he placed a clean towel beneath her calf, opened a bottle of rubbing alcohol, and held it over the wound. “This’ll sting,” was all the warning she got.

The pain flashed into a new, sudden burning. Becca jumped. 

Quickly, he dabbed away blood and fluid, spread antiseptic cream over the graze, covered the area with new gauze, and taped it into place. Taking up his canvas bag, he withdrew thick woolen socks and impersonally pulled them onto her feet. “You can get under the covers now,” he said, capping the alcohol bottle. 

Lifting her bottom, she slid her legs beneath the covers. Under the sheets, it was cool, but she knew it should warm within moments. Already she was feeling better. Exhausted, terrified, but better. She didn’t know if she should thank him or castigate him.

Getting up, he moved to the corner and came back with a thermos. “It won’t be hot anymore, but it’ll do.”

Hesitating, she accepted the offering and raised the thermos to her mouth. Warm black coffee slid down her throat and she groaned in pleasure. All her adult life she’d been a coffee lover. A coffee fiend. An addict. The blacker, the hotter, the better.

In the past harrowing days she’d had exactly none. Now, to have this manna from heaven seemed like pure bliss. She made no pretense at manners: she gulped.

Again he watched without emotion.

“Hungry?” he asked. A muffin materialized in his hands. A blueberry muffin: her favorite.

Even as she reached for the treat, suddenly ravenous, she wondered at the coincidence of how he’d magically produced her favorite snack, coffee and a blueberry muffin. Weird.

While he took her wet slacks and slung them over a rafter to dry, Becca drank her coffee. With care, he set her shoes side by side onto the floor and laid out her wet socks beside them. She took a large bite of the muffin, chewed it gratefully, and swallowed. As she watched him, he re-rolled the remainder of the gauze and put everything back in its original package. Again he went to the corner, to a large cooler, and when he opened it, he took out a water bottle.

He wore only a white t-shirt, brown cargo pants, and boots. Except for a hunk which refused to stay back and instead fell over his forehead, his full head of blond hair grew longish and heavy to his nape. As he worked, the muscles of his arms tightened and eased smoothly beneath his skin, and she wondered at his past. His chest was broad, his belly flat. Had he been some sort of body builder? Maybe he was ex-law enforcement. Maybe he’d been a Marine.

Perhaps her first guess was correct and a new villain had taken her from her original captors to muscle in on the money. A mercenary.

At last, warmth begun to creep through her veins. Her shaking subsided. She wanted to demand the truth. Instead, she decided to start with a safe question. “Weren’t you cold?” she asked him. “Out there on the scooter?”

Unrolling a sleeping bag, he unzipped it until it was completely open. He shrugged. “Naw. I tend to run hot.” Shaking out the sleeping bag, he folded it in half and half again, forming a large square. This he settled onto the end of the bed, and sat down.

“Are you going to sleep in that?” Feeling her eyelids begin to droop, Becca didn’t want to lose consciousness. She needed to remain vigilant. She needed her wits about her. 

However, she’d barely slept in four days, and then only in quick snatches. The pull of slumber dragged at her. She figured the ordeal had finally gotten to her. After this interminable week, her body needed rest.

“Sleep in the bag?” As though in surprise, he pointed at the bag at the foot of the bed. “No. I’m sleeping with you.”

Unsettled, Becca glanced over the bed. It was no larger than double, not near enough room for her to share with a stranger. She put her foot down. “No,” she told him in a determined tone. “You are not. I will sleep here, alone. Is that understood?” She gave him her most fearsome glare.

If she hadn’t been observing him so closely, she might have missed his sudden change in manner. He literally froze. His gaze shot to the wooden rafters. His entire body stilled.

“Shit!” he muttered, and suddenly sprang into action.

Leaping to his feet, he caught up the sleeping bag and snapped it open. Jumping onto the bed beside her, he spread the bag over them both, over their entire bodies and their heads. “Quiet,” he commanded. “Do not move.”

Startled into compliance, it was only instants later when she heard it: the sound of helicopter rotors beating overhead.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three
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Rio thrust the sleeping bag up with one fist at each corner, his arms locked straight out. He held it as high as possible, tent-like, over their bodies. Becca didn’t question him, didn’t move. Her heart pounding, she froze into stillness.

The helicopter’s engines whined overhead. Louder.  It sounded like the chopper sailed directly over their tiny cabin. The beating rotors thundered, shook the small shack. Time stalled. 

Somehow Becca knew that Rio had gritted his teeth. In their dark cocoon, she couldn’t see him, she just knew. As though his concern leached unease into the very air, Becca experienced a new dread flowing through her. Jammed beside his big body, she pressed herself to him. With her fingers, she clutched his shirt, and could feel the warmth of his skin. She heard the thudding of his heart. He smelled of the wind, blowing through a mountain forest. Her face in his neck, his beard stubble rasped against her cheek. She was afraid to move a muscle.

One part of her wondered how covering them with a cheap sleeping bag could be effective. How did hiding from the boogeyman like frightened children beneath bed covers help them?

At last, the helicopter’s noise grew faint and disappeared. Rio let out a breath and flung off the sleeping bag. He got to his feet. “I don’t know if the cartel’s helos are outfitted with FLIR capability. The roof and overhanging trees will mask some of our heat signatures, but I wanted to make sure.” 

“FLIR?”

“It means Forward Looking Infrared. It’s thermal imaging. The sleeping bag will mask our heat, but only for a couple of minutes. Once our body heat transferred to the fabric, we’d be visible to them.”

She felt her mouth form into an O. “That’s why you held it up off our bodies.”

He nodded. “Like I said it only works for a minute or two. If they hovered over us for long, and if they were looking in the right place, we’d be sitting ducks.”

Now it made sense. She felt a little foolish. “What is this place?”

“Just a hidey hole. I’ve used several of them across Mexico. I was here this morning. Left that light on.” He gestured at the battery lamp. “Lucky for us the cantina where I grabbed you is fewer than fifty miles off. The next cabin’s two hundred miles farther south. We’d have had a lot longer ride.”

She tried not to gape. What sort of person maintained hidey holes across a foreign country? Bewildered, she shook her head to clear it. “Where are we?”

“Chihuahua State, partway up the Sierra Madre Occidental mountain range.” He refolded the sleeping bag and placed it back at the end of the bed.

So far away, she thought in dismay, from the ambassador’s house, up north by the U.S. border in Matamoros. Again, she imagined forming an escape plan, of somehow getting away, getting to safety. No sense in letting him know that. Attempting to sound innocent, she asked, “How long should we stay here?”

“Depends on how close those bastards are, how bad they want you. We may leave at dawn. We may stay put. I’ll decide tomorrow.”

She blinked at him. “Who are you? Did my father send you?” It could certainly be possible.

“In a roundabout way,” he answered. 

A small measure of relief crept through her, instantly followed by a new suspicion. “So, my dad didn’t actually hire you?” Quickly she sifted through possibilities. “The government got involved.”

He gave her a pained look. “Of course. The US of A can’t tolerate having American citizens kidnapped from a foreign dignitary’s residence. Especially from an ambassador’s house.” 

“And it puts a black eye on the Mexican government.” She thought about this. “I work for my father’s San Antonio business, a hubcap distributorship. With my dad’s close ties in government, he’s politically connected.”

His glance was considering this. He picked up a water bottle and brought it to the small table next to the bed. Beside that, he positioned his handgun. 

She watched him. “So ... you’ll be making money off me.”

He met her gaze squarely. “A lot of money.”

“From who? Who’s paying you?”

“How about you answer my questions. What else do you know? Why you? Why’d the cartel grab you, Becca?” 

Her energy reserves waning, Becca wished she had all her mental faculties to continue demanding answers from him. But the exhaustion overtaking her was too strong. Her mind felt like sludge. “I don’t know anything else,” she said. “I wish I did.” Again, she felt her eyelids droop.

“We’ll talk in the morning. Move over.” Rio pointed to the opposite side of the bed.

Momentarily, she revived. “I told you, you’re not sleeping here—”

“Move or I’ll move you.” He waited, once again with a strangely dispassionate demeanor, as though it didn’t matter to him what she did. She knew that if she didn’t make room for him, he would physically set her aside. He was getting into the bed with her no matter what.

Grudgingly, she scooted toward the wall, where the bed and wall met. Rolling tensely onto her side, she faced away from him. As he lay down on his back beside her, she felt rather than saw him place his forearm over his forehead. 

Outside, in the black darkness of the forest, she felt certain that those men—the cartel, Rio had called them—were relentlessly hunting her. Naturally they’d be eager to recapture her. The idea of returning to the imprisonment of that awful truck, to possible death, horrified her. She wanted nothing more than to go home to her condo in San Antonio, Texas, to her nice, quiet life, to her ordered existence, to her family and friends. If only this harrowing interlude would end.

As her eyes drifted shut, she drew her knees up to her stomach. Her leg throbbed. Exhausted, she tried concocting an escape plan. She didn’t know whether she could trust this Rio guy. So far, she’d been unable to stop any of these events from happening, all of them crashing down on her. With everything out of her control, she felt off-kilter and unbalanced. Normally in charge of her own destiny, she abhorred the feeling. “Rio?” she asked.

“What?”

“You’re supposed to get me back home?” She whispered the question.

“Correct.”

Maybe, she thought. And maybe he was just pretending in order to keep her compliant. After a long moment, she asked, “Who are you really?”

“I’m Rio,” he said. “And I’m here to save you. That’s all you need to know.”

“You’ll save me?” she whispered again, this time softer. She didn’t want it to be a dream, a fairy tale. She wanted it to be real.

“I swear it,” he said. “It’s my job.”

****
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When Becca awoke, she was alone in the bed. Her eyes popped open and she experienced a moment of disorientation. In the next instant, her predicament came back with a terrible rush.

Sitting up, clutching the covers to her throat, she glanced around the cabin. The gun Rio had carefully placed on the small table was gone. Where was he? Had he abandoned her, out here in this
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