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About Hostage Crisis

Hostages of the Insurrectos, both with secrets to keep.

For weeks, Olivia has been held against her will, along with other UN diplomats held captive on Vistaria by the psychotic Captain Ibarra. She desperately hides her identity and nationality to survive.

Daniel, an English businessman with secrets of his own, is caught in the same net.  He defies the guards any way he can until forced to use Olivia’s window one night.

They have nothing in common but a will to live, which sparks a conflagration that threatens every hostage on Vistaria, and their own hearts, too…

Get your copy now of the third book in the Vistaria Has Fallen romantic suspense series reviewers are calling “original”, “compelling” and “a rollercoaster ride.”

1.0: Vistaria Has Fallen
2.0: Prisoner of War
3.0: Hostage Crisis
4.0: Freedom Fighters
5.0: Casualties of War
6.0: V-Day

[Reader Note: This series was previously published as erotic romance titles in the Vistaria Affair series. This new edition has been re-written for a general audience and re-titled.]




 

Praise for the Vistaria Has Fallen series

Am looking forward to seeing what happens in future installments.

I look forward to reading more of this series in the future. I want to know what happens now.

Another brilliant series begins.

Cooper-Posey has packed in love, action, mystery, and intrigue, all in this novel. I can’t wait to read the next installment!

Other brilliant read from Tracy that captivates you from the very beginning as we look at the potential of a rebel uprising in a fictitious Latin American country.

Passion, action, horror, tragedy and adventure are all beautifully and masterfully woven by Tracy to provide maximum reading entertainment.

The characters are fantastic and the story line, well let's just say it is very new and fresh. Lots of intrigue, excitement, mystery, and, of course, some romance as well.

Truthfully I cannot wait for the next book in the series to find out what is happening in Vistaria.
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Chapter One

Olivia was not a heavy sleeper and the tension of the last four weeks had left her even less inclined to slumber. So at two a.m., when the window of her hotel room softly rattled and lifted, she woke instantly.

Her heart hammered as she watched from under her half-lowered eyelids the double-hung window slide upward.

She reasoned it out. It wasn’t possible for anyone other than a guest of the Royal White Sands hotel to be inside the compound after curfew—not with all the armed guards circling the grounds. That meant whoever was outside her window had to be one of the other guests. They were being stealthy because they didn’t want the guards to know they were there. Ibarra, the officer who controlled the Insurrectos running the White Sands had made it clear they would punish a guest for breaking curfew. This person was clearly doing that.

As the Insurrectos had not charmed their way into Olivia’s heart over the last few weeks, she wasn’t in a hurry to turn the guest over to Ibarra by squealing about breaking and entering. Instead, she sat up, bringing the blanket with her, and waited.

The window lifted enough to admit a full-grown human. A body slithered through. A naked body. Olivia caught her breath, containing her shock with well-trained discipline.

He stood and looked at her. His eyes were hidden by shadows cast by the window frame and the bright light from the floodlights the Insurrectos ran all night.

She recognized him as the British man who had arrived in the same group as she had, six weeks before. He was a fine specimen, too. Possibly early to mid-thirties, which made him a little younger than her, or maybe her age and just not showing it.

Physically, he was strong and fit. There was plenty of muscle. Not gym rat excessive, yet enough to show he worked out. He was lean and lightly tanned, which was unusual for an English businessman. Hard, lean hips and strong thighs. As he turned to listen for a moment, to check if his entry into her room had been observed, she saw his backside outlined in the light and mentally sighed. High and firm, with tight cheeks.

She wasn’t sure what his name was. They had never spoken to each other.

He lifted a long finger to his lips for silence, then padded to her bathroom. He didn’t switch on the light. Moving with confidence, he picked up a glass, poured a small amount of water into it and brought it back to her bedside. He bent over, lifted the sheets, blanket and the box spring cover, then carefully poured a teaspoonful of water over a small black lead. He placed the glass under the mattress and lowered the head of the lead into the glass so it was submerged. He dropped the covers back over it again and straightened.

“In the morning, before you leave your room,” he said, “don’t forget to put the glass back in the bathroom and bend the microphone back up the way it was. The Insurrectos are unimaginative, although they’re bloody good at following routine. They check the microphones every day when you leave your room.” He paused. “You did know they were bugging you, didn’t you?”

“I thought they might be.” She bit her lip.

“You destroyed all your identity papers, anything they might use to nut out who you are?” He didn’t seem at all concerned about being naked. He might as well have been fully clothed.

“As soon as they confined us to the hotel,” she confirmed. “We all did.” She cleared her throat. “You are going to explain why you broke into my room, aren’t you?”

He glanced at the open window. “Sorry about that.” He went to the window, slid the pane back down and clipped the window shut. The rounded caps of his shoulders gleamed in the light as he moved. “I was next door with…a friend.”

“I see,” Olivia replied. The room next door was occupied by the pretty brunette girl Olivia thought was called Theresa. Theresa had travelled with the main party as a diplomatic aide to one of the UN representatives, as she spoke fluent Spanish. This man would have gravitated to her because she was young and buxom.

“The Insurrectos called on her for questioning, so I had to leave in a hurry,” the man added.

Olivia barely held back her little moan. Since the Insurrectos had shut down the hotel and refused to let the diplomatic party leave, unscheduled middle-of-the-night interviews had become frequent. She had suffered through one herself. “Why do they do that?”

“Because in the small hours of the night, your resistance is weakest and your mind is sluggish. It’s the best time to question a subject.” He seemed indifferent.

Olivia was appalled. “I knew that. I mean, I do know that, only I never applied it to us here. We’re hostages, aren’t we?”

He looked at her for a long moment. “Yes, we are,” he agreed. “You’ve only just figured that out?”

She smoothed the blanket about her knees compulsively. “I think I’ve known all along. I just didn’t want to deal with it. It’s so extreme. So bizarre. No one has ever used the word aloud to make it real.”

He pointed out the window. “The guns and soldiers make it real enough. Try strolling out of the compound. A hundred seven-six-two millimeter bullets from those HK21 machine guns ripping out your stomach will feel very real.”

She wrapped her arms around her knees, to keep her hands still. “Will she be all right, your friend?”

He nodded. “Serrano is paranoid, but he’s not stupid. He knows better than to harm diplomats.”

Olivia gave a hollow laugh. “If he isn’t stupid, then he wouldn’t have taken us hostage in the first place. I won’t rely on your assurance, thank you, Mr.—?”

“Daniel.” He sat on the bed, still completely at ease despite his lack of clothing.

It bothered Olivia that he was unmoved by her presence, when she could barely take her eyes away from his chest and shoulders, from his abdomen, hips…pelvis…the thigh resting so casually across her counterpane. “So now what, Daniel?”

“I’ll have to stay here until morning. Then I’ll go next door to retrieve my clothes and bother you no longer.”

“Stay? Stay where?”

He patted the bed.

“Like hell!”

“You don’t have a sofa.”

“I have a floor.”

“I’ll be a perfect gentleman,” he promised.

That irked her more than she cared to admit, even to herself. She pushed aside the covers and stalked to the bathroom, with no clear idea why she was heading there, except that she’d figure it out once she was there. She just had to get away from him for a moment so she could draw breath and regulate her thoughts.

She was only halfway across the floor when she heard him draw a sharp breath. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered.

She whirled. “What?” she demanded, the ragged ends of her temper simmering.

He was sitting up, his back straight, staring at her.

Abruptly, she was aware of what she was wearing. Or rather, what she wasn’t wearing.

As a member of the diplomatic corps she wore trouser suits. True, in this climate, they were lightweight and the tops she wore under the jackets were the lightest she could get away with. As a diplomat, a suit was de rigueur. It was all she had packed for day wear and therefore all Daniel had seen her wear around the hotel. In truth, it was all she was comfortable wearing, these days. It was the role she was used to.

In bed, though, she let her hair down. She pulled down the French twist and slipped into the blue and short silk and lace halter-top negligee. It dipped down at the back to just below her waist, leaving her skin either bare and cool, or just kissed by the featherweight touch of luxury silk. The lace was the same color as her hair, a blonde that her ex had once called “mocha foam.” He had tried to make it sound derisive, as he preferred platinum blondes, preferably with an IQ in the mid-double digits. At least, that was who he ended up with.

It was after the platinum blonde had stolen Olivia’s husband, faith in men, loyalty, inheritance and self-pride all in one day that Olivia had started this little routine of dressing for herself at night. Screw everyone else, especially men. She had chosen the most luxurious fabric that felt the nicest against her skin and picked a garment in a color she liked, in a style she wanted to wear, that made her feel pretty, happy and good.

It hadn’t taken long for her to extend that contented happiness over to other areas in her life. She’d just taken it underground, away from prying public eyes.

Now this Daniel was sitting up and looking at her in her blue silk negligee. A deep sense of awkward awareness settled into her bones, such as she had not felt since she was a teenager. “What?” she demanded in a harsh whisper.

“You have the most stunning legs,” he declared, his voice mellow and smooth. “You could win beauty pageants with those legs. They go on for miles and miles. I don’t think I’ve ever seen legs quite so amazing as yours before.”

It took a breath and several heartbeats for Olivia’s mind to catch up with what he had said. Her legs. He was admiring her legs. It wasn’t just the last thing she had expected him to say, it hadn’t even been on the list. Winded and at a loss for a response, she turned and walked into the bathroom. She hated that she had lost all sense of grace and dignity. She was horribly aware of her legs, her hips and her ass as she moved. She shut the door with deep relief and sank down onto the closed toilet lid, her head in her hands.

“Good grief, get a grip, Olivia!” she murmured to herself, squeezing her temples. “You’re supposed to be a diplomat! You’re supposed to be able to handle any situation!”

She rested her hand against the beautiful, multi-colored tiles that covered the counter. They were cold under her fingers, telling her just how flushed she was. She drew a breath. Another one, controlling each inhale and drawing them deep down into her stomach and exhaling carefully. It calmed her a little, enough to let her feel her heart thundering inside her ribs.

Now she was calmer, she realized ruefully exactly why she had flounced into the bathroom like a high school princess with her mad on.

This Daniel, this prime specimen of a naked male, had not been a tiny bit disturbed by her presence. She hadn’t even registered on his radar. Theresa, next door, the twenty-something with the large breasts and the giggle and the flawless skin of the very young…Theresa, he noticed.

Just not Olivia. Even when Olivia had slid out of the bed, what he had focused on was her legs.

Olivia looked down at her bare knees, glowing ghostly pale in the light filtering through the small window high above her. She should be grateful he had registered that much, only gratitude seemed too much to ask for. In the last few weeks she’d had guns pointed at her, she’d been dragged out of her bed and questioned through the night. She had been a prisoner of the pseudo-government of Vistaria—the Insurrectos—who she would right now take delight in making sure were never formally acknowledged as the rightful leaders of what used to be one of the most delightful countries in North America.

Enough was enough. She was Olivia Davenport, a force to be reckoned with in diplomatic circles. On her good days, anyway.

Olivia stood up, straightened her shoulders and marched back into the bedroom.

Daniel was still sitting on the bed where she had left him. She was surprised at that. He’d struck her as the sort of man to climb into the bed she’d left empty, helping himself to the pillows and leaving her to find a space next to him when she emerged. That he had not made her stride falter. She approached the bed, slowing.

“I suppose, under the circumstances, I cannot kick you out,” she conceded.

“I’ll sleep on the floor if it makes you that uncomfortable.”

“No,” she replied. “It’s a big enough bed. That would just make me feel guilty.”

His teeth showed white for a moment as he smiled. “Conscience before morals. How interesting.” He lifted a hand toward the pillows. “After you.”

“It’s nothing to do with either,” she said as she slid under the covers. “I don’t want to have to deal with fallout over your presence in the morning.” She propped her head onto one hand to study him.

He circled the bed and reached for the untouched covers on the other side and hesitated.

“What?” she said.

His face was fully illuminated by the lights. She could see his eyes. They really were blue. The blue of a summer day. He was looking at her with a touch of dry amusement. “I don’t know your name.” He sounded apologetic.

She reached over and held out her hand. “Olivia Da—” She bit off the end of it. “Olivia,” she repeated, with a grimace.

His amusement evolved into an ironic smile as he shook her hand. “You’re a diplomat,” he confirmed.

“You’re not,” she said stiffly, taking back her hand.

“Hell, no,” he said fervently and slid under the covers. “I don’t have the patience. I got invited on this junket because I have business interests in the area. I have contacts out here and know Spanish.”

“In other words, you have money and influence.”

He paused from flattening a pillow to look at her. “That’s pretty cynical for a diplomat.”

“I’m only a junior diplomat and I’m entitled to call a spade a spade when you’re sitting in my bed naked and we’re both hostages at the disposal of the interim government of Vistaria.”

He raised a brow. “You said ‘hostage’ out loud. You’ve done it now.”

She lifted her shoulder. “Oops.”

He settled back on the pillows. Already, she could feel the heat emanating from his side of the bed.

“May I ask a question or two before you start to snore, Daniel?”

“I never sleep soundly enough with another person in the bed to snore.” He rolled his head to look at her and his brow lifted. “Ask.”

“You break the curfew a lot, don’t you?”

His answer was a long time coming. “I usually manage to keep my clothes with me while I’m doing it. But yes, I do.”

“Why?”

“Why?” He rolled over on his side and propped himself up as she was, his head on his hand. “Why do you want to know? Feeling prurient, Olivia? Because the TV is over there, if you are.”

The one cable station the Insurrectos had allowed the hotel to pipe in to them was a twenty-four hour porn station. All other stations had been cut off. No news had reached them in weeks.

Olivia shook her head. “No, that’s not why I’m asking.” She mentally groped for the reason herself. “I saw you sliding through the window a while ago. You’re practiced at it. I know you’ve done it a lot yet you haven’t been caught. It’s like…defiance.”

“You saw me?”

“Yes.”

“Defiance, hmm?”

She could feel herself blushing and was glad of the peculiar lighting in the room that hid her skin tones. “Look, we’re in strange circumstances—”

He touched her lips, silencing her. His touch acted like an electric jolt to her, running through her entire body and sensitizing it from toe to tip. Her lips tingled. She drew a breath. It fizzed as she pulled it into her lungs. She remained perfectly still as he pulled his hand away. He was aware of none of the maelstrom he’d set off at his simple touch. She would signal none of it to him. She fought to give nothing away and battled to control her breathing. His proximity was a problem. He could hear every little shift and waver of her breath. For fifteen seconds she concentrated on just breathing, slow and easy, as her lips throbbed and her body with them.

Daniel dropped his hand to the sheet between them, where it lay like a dark shadow on the pale cotton. “Defiance. Good word, that. I like it. That’s one of the reasons I do it. Just because I can and just because they’re telling me I can’t.”

“What are the other reasons?”

He smiled. “I’m not a monk.”

“I’ve noticed you not being a monk. All of us have.”

His smile widened. “It passes the time.”

“You limit your activities to a rather small subset of the pool of available women.”

“More straight talk.” His brow lifted again. “Is that a formal protest at being passed over?”

Her heart thudded hard. “Truth, Daniel? I wouldn’t touch a man like you if he were served up on a silver platter…or lying in my bed naked. You’re wired the wrong way for me. I’d sooner bed a walrus.”

Daniel sat bolt upright and turned to face her. “Excuse me?”

She pulled the cover up around her shoulders, as his movements had disturbed it. “You heard me. I don’t stutter.”

“Pretend you do.”

“I’d rather not.”

“Fine then. Pretend I’m the village idiot and need it explained in very small words. Pictures are optional.”

“Village idiot, huh? I could go with that.” She sat up.

“Thought you might.” He seemed grimly pleased.

She waved toward his crotch. “There, that’s a perfect example of what I mean. It doesn’t even occur to you to cover up, does it?”

He looked down, reached for the sheets and pulled them over his thighs. “Why should I? You’ve already seen everything there is to see.”

She dropped her hands with an exasperated sigh. “We’ve been locked inside the White Sands for…just over four weeks. You’ve bedded every woman under the age of thirty who’s a guest or one of the staff, or not wearing army green and who is within reach of the hotel. After tonight, I’m not sure how far you roam. Your conquests could spread outside the compound, too, for all I know.”

“You resent the fact that I have sex, or that you don’t?”

“Neither.” She clasped her hands together. “I’m going to be generous to myself and guess that we’re the same age. I’m young, you even admit I have great legs. Despite that, for the last four weeks, when you have been looking around the hotel for your next bed partner, you haven’t seen me. Your gaze has slipped right over me. I’m invisible to you.”

He was silent for a long minute. “Then you do resent being passed over.”

“No, I’m grateful. I told you. You’re the last person on earth I want to take to bed.”

He pushed his hand through his hair. “And that’s because…?”

“Because I’m part of the wallpaper to you. That’s why you walk around naked without so much as twitching a muscle when I’m in the same room, even the same bed with you. You’re one of those men who can’t see women once they reach a certain age. It’s hardwired into your genes. I’ve learned the hard way that trying to change a man like you is like trying to change a leopard’s spots. You can’t fight genetics, either.”

She rearranged her pillows and her side of the covers once more and settled her head on the pillows again. “Good night,” she said firmly.

He lay down again. “No offense, Olivia, but as a diplomat, you’re as much on the nose as yesterday’s bloody kippers.”

Olivia rolled over so that her back was to him. It let her hide the shaky breath she drew in. Good. Let him be hurt. At least it would guarantee he would stay on his side of the bed.

She thought she wouldn’t get any sleep, not with a man in her bed for the first time in more years than she cared to tote up. She thought she would lay awake mulling over their exchange.

Instead, she found herself thinking of defiance. Of Daniel’s nightly breaking of the curfew, just because he could and just because the Insurrectos told him he couldn’t. The way he had expertly disabled the sound bug and told her how to avoid tipping off the Insurrectos of the transgression.

Defiance.

She liked it.

* * * * *

Nick rested his hand on Duardo’s shoulder as he squeezed past the big old-fashioned kitchen chair to get to his own at the top of the table. Calli was already sitting next to Josh at the rickety, scarred table. God knows where she had scrounged the table from.

For now it served as the boardroom and meeting table for half-a-dozen committees and working groups.

The little room was tucked away in the back of the house, on the south side. The southern wall was made up of small, dirty windows. Nick thought the room might have been a potting shed.

It was unbearably hot in the room in the afternoons. Right now it was bearable for it was only seven in the morning and the windows had all been thrown open to catch the morning breeze.

There was no chance anyone might be lurking outside to listen to their meetings, for the cliffs dropped away right beneath the house on this side, straight down two hundred feet to the sea.

The car bomb that had killed General Blanco had also destroyed the northwest corner of the house where the big formal dining room they had been using as a boardroom had been. The repair work was underway, with Calli coaxing and bribing where she could to hurry it up, yet it was still two weeks from completion. In the meantime, they squeezed into this tiny leftover of a room.

Nick still had moments of disorientation when he saw Duardo at these meetings, even though he had been back for four weeks. Even Duardo’s short hair was startling, although it was growing out again.

Duardo nodded at Nick as he sat down. Duardo had a thick, cheap notebook full of handwriting open in front of him. There had been no disorientation for Duardo. He had slid back into full productivity like an otter into water, with barely a disturbed ripple to show his reentry.

General Flores hurried in, carrying a briefcase exploding with paperwork and another armful of notes. He was panting from climbing the flights of stairs from the beach, where the army generally trained and quartered, up to the big house where Nick and others in the household lived and where this meeting was being held. Flores was a lean man with an abundant moustache. He nodded at Nick and sat at the other end of the table.

Josh cleared his throat. “I repeat my protest, Nick. I shouldn’t be here.”

“You know as much about Vistaria’s affairs as we do. Let’s not get into this again. These are extraordinary times. I need the knowledge you have between your ears. Duardo, let’s begin.”

“¿Ahora debemos tener la reunión en inglés?” General Flores asked.

“Yes, we’re having the meeting in English now,” Nick confirmed. “There’s a reason for the inconvenience, General, so you will need to bear with us.”

Flores grimaced. “If you bear my English, I bear it.” He shrugged and looked at Duardo. “Colonel?”

Duardo blinked, hesitating. Nick knew why. Duardo didn’t think he deserved the double-promotion. In wartime, promotions were often rapid and extemporaneous. The fact was, they needed Duardo in a senior position. Nick himself had pushed for the double-tap. He mentally shrugged. Duardo was a soldier first. He was used to obeying orders. He’d get used to this one.

Duardo looked down at his notes, marshaling his thoughts. “When I was inside the Insurrectos’ headquarters, posing as Zalaya, I controlled the intelligence machine Zalaya set up. There were a number of interesting channels of information coming back into Zalaya from around the world. The most interesting one, however, didn’t report to Zalaya at all. It was under Serrano’s control and it came from inside this house.”

Josh rubbed his temple and sighed. Flores wrinkled his nose as he stumbled through the mental translation, then swore in Spanish.

“You don’t know who?” Calli asked quietly, putting down her pen.

Duardo shook his head. “I do know the source was responsible for the bomb that killed General Blanco. Whether they actually set the bomb or just arranged it—that, I don’t know.” Duardo looked across the table at the General Flores. “Sir, we must assume it was someone with military privileges.”

Flores’ face turned an interesting shade of pink. Flores was an unimaginative general, yet he had been next in line when Blanco died. No one had ever expected he’d be called upon to lead the Vistarian army, least of all Flores himself. Flores would have a hard time swallowing the idea that a military man would ever betray his country and a superior officer the way Duardo was suggesting. Duardo, who’d had to pose as Zalaya himself for weeks, had adapted to the idea with greater ease. Besides, he was younger.

“The bomb was meant for Señor Escobedo,” Flores protested. “You cannot say this person is army because General Blanco was killed instead.”

Nick saw Calli’s wince from the corner of his eye.

Duardo spread his hand, indicating reasonableness. “Yet the car meant to drive Señor Escobedo, or whoever was to attend the event in his place, was an army staff car, driven by army personnel and protected by army security. Apart from Señora Calli and the people in this room, there were maybe eighteen key people who were aware that Señor Escobedo was going to attend the function that night. They were all army personnel.” Duardo smiled a little. “Shall I interrogate Señor Escobedo’s wife, General?”

Nick saved the General from having to respond. “General, can you see now why we called this meeting so secretively and why we are conducting it in English?”

Flores cleared his throat and tugged at his tie. He nodded. “We will begin an immediate investigation!”

“You can’t!” Calli responded instantly, even before Nick could protest, or Duardo could raise his hand again.

Flores looked at her blankly. “Excúseme, Señora Escobedo. ¿Por qué no?”

Nick felt fingers digging into his thigh and looked down. Calli was holding him down in his chair, her nails gouging crescents into his flesh through the fabric of his trousers. She didn’t even look at him.

“We are speaking English, General Flores,” she said, her voice flat. “And my name is Calli. Or you can call me ma’am, if you wish.” She gave the general no time to react. She held up her other hand, her palm out toward the general. “If you start an investigation, the source will instantly know we’re aware of them. They will shut up shop and leave Acapulco. Then we’ll never catch them.”

“That is no matter,” Flores said flatly. “He goes. Problem is no more.”

Calli shook her head. “No,” she said, her voice just as firm. “We must find who he or she is and question them thoroughly. We need to find out who else in this house is with the Insurrectos and we don’t want them running back to Serrano with whatever they’ve learned about us while they’re here.”

Flores’ face darkened further. Intelligence and counterintelligence was not his natural talent. But then, the game had not come naturally to Duardo, either. Yet Duardo had seen the implications immediately, whereas Flores was still struggling with the idea that there might be more of them, or that it might even be a woman.

Calli gazed at Flores, not sparing him. Nick waited for Flores’ response, hoping the general could overcome the cultural biases he’d grown up with and deal with Calli as an equal.

Flores swallowed. “Señora Calli—” he began.

Nick let out his breath.

Flores lifted his hand. “If we do not investigate, how else do we find this man? This person?”

“We watch,” Calli responded. “We follow any trail the bastardo leaves. And he will leave one, General. They always do sooner or later. If there are enough of us monitoring for signs, we’ll spot them.”

“In the meantime,” Nick added, “we need to filter the information we distribute outside this room. It must be as innocuous as possible. Everything will be on a need-to-know basis until further notice. Most of the key information must be kept here, with us.”

Josh scrubbed both hands through his hair. “Any Vice-President worth his salt would advise you, Nick, that your plan will fall over inside two weeks. You’re setting everyone up in this room to become the most overworked souls on the planet. You can’t operate that way in the long term. There has to be a better way to do this.”

Nick smiled. “That’s fine for the boardroom, but this is military intelligence—”

“And you’re still using the same basic commodity,” Josh overrode him. “Human bodies.”

Nick hid the frustration that bit at him. “You have a better idea?”

“Sure.” Josh sat back. “You need to sniff out a rat, so put a cat on his trail. Pick out the best counter-intelligence officer still reporting to the loyalist army. Once you know they’ve checked out as clean, assign them to hunting down this guy. Give them free rein of the house, all information and records, whatever it takes to track the bastardo down, as long as it’s done discreetly and doesn’t set off any alarms. Meantime, everyone here goes about their normal duties as if nothing’s changed.”

Nick nodded. “It’s a good idea,” he said. “There’s just one minor problem with it. General—” He turned to Flores. “Who is your best intelligence officer on staff?”

Flores frowned his way through a mental translation, then smiled. “If I even had an answer, I would not tell you the name of intelligence operators. It would ruin their work, no?” He shook his head. “Only, I know we have none. All gone. Dead, or with Insurrectos, or missing.” He nodded toward Duardo. “Colonel Peña is best at this than any of us. He has…er…training now.”

“Ten weeks posing as Zalaya doesn’t make me an intelligence officer,” Duardo protested. “What Josh is proposing is completely different.”

“Why?” Josh asked. “It just takes a sneaky mind that can outthink the rat you’re hunting and you’ve got a mind that works like a pretzel. That Mexican three-step you pulled off as Zalaya is proof of that.”

“Duardo can’t do it,” Nick interjected. “For the same reason that none of us in this room can. We’re all visible and high-profile in the house and among the army personnel. If we change our behavior patterns in any way, the rat will be alerted.”

Josh drummed his fingers on the table. “Something isn’t adding up here,” he said slowly. “Duardo has been back from Vistaria for nearly four weeks, yet you’re telling us about this rat now. Why only now?”

Nick caught Calli’s glance at him. He’d wanted to avoid this subject, only Calli insisted that within this room, it must be aired. Now Josh had skewered the topic neatly through the eye. Nick took a breath. “Mexico broke off diplomatic negotiations with us twenty-four hours ago—to give us time to reestablish our leadership base, they said.” The words tasted like ashes in his mouth.

There was a little silence.

Josh blew out his breath again. “Hell’s bells,” he murmured. “Are they talking to Serrano?”

This time, Nick winced. Calli’s hand curled around his under the table, even though her face was turned to Josh. “No,” she told Josh. “Not as far as we can tell.”

Josh leaned forward. “And how are we able to tell?” he asked. “We have no…um…intelligence operators, do we?”

Duardo shifted in his chair. “We do have my brother, Cristián. He has an unmonitored internet connection that is still working and a Facebook account with over a thousand friends. He uses open code and his friends use fictitious names, free email accounts and virtual private networks. They mask their IP addresses and report back to him from across the four islands. I have been receiving status reports on the movements of Serrano and his key personnel for about three weeks. It’s not as good as having someone inside the palace, but for now, it works.”

“And the Insurrectos haven’t noticed all this news about their activities flowing across Facebook?” Josh asked, with a half-amused, half-baffled expression. Social networking was a mystery to him.

“Serrano knows as much about the internet as you do,” Duardo replied. “There were few officers of Zalaya’s capabilities that would think to monitor the social networks. However, even if they were to stumble over Cristián’s Facebook account, they would find he has a passion for independent professional wrestling. So do his friends. They discuss individual wrestlers’ latest matches, upcoming appearances and performances with much relish. They’re big fans of a promotion outfit called International Wrestling United, that they spend most of their time obsessing over in minute detail.”

Josh sat back. “International Wrestling…” He considered that for a moment. “It’s a euphemism for the Insurrectos?”

“Yes.”

“And the wrestlers are all Insurrectos they’re watching.”

Duardo nodded.

“You’re on this Facebook thing, too?” Josh asked.

“That’s how Cristián and I talk,” Duardo replied. “Direct email is too easily traced.” He smiled. “I am a thirteen-year-old girl in Montana, nicknamed Amazonia13. She wants to be a professional wrestler when she grows up.”

Josh gave a low laugh that made his belly jiggle. “That must make for some interesting conversations.”

Duardo shrugged. “It allows me to speak to my family and assure myself they are safe and well. I would wear a tutu and pretend to be a ballerina for such a privilege. I am aware that few others in this house can reach out and speak to their families as I can and my gratitude will not fade.”

Josh lifted his brow. “Of course. I apologize.”

Duardo nodded stiffly and turned to Nick. “We will continue to monitor as well as we can if Mexico approaches Serrano to open diplomatic channels. There will be signs we can pick up. Did they close the door permanently to us?”

“No,” Nick admitted. “Of course, they wouldn’t burn their bridges either way. They’re waiting to see how things shape up. We need a major coup, something to show Mexico we’re stronger than the Insurrectos and will win back Vistaria.”

“We cannot win back Vistaria without Mexico’s support,” Flores pointed out. “There is so few of us now.”

Calli strung her fingers together. “Actually the plan was bigger than that. We win over Mexico and that gets us the United States. The United States won’t commit to us without Mexico jumping first, despite the American companies working silver mines and other business interests on the island.”

“That’s a quandary, isn’t it?” Josh asked. “You need Mexico to win Vistaria. Mexico wants you to win Vistaria before it’ll commit.”

Nick shook his head. “Mexico will commit to us before then,” he assured Josh. “We just need to demonstrate we have the cajones needed to win. Losing Blanco was a blow. Failing to root out the one responsible they consider a sign of weakness. They want to see a strong leader emerge now. Plus, they want to see action. Results.” He sat up straighter. “We’ve been drifting for too long. They’ve noticed it. This is the kick up the backside we deserve. We five will have to go short on sleep for a while in order to get the results we need to win Mexico back to our side.”

He laid his hand on the table in front of Calli. “Calli, I’ve never made it official. Now I will. You’ve just become my Chief of Staff. General Flores, do you want me to translate that for you?” He turned his head to look at the general. It was critical the man accept Calli’s formal position and the authority it gave her, because she would now be his superior.

The general took a breath. Then another. “No, thank you, Señor Escobedo. I understand perfectly.” He nodded his head at Calli.

Josh leaned forward again. “Excuse me, Nick. ‘Your’ Chief of Staff?”

Nick nodded. “Mexico wants a leader. We’ll give them one. Until we’re in a position to hold a full, democratic and proper election, and until the army has itself sorted out with a complete compliment of generals to offer up for that election, I’m stepping in as President pro tem. As everyone has been insisting I do this, I’m assuming there will be no protests now?” He looked around the room.

Duardo was smiling. Flores actually looked relieved.

Josh blew out his cheeks. “About bloody time, son.”




 

Chapter Two

Minnie glanced at her watch again. Only ten minutes late. She picked up her pen and tried to get back to the paperwork in front of her, only the vine leaves overhead rustled softly in the late afternoon breeze. It was so refreshingly cool under the trellis and away from people that she kept being disturbed by the lack of distractions. No one was calling her name or asking impossible-to-answer questions that usually involved going to Calli for answers.

How had she ended up with this job, anyway? In the last few weeks, since Duardo had come back—

She paused, as she always did, to savor that morsel of truth. Duardo. Here in the big house. Alive and with her every night. Her heart beat a little harder. If she had told herself two months ago that this was in her future, she would have had a hard time believing it. Even five weeks ago, she would have laughed in anyone’s face.

She glanced over at the patch of dirt where the patio under the formal trellis work ended. Six weeks ago, it was there she had crumpled to the ground and vomited after fighting Carmen Escobedo to a bloody standstill, because Carmen had told Minnie it was her fault Duardo had died.

Warm hands slid over Minnie’s shoulders, bringing her wander down memory lane to an abrupt halt. She rolled her head back so she could look up at Duardo. “You’re so damn sneaky!”

“You were miles away.” He brushed his lips across her brow. “I could have been a passing army in hobnail boots and you would not have noticed.” He rested his hip on the table next to her notebooks and looked down at her. She felt the same tiny thrill she did every time she saw him. He was wearing one of the new dark green uniforms. On his long legs, the double red stripe seemed to run forever. The four stripes on his jacket sleeve looked solid and thick after the two she was used to seeing. “Where were you?” he asked her. “You looked as though you could cry with little encouragement.”

She smiled. “Crappy memories. You don’t want the details.” She reached for the notebooks and started closing them up. Duardo caught her wrist, halting her. He tugged her to her feet, then pushed the bench she had been sitting on away with his boot and pulled her between his knees. “Minnie,” he said.

“Ah, shit,” she said, with a sigh. “Do you have to know absolutely everything?”

“Of course.”

She screwed up her face. “A girl doesn’t get to keep any secrets?”

“Not when it comes to us, she doesn’t.” His expression was impassive. “Minnie, mi amor, you have seen such darkness inside me. Why does this bother you?”

She had to think about it for a moment. “I don’t like you seeing me when I’m not perfect.”

He smiled. “I’ve seen you when you’re not perfect. Many times.”

“Not this way.”

He drew her closer, his arms around her. He rested her head against his shoulder. She was enveloped in his scent, which was strongly masculine and so uniquely Duardo’s that her heart skipped a beat. He was hot against her body.

“Now I cannot see your face. You cannot see mine. Tell me,” he coaxed, his voice reverberating against her chest.

She lifted her arms and wrapped them around his neck. It helped to hide her face even more. She told him of the horrible fight in the kitchen, with the daughter of the former President of Vistaria, who had accused Minnie of killing the man she loved. “That was the day I figured out I was on my own,” Minnie said, her lips brushing Duardo’s neck. “No one in the house thought you were alive. No one was going to help me, not when I’d just beaten up the daughter of their President.”

“You really beat her up?” Duardo asked. His hands came up to hold her hips, his thumbs smoothing over the cotton of her skirt. She could feel the heat of his fingers through the fabric.

“She had a black eye, a bloody nose and a split lip. She split my lip, too, so it wasn’t a complete walkover.”

“Carmen is nearly twelve inches taller than you. Even as thin as a she is, she’d outweigh you with all that height.”

Minnie stepped back from Duardo and pushed at his shoulder. “Typical guy. I pour out my heart and all you can focus on is the fight statistics. Yeah, I won the round. So what?”

Duardo was smiling, his eyes dancing. “You think this makes you look bad?”

“Most people take exception to someone beating up the daughter of their beloved President. Yeah.”

“I’ve been told by others what Carmen said to you that made you pick the fight,” Duardo said, his smile fading. “You won more than a few fans that day. Did you not realize this?”

She could feel her jaw descending and caught it up. “No,” she said flatly. “I try not to think of that time much at all. I wasn’t exactly firing on all cylinders. Mostly, what I feel when I think of that time is shame.”

“Because you were so obsessed with finding me,” Duardo said softly. His gaze was direct, not letting her avoid the truth.

She nodded, appalled to feel the hot prick of tears in her eyes. “I went a little crazy,” she whispered, trying to blink away the tears. Instead they fell, scalding her cheeks.

Duardo wiped them away with his thumb. Then he drew her back into his arms and kissed her. His mouth was hot and hard on hers. Hungry. His hands framed her face, the long fingers fanning out to caress her cheeks, the sides of her throat. His tongue pressed inside her mouth, pushing against hers
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