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      Pampered travel agent, roughing it at an anti-terrorist training school, escapes through the jungle with an undercover DEA agent when a drug lord mistakes her for a rival’s daughter.

      

      After surviving a week of anti-terrorist training at a school deep in a Central American jungle, learning evasive driving techniques she’s sure will help her negotiate Chicago’s rush hour traffic, Maya Cordoba is ready to kick off the mud from her designer boots and find a Starbucks—or the closest cantina serving Cosmopolitans—after she hijacks her sexy driving instructor. Instead, she finds herself staring down the barrel of an AK-47 (which she recognizes from her weapons familiarization class, thank you very much!), and being ordered in incomprehensible Spanish into a SUV. She's being kidnapped! When she figures out she's been mistaken for the daughter of a rival drug lord, it's too late. If they learn she's not who they think she is—she's dead.

      

      Rescue comes from former mercenary/now instructor, Angel Rickman, who just so happens to be among the kidnappers. He says he's really undercover DEA and he'll take her out, but she has to do everything he tells her to, no balking. Together, they make a mad dash through the jungle, borrowing a cocaine-laden boat, seeking assistance from a single’s resort owner, then flying in a borrowed plane to the coast—with the drug cartel’s crew on their tails every step of the way.
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      “Sweetheart, how ’bout pretending you’re driving in rush hour traffic, when a road-raging gangbanger pulls in front of you and slams on his brakes. What are you gonna do?”

      “Flip him off? Duck behind my steering wheel?” Maya Cordoba quipped, batting her eyelashes. Really, how could the man expect her to concentrate when his sexy green gaze stroked over her bared shoulders like a physical caress? Or was it just her imagination and he was really wondering why she’d dressed in skimpy shorts and a spaghetti-strapped tee for an anti-terrorist training seminar?

      Angel Rickman sighed and rubbed a large hand over his short-cropped black hair. Suddenly, his eyes widened. “Keep your eyes on the road,” he barked when she approached another steep, unmarked turn.

      Maya almost felt sorry for him. She wasn’t exactly the class genius. After all, this was just a vacation for her. She wasn’t here like some of the other students who had to learn skills for real-life survival.

      The most worrisome dilemma she’d ever faced was her travel agency’s audit when the accountant made the ominous pronouncement that the company had only months to prove up the business or their financial backers would sell off their assets.

      All partners had drawn straws to see which of them would take the first “adventure” vacation so they could begin to familiarize themselves with this new line of offerings they hoped would net more sales. With experience only in high-end luxury packages, they’d all felt the need to become experts in the rapidly expanding market for adventure tours. If not experts, at least they needed to get their feet wet so that they could add their personal recommendations to clients who preferred an adrenaline rush to being pummeled by a masseuse at a spa or earning a sunburn on some remote island beach.

      Which was why she sat behind the steering wheel of a non-descript car on a lonely Central American highway surrounded by jungle with a man who’d introduced himself as a former merc (mercenary, he’d revised when she’d looked confused).

      For Maya, the meeting had been lust at first sight.

      Apparently, for Angel the experience was a living nightmare. As far as he was concerned, she drove with two left hands, braked with a lead foot, and must have gotten her driver’s license from a Cracker-Jacks box—or so she thought she heard him mumble under his breath.

      Problem was, her normally razor-sharp focus on her own ambitions had lost its shiny edge. But how could she be blamed? With a build like a Chicago Bears linebacker, a square jaw, and blunt blade of a nose, he was the most enormous, physically powerful man she’d ever had sitting just six inches away. Never had she felt so intensely feminine—or so incredibly curious about a man’s intimate “proportions.”

      And she knew for a fact he wouldn’t appreciate her opinion that his gorgeous eyes softened his tough-guy image. Moss-green with a sooty fringe of eyelashes…mmm-mm. Every gaze that sliced her way cut straight through her usual smart-ass reserve, rendering her insides into wiggly Jell-O.

      She’d had hopes this winding trip into the mountains was just his way of getting her alone. Instead, he’d had her executing “boot turns” and “laying Goodyear” on the road—things he’d had her doing around a track with orange cones all morning long without mishap. But this narrow donkey trail of a highway was just another obstacle course.

      “Time to play it for real, Princess.”

      Recognizing the tension in his voice, Maya wrapped her fingers around the steering wheel like a $99 wedding dress at a Macy’s Fire Sale. The forest canopy opened, and sunlight broke through the thick vegetation. An intersection loomed ahead.

      “Gun it!” he bit out.

      Maya pushed the pedal toward the floor.

      Just before she entered the intersection, two cars appeared in her peripheral vision. The tires of a battered Land Rover on her left squealed as it turned ahead of her vehicle. Its brake lights flared bright.

      Maya had just a moment to curse, knowing exactly why Angel had asked about gangbangers. Then she grabbed her emergency brake, gave the steering wheel a quarter turn, and executed a “boot turn” in the center of the crossing to face the opposite direction—too breathless to give a victory cheer.

      But the second car slid neatly in front of her, cutting off her escape. She mashed the brake with her foot and halted an inch in front of the dented side of the Camaro.

      For a long moment, she sat silent beside Angel, her lips pulling into a grimace before she shot him a glance. “How’d I do?” she asked in a small voice, hoping to be heard over her pounding heartbeat.

      His eyes blinked as his fingers loosened from the dashboard. “Since we’re both dead now, I’d say you didn’t pass.”

      The drivers of the other two vehicles got out and walked to her beat-up Dodge, wide grins wreathing their faces.

      “What took you so long getting here, Angelito?” one of them asked.

      To stop the burst of laughter threatening to erupt, Maya pressed her lips together. Who in his right mind would have the nerve to call the hulk beside her “Little Angel?” Recognizing another of the instructors, the one who’d led the weapons familiarization class, she relaxed and decided to get out and stretch her legs.

      Only when she got out of the car, she nearly crumpled to the pavement. “Hey, where’d my legs go?”

      “Easy there,” Angel said, his arm slipping around her waist.

      “You were fast,” she gasped as he pulled her against his chest.

      “Only sometimes, Princess.”

      Damn, his voice rumbled like a bear’s growl. Maya let her weak knees fold.

      “You okay?” His arm tightened around her.

      “Just a little shaky,” she whispered, clinging to his broad shoulders then leaning a little closer to breathe in his lovely, musky smell.

      Amusement gleamed in his eyes for a moment before he jerked up his head. His eyes turned from moss to flint. “Back to camp, boys.”

      “Yeah, I’m ready for a beer. Joining us?” the other guy said, a smirk on his lips.

      “Later, maybe.”

      Laughter followed the two well-built men as they climbed into their cars and drove in the direction the Dodge now pointed.

      Unable to peel her gaze away from their flexing muscles, Maya just stared, and then looked up into Angel’s shuttered expression.

      “You want me to drive?” he asked, his face tilted only slightly towards hers.

      She cleared her throat and straightened inside his embrace. However much she liked the way his big hands molded against her sides, she wasn’t going to beg him to kiss her.

      Not yet, anyway. She still owned a little Yankee pride. “I’m feeling better, now.”

      His hands slid slowly away, and he stepped back.

      Despite the sun glaring down, she felt chilled. Bereft, even. A word she’d never have used back in her real world. With her nipples prickling against her thin shirt after contact with his hard chest, she turned and plucked at the fabric. Had he even noticed? Or was he still critiquing her driving performance?

      After she summoned the courage to face him again, she met his cool, hard gaze.

      Angel pulled a pair of dark sunglasses from a pocket of his short-sleeved khaki shirt and slipped them on. “Keep it under the speed limit this time, chica. Class is over.”
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      Angel slipped from the camp, climbing fast toward the rocky knoll. Each time he made the trek, he’d been careful to take different routes, not wanting to knock down a trail any of the training school staff or the cartel’s jungle runners might follow. Daylight was waning, and he needed to get out one last transmission to his handler. He’d have been here sooner but got just a little distracted by his last student of the day.

      Remembering how Maya Cordoba, or whatever her real name might be, had melted against him, her supple fingers digging into his shoulders, had made him forget they were standing in the middle of a deserted highway with his Walter PPK stashed under the passenger seat. Out in the open like that without a weapon in reach, he’d left them both exposed to potential dangers lurking in the bushes around them.

      He’d withdrawn, noting the disappointment pouting her lush lips and dampening the heat in her warm brown gaze. The ride back to camp had been made in silence, punctuated by his own alarmed groans each time the car’s wheels had left the tarmac and bit into the dirt shoulder. The woman had a real problem keeping her gaze focused on the road.

      He’d had a bitch of a time keeping his own gaze from her bare, creamy shoulders. Curling his fists now, he tried not to think about how nicely put together she was. The trim indent of her waist swelled to rounded hips, all of which he’d felt as he’d dropped his hands from her body. Her nipples had poked through the sheer fabric of her next-to-nothing bra and shirt, scraping his chest and sending a sharp jag of electricity zinging southward. His cock still ached from the arousal that seemed to be a constant throb whenever she was in his vicinity.

      His attraction was becoming a problem—interfering with his concentration and mission focus. Not something he’d ever experienced before. The climb went a long way toward helping him release the tension in his body, freeing his mind from the grip of sexual impulses that didn’t have a place in his life right now. He had a job to do. One that called for his full attention. Anything less could cost him his life.

      The forest canopy above him thinned as he climbed through the lush vegetation. Ahead, he spotted the outcrop he’d selected to hide his equipment. Taking a quick glance around to make sure he wasn’t being followed, he ducked behind the rock and hunkered down, digging in the dirt until his fingers wrapped around the straps of the buried backpack.

      Quickly, he pulled it free, unzipped the bag and unfolded the waxed canvas bundle inside, revealing the military-issue portable radio pack. He set it on the outcrop and powered up the unit. Moments later, he selected the channel and raised the mike, pressing the talk switch. “Cowboy, this is Wingman, over.”

      A crackle and hiss were followed by a staticky, “This is Cowboy,” came the familiar, laconic drawl. “What took you so long, buddy? Over.”

      “It’s complicated,” Angel muttered, picturing “Cowboy” with his worn straw hat hunched over the radio set in his little hut in the jungle just outside Vista Verde.

      “You figure out which of the females is Yanez’s little girl?”

      “Not quite. Have a hunch but haven’t confirmed. I’ve been through their rooms, tossed all their gear. Nothing.”

      “Might have to turn on the charm. Get closer.”

      “Damn, we’re screwed,” Angel said, his voice dry.

      Cowboy laughed. “Only have three more days. We need to get to her before Yanez or any of Calderon’s boys gets wise. No time to be squeamish. If you have to, get her into bed. We need her to talk. Gotta be sure.”

      Angel grunted. Shouldn’t be too much of a chore with one of the two women, but he didn’t much like the idea of playing her. The thought of Maya’s soft brown gaze staring up at him as he lied his way into her bed made his stomach hurt.

      “It’s for her own safety, Wingman.”

      “Roger, out.”

      Angel stowed the radio then reburied the pack, careful to cover the mound with leaves and vines. Then he headed back down the mountain, reentering the camp from behind the barracks building and skirting the front to make it seem as if he’d just come from his room.

      “Hey, Angel,” a voice called from behind him.

      Angel shot a glare over his shoulder, instantly wiping his face clear of annoyance when another of the instructors, Mark Saunders, strode toward him wearing a wide grin.

      Saunders knocked his shoulder lightly with a balled fist. “See you made it back in one piece after taking the Cordoba woman out for a road trial.”

      “Not quite,” Angel murmured, offering a pained smile. “I left my fingertips embedded in the dash.”

      Saunders’s smile widened, and his eyebrows waggled. “She seemed a little shaken up when we boxed her in. Did she need a little comfort after her scare?”

      Angel grimaced at the crude sentiment gleaming in the other man’s eyes. Like many of the school’s cadre, Saunders was ex-special ops with little couth when talking about the opposite sex.

      Not that his own thoughts concerning the woman in question were exactly pure.

      Maya had been at the center of most of the instructors’ private conversations. Seemingly, they rarely got a student as attractive or inept.

      “I had her on the shooting range yesterday,” Saunders said, his face screwing into grimace. “Had to clear out everyone because she couldn’t remember to keep the barrel of her weapon pointing downrange. Never saw Migelito move so fast as when she waved it at him and let a few rounds fly.”

      “Woman’s a menace,” Angel said. Then he added, “Ever figure out why she’s here in the first place?”

      “She mentioned something about scoping out adventure vacations for her clientele.”

      Seemed as good a cover as any for a woman who might be the daughter of a notorious drug lord. “What about the other female?”

      “Maria Cortez is an ambassador’s daughter,” Mark said. “And a much better shot, although not nearly as interesting.”

      Maria’s mousy appearance and demeanor made her seem a far less likely candidate to be the flamboyant Yanez’s flesh and blood, but Angel was never anything but thorough. He’d keep digging into both females’ backgrounds until he figured out which was his target.

      “Gonna join us in the cantina for a beer?”

      “Maybe later.”

      Angel waited until Saunders headed to the mess facility then backtracked to his room. Maybe he’d hunt down Maya after he’d had a chance to recheck the files on the two women in the administrator’s office. Time to dig a little deeper.

      And if he had to sleep with her, he’d just have to remember he was doing it in the service of his country—enjoying himself would just be an unexpected perk to an otherwise uneventful assignment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      After twenty minutes under the rusty spigot that served as a communal shower, Maya draped her towel around her shoulders to keep her damp hair from soaking her shirt and headed back toward her cabin.

      Her teeth chattered. However humid and warm the air, the water came straight from a stream that trickled down the side of a mountain. In her opinion, the training camp took “roughing it” to extremes. A warm bath wouldn’t have been construed as coddling—just necessary to unkink shoulders still sore from the kick of a rifle butt and a neck too tight after her hair-raising drive in the countryside.

      Inside her cabin, she opened her tiny closet and stared at the clothes she’d brought for her adventure vacation. The silk dresses and slinky sandals she’d packed were useless in this environment and would be overtly inappropriate for what she had in mind, so she chose khaki cargo shorts and a tight-fitting black tee.

      Sure, she’d also wear her hiking boots since snakes and eight-legged critters crawled around the forest floor, but she’d slip them over a pair of black fishnet ankle socks with a flirty, lacy fringe.

      No way would Angel miss her little rebellion against the grim strictures of the school. Besides, the shorts left a long, tanned expanse of trim thighs and calves should he want to peek.

      She hoped he wasn’t so uptight he’d miss the invitation. This was her vacation, after all, and there was nothing as delicious as a little fling far from home to keep a girl…happy.

      Bending in front of a small mirror, Maya applied a thin stroke of gray to her eyelids and clear, glossy mascara to her thick black eyelashes, and then finger-combed her curly hair. When she was through, she stared at the woman who was a far cry from the suited businessperson with the sleek French braid she was back in Chicago.

      What would Angel see? Her brown eyes looked enormous, her nude lips, pink and pouting. Without a push-up bra, her breasts sprang like small round apples supported only by the slim fit of her cotton shirt.

      With three days of training left, she didn’t have time to play coy. She wanted him. Her nipples beaded, tightening at the thought of his gaze lingering over her breasts. Did he prefer a more ample set, or would he find hers exactly to his taste? A groan escaped at the image her thoughts created.

      She let herself out of her cabin and strode toward the rustic dining hall, wondering why she cared. Why she wanted him so badly. He’d gone out of his way to make sure she got his message loud and clear. His actions fell just short of warding off her every look and “accidental” touch with a cross and holy water. Was she simply intrigued by the challenge of breaking through his personal Kevlar-coated, no-playing-with-the-clients rule?

      But she was getting to him. The stiffness of his back when he’d held her close, the tell-tale twitch of the impressive man-o-meter between his legs told her so.

      Still, why was she so obsessed with this particular man? After ten years of “testing” vacation packs for clients, she’d had her fill of anonymous flirtations with the locals. Not a prude by any stretch of the imagination, she’d indulged a time or two and left lovers behind, feeling only mild regret.

      This time, however, she knew she courted real heartache. Besides the deep, sensual ache she wanted him to assuage, she thought a chance existed for a real connection. Because, for once, she wasn’t the one in charge. Wasn’t the girl issuing glib, caustic barbs while leading a man on a chase they both knew was just a game—won quickly, effortlessly. A guilt-free, entanglement-free orgy of lust. An experience gobbled up quickly like fast food and forgotten.

      This time, she wanted to savor the journey. Not that she wasn’t ready to jump his bones this very second. But if she got the chance, she wouldn’t be so eager to slide from between his sheets and leave.

      Most delicious of all, she had the feeling he wasn’t the kind of guy to let her.

      The drone of the generator led her toward the dining hall, and she stood in the shadows outside, peering through the dusty windows for a glimpse of Angel.

      She didn’t find him at any of the long tables and turned, determined to track down her quarry. Perhaps he’d opted for that beer. She backtracked to the barracks where the trainers slept and caught a glimpse of a familiar set of broad shoulders heading toward the isolated shower hut.

      A smile stretched her lips at the naughty thoughts running through her mind. Keeping to the deepening shadows next to the cabins, she followed stealthily behind him.

      Wearing only slacks with a towel hooked around his neck, a T-shirt wadded in his hand, his back was bare for her to ogle. The deep indention down the center was bordered by thick muscles. God, what might a man do with all that strength and power when focused on a woman’s pleasure?

      She couldn’t wait to find out.

      When the coiled spring hinges slammed the door behind him, she snuck up to it and flipped the wooden sign from “Men” to “Women.” Since only one other woman was in the camp, a mousy student in wire-rimmed glasses, she knew the chances were slim they’d be interrupted.

      Inside the hut, a long wooden bench stretched along one side of the wall. His clothing sat on top of it in a neat, folded stack. She slipped off her boots and socks, tugged her tee over her head, and sauntered toward the entrance of the second room, following the sound of running water.

      A crumb of modesty had her keeping on the shorts, but she flicked open the button at the top and slid down the zipper halfway to bare her lower abdomen. Maybe he would think she really was there to shower but had mistaken the sign outside.

      One naked light bulb glared from the ceiling of the shower room, shedding just enough light for Maya to get an eyeful of the rugged perfection she’d lusted after since she’d arrived at ADR, Inc.’s Executive Security Training Camp.

      His back was to her, his face lifted to the thin, gurgling spray. Ropes of suds slithered down his naked back and rock-hard buttocks. Fascinated, she watched the soap surge downward to his feet.

      She must have sighed out loud, because his head swiveled, and he looked toward the closed door before spearing her with a sharp glance. “Forget your towel?” he asked, one dark brow rising.

      The lie was on the tip of her tongue, ready to be blurted, but since she hadn’t raised her hands to shield her breasts from his view, she knew the pretense would seem silly. “Mind sharing?” she rasped, her throat suddenly tight.

      Something dark and fierce glinted in his gaze. His jaw flexed once, and he looked away, swiping his hands over his face and hair before he slowly turned his body to face hers. His gaze was unreadable, his jaw presenting a taut, hard edge.

      Not that she was intimidated for even a second. Her gaze slid hungrily down his lightly furred chest to his hewn abdomen and lower. His cock was pure, masculine perfection, rising slowly, slick and thickening between massive thighs.

      Maya’s breath caught, and she swallowed, stepping deeper into the room. She ignored the muscle clenching alongside his jaw and his continued silence. Until he said no, loud and clear, she’d take his silence as a yes. Her hands went straight to the waist of her shorts to push them downward. When they dropped to the floor, she raised her gaze to his again and walked slowly toward him.

      His gaze locked with hers for long moment, and she worried he might be trying to intimidate her into stopping by playing some sort of staring game, but then he blinked. Her heart stuttered then beat faster as his gaze swept her naked body, his expression hardening, his green eyes darkening. His chest rose around a deep breath, but he didn’t motion to her, didn’t make a move toward her.

      She understood. She’d started this, so he’d leave what happened next all up to her. Maybe he worried she’d call foul later and lodge a sexual harassment complaint. Maybe he could tell that his continued resistance made her nervous, and he wanted to see how far he could push until she turned tail and ran.

      When she stood within his reach, so close only an inch or two separated her trembling belly from his rising cock, she opened her mouth, but fell silent when she realized the only things her overheated mind could think to say would sound like begging.

      When he did finally move, a hand rose from his side, and his fingers trailed her cheek, pushing her damp hair behind her ear. “You’ve already showered,” he said, his voice a sexy, deep rumble.

      “I was looking for you,” she admitted, feeling fine spray bounce off his body and hit her face.

      “You shouldn’t be here.”

      With a shake of her head, she gave a faint snort. “If I didn’t take the initiative, would you have?”

      His fingers glided down her neck to the top of her breast then stopped. His gaze lifted from the dewy skin to lock with hers. “You’re treading in dangerous waters.”

      “It’s only a shower,” she whispered, blood pounding in her ears. “I’m not going to drown.”

      “Baby girl, you have no clue.”

      “Then show me.” She stepped closer, closing her eyes briefly as her belly at last felt the weight of his cock pressed against it.

      His fingers spread, opening to cup her breast.

      Maya thought she might die. The moment was too perfect. His hand warmed her while it gently massaged, clasping, rubbing, lifting. His thumb flicked her turgid nipple, and she gasped. Her belly vibrated against his cock.

      He groaned then cursed under his breath.

      Not the reaction she’d expected. “Look, if I misread anything, I’ll go. I mean…if you don’t want me—”

      Another short, harsh curse burst from him, but he snaked an arm around her waist and pulled her snug against him. His face bent towards hers, his eyes squeezing tight. “This isn’t the time…the last thing I need…last place you should be.”

      Feeling torn between crying and leaping up to wrap her legs around his waist, she couldn’t help voicing her hurt…and annoyance. “Sure feels like that’s not true,” she gritted out, undulating softly to rub against his cock. Rising on her tiptoes, she slid a palm up his hard chest and behind his neck to pull his head closer.

      The kiss she laid on his lips wasn’t soft or sexy. She ground her mouth against his, letting him know without words how he’d hurt and embarrassed her. Hell, it didn’t matter that she’d done this to herself. Still, she couldn’t force herself to draw away. The heat of his naked body fed the hunger growing deep inside.

      He jerked back his head. “We shouldn’t do this,” he whispered, then dove back for another hard kiss.

      “I’ll come quick. Promise,” she said, then smiled against his lips at the absurdity.

      A desperate, choked groan broke from him. “I don’t have a condom.”

      “Don’t need one, unless you’re not safe,” she whispered in a rush, knowing she was taking a chance, but damn, she was too desperate to stop.

      His hands slid down her waist to cup her bottom, his fingers splaying wide and tightening. When he lifted her, she nearly shouted her triumph, but he moved quickly, turning with her and slamming her back against the plank wall. Before she’d lifted her legs, his cock entered her, shoving upward.

      Her head fell against the wood, and a long, loud moan ripped from her throat. Lord, she’d had eager lovers, but nothing like this explosive power. She locked her ankles behind his back and held on for dear life.

      His body rutted against hers, his hips churning, grinding his cock upwards, not giving her room to breathe. In the morning, she’d have splinters in her backside, bruises on her back, but she didn’t care. Right now, she had him…pumping hard and tunneling deep inside her body.

      Cool water sluiced over their hot skin, shocking her, invigorating him. Angel’s lips glided down her cheek to her mouth. This time, the kiss was everything she’d wanted—deep and devouring. His lips ate at hers, his tongue stabbed in time with the harsh thrusts that drove his cock toward her womb.

      Friction burned inside her channel, and the first faint ripples of her release clasped around his cock. She realized she hadn’t been exaggerating. Her release was already spiking hard.

      His movements sharpened, his hips stroking his shaft inside her faster and faster.

      Maya wrapped her arms around his shoulders and didn’t bother trying to quell the moans ripping from her, one on top of the other, as her orgasm exploded. Her body jerked against his, her head slamming on the plank behind her as her back arched and her mind flew free.

      For long moments afterward, Angel rocked against her, his body shuddering, his mouth gulping air. Then his head jerked back, and his eyes narrowed into fierce slits. Without disengaging, he reached back and shut off the water.

      Sounds, like many boots crunching in gravel came from just outside the hut.

      When her lazy eyelids opened wide, he stared down, a bleak look sliding across his face. “You have to be strong.”

      “Not possible. I feel weak as a kitten,” she said, trying to smile, but too spent to succeed.

      “This is all wrong. God, how could I be so stupid?”

      “Don’t beat yourself up.” Her eyes widened, and shock tightened her chest. “Unless there’s someone else…”

      “No, that’s not it.”

      Those booted feet stomped inside the outer changing room.

      Angel stiffened, and his hands clamped hard around her ass, preparing to lift her off his cock.

      Maya groaned and hid her face against his neck. “Not now. Tell them to go away.”

      He backed away from the wall, slid her down to her feet and grabbed for the towel hanging from a hook. “Put this around you,” he said, his voice clipped. All business. Just like the look that wiped the passion from his face in a single moment.

      She wrapped the towel around her quickly, just before the shower room filled with uniformed men. The one at the front of the group held an AK-47 with the barrel leveled at her face.

      Angry at their insensitivity and embarrassed to be found wearing only a soggy white towel—madder still that Angel stood like a stump and let his friends play their game—Maya lifted a finger to push aside the barrel. “Don’t you know you’re not supposed to aim at something you don’t intend to shoot?”

      

      Angel nearly groaned at Maya’s ridiculous complaint. Was she really so naïve she didn’t know this wasn’t a part of the camp’s curriculum? Or that the men surrounding them were Calderon’s men, come to take his rival’s daughter? Yanez had a lot to answer for if he hadn’t prepared his daughter for the dangers she’d confront by returning to this region.

      Angel cursed silently at his own stupidity. He hadn’t expected them to make such a bold move.

      The leader of the band swept Maya with a glance, the corners of his lips sliding into a smirk. “Good work, Angel,” he said in Spanish. “We’ve been watching to see when you would find your target.”

      “What’d he say?” Maya asked, tugging on his arm, her eyebrows lowering into a scowl. Rich pink tinted her pale cheeks.

      Angel shrugged off her touch and met Paulo Garcia’s glittering gaze. Lifting his chin, he ignored the fact he was still standing naked, and every one of the men filling the room knew exactly what they’d interrupted. He’d think about Maya’s humiliation later. More important issues were at stake now. “Thought I was to contact you,” he replied in Spanish. “This was risky. The school has an armory. You could draw fire.”

      “Look, I wanna get dressed,” Maya said, her voice sounding thick.

      She was getting upset, and he barely resisted the urge to slide his arm over her shoulder and pull her close.

      “Silencio!” Garcia bit out.

      “Okay, I understood that,” Maya groused.

      “Let her get dressed,” Angel said, keeping his voice dead even.

      Calderon’s second-in-command gave her body another all-encompassing assessment. “She trusts you?”

      Angel shrugged, hoping Maya wasn’t playing at not understanding the rapid-fire exchange. “She’s in love with me. If she believes I’ve been captured too, she might be less of a problem.”

      Garcia glanced over his shoulder and issued orders for his men to gather their clothing. “Get dressed. My men will wait outside. A vehicle is parked just beyond the fence.”

      So, they’d cut a hole in the chain-link surrounding the camp. With the shower a good distance from the barracks, the possibility existed no one would know they’d infiltrated until Maya was discovered missing and camp personnel found the break.

      Clothing was tossed toward both of them. Angel angled his body to shield hers as she struggled to pull on her clothing without losing the towel.

      “What the hell is going on?” she whispered, her voice shaking. “Is this a kidnapping? Should I tell them I can’t afford to pay any ransom?”

      Angel gave her a quelling glance. “Don’t talk now. Just follow my lead.”

      The way she acted, completely confused, made his stomach cramp. He had the sinking feeling she was exactly what she’d claimed in her application to the school. She was a travel agent from Chicago. Just tough luck she was of Hispanic heritage, hailed from the States, and had chosen this rotation for her vacation.

      And it was his damn fault for making her vulnerable. If he’d stayed away from her until he’d figured out which woman was Yanez’s daughter…

      Too late now. Her only chance for survival was to keep up the pretense.

      When he’d tugged up his zipper, he gave her a quick glance, making sure she was dressed, before he turned back to Garcia, his game face back in place. “She’ll cooperate,” he said in Spanish. “You won’t need to deal harshly with her.”

      Garcia’s gaze narrowed in suspicion. “You did your part. No need to accompany us.”

      Angel thought fast. If he let them take her, he might not find them again. He had to go with the group. “As soon as they figure out she’s gone, they’ll be interviewing the staff. They know I was asking about her. They’ll put two and two together, and my ass will be swinging in the wind.”

      Garcia grunted, but his gaze settled on Maya who’d slipped close to Angel’s side again. “Maybe it’s not a bad idea for you to come along. Just to keep her quiet.”

      Angel nodded then reached down for Maya’s hand. He squeezed her fingers to reassure her the best way he could then followed the jerk of Garcia’s chin as he pointed toward the door. Angel stepped past a soldier, pulling Maya behind him.

      When he didn’t radio Cowboy the next day, his handler would know something had gone very wrong. A sweep would be initiated. Until then, Angel would play the part of the paid informant—play both sides of the dangerous game he’d started.
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      Despite the cloying heat that stuck the black cotton hood to her face, Maya shivered. In the space of minutes, she’d gone from sixty and revved for more to a breath-stealing, stomach-plummeting halt.

      When the men wearing jungle-printed camouflage burst into the shower facility, she’d been sure Angel’s buddies were playing a joke on them both. But Angel’s face and body had tightened; skin made ruddy by all that sexual activity had drained quickly of color. Before her brain had caught up with the clues he’d exhibited, her mouth prepared to babble on—until the man in charge had issued his terse, “Silencio!”

      Evidently, he suffered from “short-man-syndrome.” His face had hardened, his lips curling into a snarl that sent his handlebar moustache tipping perilously to the side.

      The reddening expression on his face when she’d pushed aside the barrel of his gun should have been her first clue, but she’d still been suffering from embarrassment at being caught bare-naked. Thank goodness, Angel had been quicker to realize what was happening. The towel had spared her more humiliation.

      Angel’s thick thigh rubbed against hers. She wondered if he was trying to reassure her again or needing more space on the bench seat in the back of the SUV. She’d gotten only a glimpse of their vehicle before “Little Napoleon” tossed a dark cloth hood at Angel and spat a command in Spanish. She’d bitten her lips to keep them from quivering but allowed him to tug it over her face. If they didn’t want her seeing where they were going, surely that meant they didn’t intend to kill her. But what about Angel? There’d been only one hood.

      The nylon rope tying her wrists together had added to her panic. Unable to brace her hands against the side of the vehicle, she was tossed around like a ragdoll at each sharp turn. In addition, the pressure in her ears was easing. She yawned to make them pop, knowing they had to be leaving behind the mountain range, following the road that hugged the river wending its way toward the coast.

      Sitting in the back of the vehicle, stomach churning as they sped down a rutted trail at break-neck speed, she couldn’t think past the panic rising inside her chest. She’d seen the hostage movie with Russell Crowe, knew that groups all around the lower Americas practiced kidnap and ransom for profit. But why on earth would they target her? Did they think that because she came from north of the border she had to be rich? What would they do when they realized her bank account fluctuated from three to four digits on any given day depending on how close to payday the date was? The agency didn’t have that kind of cash either. Lace and Susan might pitch in their savings, but short of robbing a bank, she knew there wasn’t much they could do to help.

      Again, Angel’s thigh rubbed against hers, and she realized he must have heard her hyperventilating. Thank God he was there, or she really might lose it. Worrying about his situation did a lot to keep her from completely freaking out. What would they do with him once they got to wherever they were going? He was an instructor at a training camp—she couldn’t imagine he was making the big bucks either.

      Having him along to translate would be helpful though. She wished she’d nagged her abuela a little harder when she was growing up to teach her Spanish, but her grandmother had emigrated from Cuba in the early sixties and embraced her new home. Spanish had receded even before her mother had come along.

      The vehicle whipped around another sharp turn, throwing her against Angel. His arm came down around her shoulder, and she sighed, snuggling close. His fingers stroked her shoulder through her thin tee, and she snuffled quietly, trying not to cry.

      He was being so sweet. Trying hard to be brave for her. Of course, he was a merc. Had likely seen the business end of a weapon a time or two, but still... How many times had he been kidnapped?

      The vehicle slowed. Conversation flowed in the front seat. Little Man cursed.

      Or at least she was pretty sure he had by the short, staccato emphasis of his two words.

      The truck ground to a halt. The door beside her was flung open.

      “It’s time to get out, Maya,” Angel said in a quiet voice.

      She took a deep breath and hoped her legs would actually hold her up when she slid to the ground. A rough hand gripped the rope at her wrist and dragged her along. She stumbled, but quickly righted herself, listening for the sounds of Angel’s voice behind her, for his heavy tread, but she was heading off alone with her captor. A knot grabbed her stomach.

      Another door opened, a hand shoved her between her shoulders, and she landed on a dirt floor, grit grinding into the skin of her knees.

      Before she could push off the floor, she heard a tin door clang shut. Her body stiffened. She was alone and afraid to remove the hood. Afraid to move in case she wasn't really alone.

      In the distance, she heard voices, one of them Angel’s. By his tone, he didn’t seem particularly alarmed. Then laughter sounded.

      For the first time, she began to wonder if Angel’s “courage” wasn’t just a reflection of his ease with these kidnappers. Was he one of them after all? The thought made her dizzy, and she slumped. Had great sex just been a way to keep her attention until the rest of his buddies got into position to take her? Had she been so enamored with his hard body she’d misread him completely? When more laughter followed, she concluded
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