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CHAPTER ONE

The heat in Montedora City was sticky and oppressive, even after sundown. The dimly lighted bar wasn't
ar-conditioned, and the ancient e ectric fans overhead, which groaned with each duggish rotation, only
managed to push the hot, damp air around the room, asif trying to ensure that everyone enjoyed an equal
level of discomfort. Even the omnipresent flies seemed hest-stunned, for they had taken to buzzingina
grange caypso rhythm, flying sraight into thewalls, and then faling to the floor, apparently unconscious.

Madeleine Barrington sipped glumly on her tepid rum and coke; the Andrews Sisters would never have
sung so cheerily about the drink if they could have tasted this one. Madel eine wished desperately for a
glass of minerd water with adice of lemon, acoal, fragrant bath, and the comfort of afirm mattress and
clean sheets. But dl of that, she acknowledged resignedly, was severad thousand milesaway in her
Manhattan apartment. And she was stuck in Montedorafor another night.

A poor South American country, Montedora boasted only oneredl city, Montedora City, its chaotic
capital. Not exactly atourist mecca, the entire city had only two or three big hotels. The Hotel Tigre,
which hadn't been decorated in nearly twenty years, wasthe best and safest of them; and it redlly wasn't
al that bad if you didn't mind threadbare towels, sagging beds, pedling paint, squeaking ceiling fans, bad
food, and sullen service.

Madd ene minded.

Shetook another sip of her drink and closed her eyes, sternly fighting the wave of depression which
threatened to engulf her. What arotten day it had been. After spending twelve hoursin miserable
discomfort at the airport, she had been informed that her flight, scheduled to take off this morning, had
findly been cancelled. The news had been disappointing enough, after awhole day of unexplained delays,
but then something worse happened. When she tried to reclaim her luggage, she was informed that it had
been mistakenly loaded onto another flight, and now no one knew where it was.

S0 here she was, stuck for another night in Montedora City, and she couldn't even change into afresh set
of clothes. She couldn't even buy some, since—due to the curfew—all the shops had aready closed by
the time she caught ataxi back into the city. Well, she supposed she could wash out her thingsin the
bathroom sink in her room.

She sighed and decided that she had better finish her drink in the Bar Tigre and go across the courtyard
to the reception desk, where she could get aroom for the night. Perhaps the taxi-sized cockroach which
had shared her room last night would till be there. It could keep her company. She grimaced and
finished her drink. Then, although she was usualy abstemious, she ordered another. Sheld need allittle
fortification if she was going to face one of those sullen desk clerks again. Not to mention the dightly
brown water in the bathroom.

“Makeit adouble, please,” she said to the bartender.



“Ah, you like?" The chubby man smiled.
“Actudly, I'm trying to get the mosquitoes drunk,” she explained serioudly.
Hedidn't get it.

It had not been agood week, and Madeleine regretted that another trip to M ontedora would probably
be necessary before her god was accomplished. Her grandfather had bought a huge plantation in this
country over fifty years ago and named it EI Rancho Barrington. It hadn't been abad investment at the
time; the year-round growing climate and rich soil produced tomatoes, sugarcane and other cropsfor
Barrington Food Products.

However, socia, economic, and political conditions had changed considerably over the years.
Montedora had become unstable, for one thing; President Juan de laV eracruz was the country's third
military dictator in seven years. Moreover, the farm was only producing half of what it used to, dueto
bad loca management. Madel eine had been urging her father, Thackery Makepeace Barrington, to sl
the plantation for severd years. Not only did she worry about losing the property to nationalization, but
shedso firmly believed that Barrington Enterprises should support the U.S. agricultura economy rather
than operating afeuda estate in aforeign country.

Her father had finaly listened to her. Having gotten him to agree, she had come here to Montedorato
review the property and the local management before putting El Rancho Barrington on the international
market.

It had been agruding, lonesome, and depressing week, and she wished desperately that her flight home
hadn't been cancelled. She dso wished she could fed more optimistic about her chances of getting out of
here tomorrow. The airport seemed more like acounty fair onitslast legsthan an internationd flight
center.

“Another, senorita?’ the bartender asked, noticing she had finished her second drink.

She probably shouldn't. She never had three drinksin an evening. But what €l se was she going to do? Go
check into a shabby room and stare at its four walls? Re-read the two books she had brought from home
and dready finished? Review the paperwork which made her despair of ever being ableto sdll EI Rancho
Barrington?

“Yes, I'll have ancther,” she said.

Shefdt her eegant dress of thin silk clinging to her back, and her brow was damp with moisture. She
pulled out amonogrammed handkerchief and pressed it delicately to her overheated face. Shewas
sweating. Amazing. She never swesgted. It was one of the many things her ssters didiked about her.

Oh, she knew they loved her, but there were alot of things about her they didn't like. In fact, she
supposed the same thing could be said about dmost everyone who knew her. The uneasy, dightly snide
jokes about her magna cum laude degree from Princeton, her mastery of every area of the enormous
family business, her fastidious persond appearance, and her genera competence were legion. The more
she proved hersdlf, the less affection she seemed to inspire.

Sitting here done in astrange, seedy bar at the ends of the earth, she had to admit that, despite alarge
family, aprominent socia position, and avast persona acquaintance, there was no one she could call
long-distance right now to smply say shewasfedling londly and demoradized. She wasn't that closeto

anyone.



Shewasthirty years old, hedthy, wedthy, and socialy and professondly successful. And, as she
downed another swalow of flat coke and cheap rum, shefelt ... empty.

What had gotten into her? It must be the heat. She should stop being so gppdlingly maudlin. Thank
goodness there was no one around to see her in this condition—swesty, cranky, and wallowing in
sef-pity. She never permitted people to see her thisway. She never permitted herself to fed thisway.
Fortunately, the bartender didn't seem to care, and the three other patrons of Bar Tigre were dl involved
in apoker gamein the corner.

Still, she was a disciplined woman who never gave in to despondency. There was adirty, cracked mirror
lining thewall behind the bar. She looked up at it, staring forcefully into her own eyes, and ordered
hersdlf to feel capable and confident, asusual.

That was when she saw him gtaring at her.

* k% k %

Fedling uncharacterigticaly moody after hisfind day at the Presdential Pdace, Ransom walked through
the dark, muggy, filthy streets of Montedora City. He had dismissed his chauffeur-driven car twenty
minutes ago, wanting to clear his head with an evening stroll. Besides, despite the danger which lurked in
the city's Streets after dark, Ransom figured Migue's driving was more likely to kill him than any mugger.

What ahdll of ajob this had been. Ransom liked working for Marino Security International, and he had
willingly accepted this ass gnment to recommend and implement new security measuresfor President
Juan delaVeracruz. HEd done his duty here, but he wouldn't be sorry to say goodbye to this miserable,
oppressed country and its squabbling, egocentric rulers.

The assgnment wasfindly over. Today he had finished reviewing the new security measures, and his
written report would be done by the end of the month. Veracruz had invited him to spend the night at the
Pdace, but he had declined, preferring the quiet privacy of his shabby hotel room to the ostentatious
glitter of the Palace, where everyone seemed to scheme and plot even in their deep.

Ah, well. It was over. Tomorrow morning, the President's private car would pick Ransom up and take
him to amilitary arfied, where the Presdent's private plane would fly him back to the States.

He could hardly wait. He wanted some time off. He wanted some decent company, after putting up with
Veracruz and his cronies. He wanted to get alittle pleasure out of life after being stuck in Montedorafor
over amonth. He wanted to undress and relax, after wearing atie a yet another formal dinner tonight;
ever snce leaving the Secret Service, he sdldom wore atie for anything but weddings and funeras. He
wanted someone to soothe his guilty conscience about having worked so hard to help preserve the
power, position, and lifestyle of agreedy dictator. Despite the mora ambivaence he felt about it,
Ransom had done a damn good job here; and because of that, he wanted areward.

He pushed open the door of the Bar Tigre and saw the answer to al of his wants and needs Sitting right
there at the bar.

Shewas very beautiful, dmost intimidatingly so. But held never been easily intimidated, so he stalked
forward, eyesfixed on her.

Her flaxen blond hair was Sarting to wilt in the het, its fine tendrils clinging to her neck and shoulders as
she pressed alace-edged handkerchief to her cheeks and forehead. Her wide eyes were arich, deep,
royal blue, fringed by long, curling lashes. Her skinwas asfair asapearl, as smooth and perfect as
aabagter, asfirm and enticing as ripe, young fruit. She wore an expensive-looking dress of thin, dark
purple silk with ahigh neck and abelted waist. It left her shoulders bare, and the hem stopped just above



her knees, reveding long, shapdly legs. Her smple bracelet and matching earrings were gold, and her
shoes had probably cost two hundred dollars.

He wondered what awoman like her was doing in aplace like this. Her fine, aristocratic bone structure
and perfect posture confirmed hisimpression that she was a class act. What was she doing Stting alonein
Bar Tigre? She obvioudy wasn't aprostitute. No woman from the embassy staff would venture out alone
after curfew, Peace Corpsworkersdidn't dress like that, and, as far as he knew, hardly any foreigners
did businessin Montedora City anymore. They'd al pulled out after the last coup.

If shewasatravdler, she sure didn't seem to be enjoying herself. He had seldom seen such a bleak
expression. What was she thinking about?

Whatever it was, it made her look into the mirror with aflash of cold fire. God, she was gorgeous!
Whoever she was, whatever she was doing here, he was half-willing to believe she had been sent by the
angels, expresdy for him, to be his comfort and his reward. Except, of course, that Ransom's just
desserts were more likely to come from some place other than heaven.

Their eyesmet in the mirror. He smiled dowly. No, this woman hadn't been sent by angels. Therewas
too much challenge in her gaze. She had been sent by someone who understood Ransom very well,
indeed. He never liked anything to be too easy.

Hot as hell, heloosened histie, undid a couple of his buttons, and joined her at the bar.

* * % %

Madel eine glanced askance at the man who had looked her up and down so boldly, then sat beside her
at the bar without even asking.

“Hi, there,)” hesaid eedlly.

“Good evening.” She held his gaze for amoment, letting him know that she wasn't shy or flustered, but
that she definitely wasn't interested in talking to him. Then she accepted another rum and coke from the
bartender.

“It'sonme,” the man said when the bartender asked her for payment.
Shesaid, “No, thank you. [—"

“Then do you want to buy me one?’ he asked.

Shefrowned. “But—"

“Thanks! Senor, thelady's buying my drink. Makeit abeer.”
Shelooked at the stranger with rising irritation. “ Excuse me, but I'm—"
“You're American, aren't you?’

“Yes But—"'

“Soaml.”

“Yes, | cantell. However—"

“Y ou gaying at the Hotel Tigre?’



Sheglared at him. “Y our techniqueisvery clumsy,” she said rudely.
“I know. | usudly haveto rely on charm and sex apped.”

To her surprise, shelaughed. It must be the rum.

He grinned. An undenigbly sexy grin. “That's better.”

“Better than what?” Why was she taking to this man?

“Better than the expression you had on your face when | walked through that door. Y ou looked like you
werethinking of jumping off abridge”

“No, | wasn't.”
“Y ou looked like you were moping about being al donein thisrotten city on such amiserable night.”

“Wadll...” Shepaidfor hisbeer, suddenly glad for the company. Taking to anyone, even thisimpertinent
stranger, seemed better than being aone with her thoughts.

Heraised hisglass. “Here'sto golden days and purple nights, both of which have been in short supply
lady.”

“Asyou say.” Sheclinked her glass againgt his, wondering what his version of apurple night would be.
Probably awaterbed motel, afew “adult” videos, and the sort of woman whom Mother would describe
as"obvious”

“Had any purple nights, lately?’ he asked, hisamazingly green eyes sparkling at her.
“| don't believe s0.”
“Nice accent. Y ou sound like a debutante.”

“Please, don't say that.” Visionsfilled her head of the slly, overdressed girls she had never been ableto
understand or emulate.

“Ah, aworking woman, huh?’

“yes”

“What do you do?’

“I don't want to talk about it.”

He shrugged easily. “ Okay. No shop talk. It's been that kind of aday for me, too.”

“No shop talk,” she agreed, surprised at herself. She was never this blunt. Perhaps it was the heat. Or
perhaps it was the man himself. It was funny how easily she had accepted his presence a her side,
strange how comfortable she felt with him. She'd heard about such things, about people who told their
most intimate secrets to a stranger, comforted by the anonymity, freed by the lack of a shared past and
al the baggageit carried. That probably explained it.

God, it was hot! She had never known such debilitating hest. It played tricks on her mind and heightened
her senses. Shewas very aware of the stranger's body hest, his musky scent, the subtle sound of his
breathing.



He was a good-looking man, though not at al the sort of man she would ever date. About six feet tdl, he
was dim without being skinny, muscular and athletic-looking without being bulky. Histhick hair waslight
brown, streaked wildly with adozen shades of gold. One rebelliouslock hung over hisforehead, and he
occasiondly brushed it out of his eyes as he quietly enjoyed his beer at her side.

His brows and lashes were dark, framing astonishingly bright green eyeswhich virtualy twinkled with
interest and energy. Hislong, lean face reved ed two heart-stopping dimples when he smiled, and his
mouth wasfull and wide. A dightly crooked nose and afaint scar at histemple gave him acertain
roughness and added to hisrakish air.

His clotheswere ordinary. Indeed, in aless generous mood, Madeeine would have caled them
cheap—khaki pants, an old leather belt, scuffed shoes, afactory-made shirt, and atie that some woman
had given him. He couldn't possibly have chosen that wine-colored background and paidey design for
himsdf.

“A woman gave you that tie,” she said without thinking.

Hisbrows moved in surprise. “ That's right. How did you know?’

“I'll bet it'syour only tie, except for the black one you wear at weddings and funerals.”
He smiled, studying her with interest. “ Have you been peeking in my closet?’

“Men are s0 predictable.”

“Redly? Then tel mewhat my briefslook like.”

“Oh, I'm not an expert on underwear.”

“Just ties”

“It doesn't look like you. And it doesn't match your shirt. Y ou wouldn't wear it if you owned afew
more.” Sheredized what she had just said. “ Sorry. That wasrude.” She frowned. “I'm never rude.”

“Never say never.”

“No, I'm never rude.” Sheblinked at him. “But | just was, wasn't |7’

“It'sthe heat,” he assured her blandly.

She pushed her drink away. “1 think I've had too much to drink.”

Heremoved histieand put it in his pocket. “1 hate this damn thing, to tell the truth.”

“Who was she?” None of her business. She shouldn't have asked, but she wanted to know.
“The woman who gaveit to me?’ He shrugged. “ Just someone.”

“ She wanted you more than you wanted her,” Madeleine surmised. Funny how freeing it wasto say the
things she dways knew but usudly never mentioned.

He peered into her glass. “ Are you reading tealeaves or something?’
She shrugged. “It wasn't hard to guess.”

He was the sort of man women wanted. Not her, of course. Maddleine had very refined tastes, and this



stranger was anything but refined. His shoulder muscles bulged againgt the cotton of his shirt. His pants
were astight as aplastic wrap around his narrow hips and hard thighs. He had stalked toward that
barstool like apredatory cat. And his gaze, as he continued looking at her, was undeniably sexual, yet full
of enough humor and curiosity to make awoman fed singled out, specid, and admired.

“Women love that sort of thing,” she murmured. She took another sip of her rum, then remembered she
had decided not to drink any more.

“What sort of thing?’ he asked, propping his cheek on hisfist.

He had very nice hands. Long, strong, dim, and nest. They were darkly tanned, like hisface and arms.
She noticed another scar on the hed of his hand.

“You're either asoldier of fortune or very clumsy,” shesaid.
“Hmmm?’

She pointed to his scar. He clearly didn't understand what she meant. Emboldened by his comfortable
response to whatever inappropriate thing she said, she reached over and traced the scar on his hand.

“Oh, that.” Hisvoice was husky.

“And thisone.” Shereached up to histemple. He went very till, looking into her face as shetraced the
fine, white line that disappeared into hishair. “And your nose...” Sheran her finger downitshbridge. “It
goesalittle sdeways.” Her own voice sounded raspy to her. She suddenly wanted to run her fingertip
across hisfull lower lip, too. But there was no scar there, so she pulled her hand away.

He moved alittle closer. *Y eah. Broke my nose a couple of times.”
“How?"

“Hghting.”

“Y ou must have quite atemper.”

His smile made her catch her bresth. “Nah. I'm a pussycat.”
“Youreflirting with me,” shesaid in surprise.

“It'sether you or those three guysin the corner, and | don't think they'd like my tie.” Histeasing gaze
was perceptive. “You don't like flirting?’

“I'm.... unaccustomed to it, shall we say.”

“We can say whatever you like. But you must livein aguarded tower if you're not used to men flirting
with you.”

“A guarded tower?” She grew pensive and took another sip of her drink. “A guarded tower,” she
repeated.

“Areyou married?’ he asked quietly.
She blinked. “No.” No guard needed. She was the tower.
“Oh. Okay.”



“Why?Would you get up and leaveif | said yes?’

“No. Therésno harm in talking. But | wouldn't...”

“Wouldn't what?” What else did thisflirtatious, impertinent stranger intend?

He shrugged and looked around the room. “1f you'd said yes, | wouldn't ask you to dance.”
“We can't dance. There's no dancefloor.”

He grinned again. “No dance floor? Damn. And we sure don't want to break the rulesin afine, upscae
establishment likethe Bar Tigre, do we?’ He did off hisstool and took her hand without asking. No one
ever touched her without asking. “Come on. There's an empty space, thereésmusic, and theresa
handsome guy like me. What more do you need?’

Therewasindeed music, though she had hardly noticed it until amoment ago. Blaring out from the dusty
speaker of an ancient radio, which the bartender obligingly turned up, the rumbahad a scratchy, tinny
sound.

“How'syour rumba?’ the man asked, taking her in hisarms.
“It needswork.”
“Now'syour chance.”

He made her laugh, because he couldn't rumba any better than she could, but he sure knew how to enjoy
trying. Anyhow, aman that graceful, that comfortable with hisbody, could fakeit pretty well. Shewas
0iggling when the dance ended. Absurd.

“I never giggle” shesaid fadtidioudy, her hands still imprisoned by his.
“Y ou should. It makes you look pretty.”

He sounded s0 sincere that she flushed. She had been lavishly complimented in the most elegant phrases,
and by the most sophisticated of men, but it must be fifteen years since the last time she had felt shy and
tongue-tied in the face of a man's honeyed words. “Oh.”

The music changed. The new song was adow, sensud Latin melody with alanguid, suggestive best.
Madeleine nervoudly tried to pull awvay. The stranger held fast to her hands. Shelooked up, and their
gazeslocked. Hetilted his head alittle, and the suggestion of asmile played around hisfull lips, making
the corners of hiseyeswrinkle dightly. He looked four, maybe five years older than hersdlf. Hiseyes
narrowed and beckoned to her from behind their fringe of dark lashes, his expresson a combination of
laughter, challenge, and sexud foreplay.

“Onemoredance,” he murmured.

“Um..”

“| dareyou.”

“Dareme?’ She stepped into hisarms.

He nodded. “1 knew you wouldn't res st a challenge. Comfortable?’

She drew in a steadying breath but didn't respond. He'd pulled her much closer for this dance than he



had for their rumba. She braced ahand against his hard shoulder, trying to keep her distance.
“Don't you sweat?’ he asked.
“| am sweeting.”

The hand at her waist moved up and down her back in dow, exploratory caress. She shivered and
moved forward alittle, seeking to escape its pressure. The movement brought her breasts into contact
with his chest. He pressed her closer and drew his palm dowly across her shoulders, then back down to
her was.

“Baredly swesting,” he concluded. “ And it's hot enough to suffocate tonight.”

Her back burned where heéd touched her. Her waist vibrated under the light pressure of hishand. To her
extreme embarrassment, her nipples were growing hard where they pressed againg his chest. She
wondered desperately if he could fed them.

Their eyesmet. Hishad lost their teasing look and were growing heavy-lidded and deepy. It made him
look softer. It made her want to touch his cheek, stroke his hair, nuzzle him. She stiffened and tried to

pull away.

Heressted. Not enough to force her to stay in hisarms; just enough to give her timeto redize that she
didn't redly want to pull away after al. He shifted the hand that held hers and laced hisfingerswith hers.
She complied willingly and let him draw her even closer, so that their hips pressed together as he did one
leg between her thighs.

Helowered hishead. Shefelt his cheek againgt hers, hard and dightly rough with hisfive o'clock shadow.
Shefdt him nuzzle her hair, inhding itsfragrance, and she quivered againgt him, closing her eyes.

“Reax,” he murmured, sensing her tenson. “Don't you ever let your spine sag?’
1] Na/a..”

“Never say never,” hewhispered. Hishand did up her back to gently knead the tight muscles between
her shoulder blades,

She sghed and did her arm around his neck, running her fingers through the soft hair at his nape again
and again. Hewas afeadt of different textures. warm, smooth skin; dightly abrasive stubble; hard, bulging
muscle beneath damp cotton; slky soft hair; soothing, stimulating hands.

Hisstrong, clever fingers unlocked al the secrets she carried between her shoulders. All the anger she
never showed, al the fears she kept hidden, al the weariness she never gaveinto; hefreed it al and let it
flow between them. She sighed and pillowed her head on his shoulder, wondering at hisskill, his
understanding. It was asif this perfect stranger knew things about her that no onein her life had even
guessed.

Wanting to hold him with both arms, wanting both his hands to be free to touch her, she pulled her other
hand out of hisgrasp and did it around his shoulder. He responded by embracing her fully and letting his
hands roam freely over her shoulders, back, and waist.

Theintensity of histouch increased, hiswarm hands releasing other, more deeply buried ingtincts. She
clung to him, fedling the depth of her londliness, wondering how she could besr it if he stopped touching
her. Her belly throbbed with desire, with a pulsing, insstent need to be even closer to him.



The song ended. The chirpy voice of thed,j. intruded on this drowsy, magicd feding. Madeleineraised
her head. The manin her arms tilled, then caressed her cheek lightly beforetilting her chin so that their
eyesmet.

“Ask me up to your room,” hewhispered, his eyes glowing with lush, emerald highlights, hisvoicethick
with promise.

“I cant.”
Hisexpresson didn't change. “1 won't hurt you.”

“I ... believeyou.” Crazily enough, she did. No man who touched her like this, who |ooked so tender,
who teased so sweetly would be cruel or sdfish.

“I've got condoms.” Seeing her flush, he pointed out, “Well, it makes adifference. | thought that might be
WI,.'y yaj—”

“No. I mean, | haven't got aroom.”
He gave ashort puff of laughter. “Then come up to my room.”

“Uh, I...” Shelowered her gaze, confused and astonished. She was actualy consdering it! She,
Madedeine Barrington, was actualy considering accompanying thistotal stranger to his hotel room and
going to bed with him.

She had only goneto bed with three men in her whole life, and she knew everything about them, their
families, and even their trust funds before taking the leap. She never dept with aman unless she had
dated him serioudy and exclusvely for months.

“What are you thinking?’ he asked, hisvoice both familiar and unfamiliar, both comforting and
disurbing.

“ I 'm,__”

Her behavior tonight would shock everyone she'd ever known. She was dways the mode of propriety,
good sense, and sdf-contral.

“It'sokay to be nervous,” he said. “We are strangers, after al.” He pressed hisforehead against hers and
closed hiseyes. “But | don't fed like astranger with you. And | want you. | want you like ... likeit'smy
firg timedl over agan.”

She trembled in response to the hot longing in hisvoice. He smelled sharp and tangy, and his breath was
alittle faster than before. Of its own volition, her hand moved to cup his cheek. He turned his head and
pressed akissinto her palm. Hislipswere hot and damp.

She started breathing like aswimmer, struggling for fast pants of heavy, humid air. The music started
agan. Sheignored it, focusing on the man who held her in hisarms.

Who would ever know? She was al alone here at the ends of the earth. She could be someone elsefor a
night in Montedora City, someone wild and irresponsible, someone free and driven only by ingtincts.

There was no one here to see her break down and, for once in her life, do something sordid,
unconventiona, unwise, and wholly out of character. Shewas so tired of being perfect, so tired of being
Madeleine Barrington. And tonight, she was so lonely. She couldn't bear the thought of being alone. She



couldn't bear the thought of letting this man go.

No onewould ever have to know. It would be her secret. Their secret. She made a silent pact with this
nameless stranger. For this one night, he would show her another side of life and give her thingsthat were
normally beyond her reach. And then tomorrow, it would be dl over. Sheld get on aplane for New Y ork
and forget dl about him. Hed forget al about her, too; he didn't even know who she was.

She could do whatever she wished tonight, and then put it safely behind her, never to worry about
exposure.

“Wherée's your room?’ she whispered.

CHAPTER TWO

Ransom wished he had some place nicer to take her than his hot, shabby room in the Hotel Tigre. She
was awoman who deserved satin sheets, marble floors, a sunken bathtub, a balcony with aview, and a
bed that didn't cresk and groan with every movement. However, the Hotel Tigrewasasgood asit gotin
Montedora, which was undoubtedly why the country had no tourist trade.

Carrying her briefcasefor her, he took her dim, eegant, manicured hand and led her out of the bar,
across the overgrown courtyard with its dry fountain, and into the hotel [obby. It was empty. Therewas
no one behind the reception desk ether, though Ransom could hear atelevison set blaring in the Saff
room.

“The devator isthisway,” he said, leading her down acorridor.
“How long have you been staying here?’

“Toolong.” He had afedling she had only asked to cover her nervousness. She hid it well, but he could
tell shewasalittle scared. It was a safe bet that she didn't do this often. Neither did he. But something
about the things she said to him, the way she looked, and the way he felt when he touched her had made
thisas natura and inevitable as the tide rushing home to the waiting sable sand.

They rode the devator up to the third floor, then walked down the hallway to hisroom. He glanced at
her when he unlocked the door, wondering if she was going to change her mind while therewas ill time.
Their eyesmet and sheraised her chin abruptly, making him smile. Did she think he wanted to arm
wrestle her? Well, maybe they would wrestle alittle, depending on her tastes. He opened the door and
showed her inside.

He didn't bother to turn on the light as he locked the door behind him. The room looked better in the
shadows. Anyhow, there was more than enough light to see her by; amovie theatre across the street
flashed its bright neon lights directly into Ransom's window. He watched her look around the room.

“| asked for the honeymoon suite, but it was already booked,” he said, setting down her briefcase.
She dropped her purse onto the dresser. “It doesn't matter.”

Hewatched the light play on her silver blond hair, making it glow like moonbeamsin the shifting
shadows. “No, it doesn't,” he murmured, fedling adow burn start deep in hisbelly. He dropped his
jacket on achair and came toward her. She didn't back away or flinch or do any of the things that would
have made him fed like ahed for bringing her here. Histhroat felt tight when he put his hands on her
shoulders and lowered his head to kiss her.



Madd eine felt the firm, confident pressure of hiswarm, full lips againgt hers and tasted the dight sdltiness
of hismouth. The flashing lights coming through the windows played on the golden stresksin hishair. His
eyes gleamed with reflected light, though hisfeatureswere veiled in shadow as helifted his head and
looked down at her. She sensed the tension building in him. Hisfingers gripped her shouldersalittle
harder.

Shefelt asoft puff of laughter stir her hair before he said, 1 just redlized | don't even know your name.
Mings—"

“No,” she said suddenly. “No names.”
He hesitated amoment, alittle surprised. “Why not?’
“Not now.” Shedid her pdmsagaing his chest, feding his breathing quicken. “Later.”

He swallowed and pulled her closer, so that their thighs and bellies pressed together. “ Y oull tell me
later?’

“Yes” shelied. If heingsted in the morning, shed make up some name. However much she wanted him,
he must never know who she was. She could never live down something like thisif he turned out to be
the kind of man who bragged about his conquests.

His hands moved down her arms, kneading her bare flesh, burning her skin with their possessive touch,
then did around her waist. His eyes grew heavy-lidded and deepy as he lowered his head. She braced
hersdlf for hiskiss, knowing that there was no question of turning back now. She only hoped she could
control her nervousness, which was threatening to take over her whole body. It was an effort to keep her
hands from shaking as she ran them over his shoulders and into the thick, soft hair a his nape.

Their mouths met, and thistime he kissed her without restraint. Hislipswere hot and moist, and he
rubbed them againgt herswith such intensity that her mind redled and she sagged againgt him. He
supported her weight in hisarms, arching her backward as he braced her againgt hisbody. The room
spun around her, and she found hersdlf clinging bonelesdy to him, surrendering her strength to him. She
felt hismouth on her cheeks, her chin, her eyelids, her forehead. Gentle, inquisitive, and tickling at firdt,
then bold, wet, and seductive. She heard a harsh, rasping sound and recognized it as her own breathing.
His breath gusted against her skin. She didn't know if shewas excited or afraid or both.

He nuzzled her neck and buried hisface in her hair, inhding its scent. “ God, you smell good,” he said
hoarsdly.

Histouch was eementa. Hisinherent sensua power shocked her. She had never before felt her
self-control disintegrate so thoroughly after just afew kisses. Thisman didn't just kiss, he devoured. He
didn't just embrace, he conquered. She struggled against her senses, afraid of the wild rush of desire that
coursed through her veins. Her nerves practicaly vibrated as she struggled against the total abandon her
body was demanding.

This quivering, mindless, disorientation wasn't what she had expected. Thisszzling awareness of his
scent, his heat, histenson, was outside of her experience. This overpowering surge of adrendine
panicked her. Feding like aterrified virgin, she whimpered, horrified to hear hersalf do so. She never lost
control of hersalf. What was happening to her?

The sound seemed to please him. He murmured againgt her neck. She had only amoment to contemplate
pulling away, running from the room, and escaping thisfolly. Then his mouth was on hers again, and she
fdlt theintimate, satiny intrusion of histongue at the same moment that his hands did over her bottom and



pulled her hips againgt his. The hard bulge he ground againgt the cleft of her thighs made her cry out, but
the sound was trapped in her throat. So was the sound he made, while their tongues twined and dueled
and hishipsmoved aggressvely againgt hers. Shefet ahot, painful rush of lust flow through her body and
pool in her loins, asif hed opened afloodgate insde her.

Suddenly her nerves dissolved into a seething mass of needs, and dl the expectations based on previous
experience vanished and fled. Ingtinct and passion took over, and all she thought or knew or cared about
was the man who was satisfying those needs, even as he created others within her, new and voracious
ones shed never known or imagined. She answered the ingistent pressure of his hips and made room for
him by parting her thighs and nestling him even closer to the core of her body. She answered his pleased
groan by digging her fingersinto his bottom and pulling him till closer, revelling in the freedom to demand
him, tease him, entice him.

Their kisses were hot and deep, wet and shameless, breathless and rough. Shefelt hisfingers searching
her dressfor azipper, and she bit his neck impatiently because he was looking in the wrong place.
Eschewing the degance, subtlety and careful staging she had aways expected and received, she stopped
caressing him long enough to fumble in the well-concedled seam at her Sde and undo her zipper hersdif.
Hetook her cue and started tearing off his own clothes, his eyes devouring her boldly as she unfastened
the buttons at her neck and pulled her dress over her head. He flung off his shirt, then pushed down his
trousers and briefs, kicking them away.

His body was beautiful. Long and strong and leanly muscled, he was nicely tanned everywhere except his
loins. His chest was lightly covered with golden brown hair, but the hair between hislegs was dark and
thick. His erection commanded respect. Madel eine stopped breathing for amoment as she stared.

“A garter belt,” he muttered, his gaze sweeping hungrily over her body. She still wore her lacy bra, brief
panties, silk garter belt, and sheer stockings. He dropped to his knees and wrapped hisarms around her,
pressing hisfaceinto her belly. “I knew you would wear agarter belt,” he said gratefully.

She closed her eyes and threw her head back, sagging at the knees when he nibbled hungrily on her
abdomen. He licked hisway across her somach, massaging the backs of her thighs at the sametime.
Impatient with her own clothing, she unfastened her bra, tossed it asde, then did to her knees. Chest to
chest, they kissed ravenoudy as he pressed her down into the threadbare rug on the floor. Shefelt him
yank her panties down her legs, then she obligingly kicked them aside, dl the whilereturning his
soul-destroying kiss. Hiswiry chest hairstickled her nipples and made them tingle. She scraped her nails
across hissmadl, male nipples, then soothed them with her fingertips.

He did ahand between her thighs, forcing them gpart. Sheyidded willingly, Sghing as shefet the
inquiditive caress of hisfingers. He propped himself up on an elbow and watched her face as he delved
indde her.

Their gazes locked in the dim, flashing light of the darkened room. She gasped as she fdlt histhumb move

over the exquistely sensitive nub he had found while hisfingers continued to probe. She gtiffened againgt
the shock waves his touch sent through her.

“Easy,” hemurmured. “Easy. Rdax.” Hislips brushed hers.

Shetried to speak, but the words caught in her throat when he lowered his head to her breast and licked
an aching peak with long, lazy strokes. Her hands balled into fists at her sdes. Her hips started movingin
response to his coaxing hand, even as shetried to hold still. She suddenly felt too raw, too closeto
implosion. Therasp of histongue againg her turgid nipple made her tremble with fedings her body
couldn't seem to contain any longer.



She flung ahand over her eyes, licked her lips, and arched her back. Thiswas torture, sheer agony. And
shed dieif he stopped. Hisintimate caresses grew harder and faster, and she found hersalf moaning and
moving againg his hand uninhibitedly. When he drew her nippleinto his mouth and sucked strongly oniit,
shewent up in flames. Hest rippled through her again and again, and she arched and writhed and sobbed
in response, lost in the searing pleasure he offered her.

She was dazed and panting when she finally became aware of the hard floor beneath her back and the
duggish breeze created by the overhead fan. His hand rested on her somach, and shefelt his breath on
her face. She opened her eyes and met his glittering gaze. His face was sheened with swest, and his
golden brown hair was touded from the touch of her hands.

He smiled at her, sharing a secret, sharing her pleasure, and she smiled back without embarrassment. She
never would have thought it possible to fed so comfortable with anyone, et done a perfect stranger.

They didn't speak. They didn't need to. She felt the stedly hardness of hisdesire againgt her hip, felt the
urgency of hisneed as his hand roved freely over her body. Their gazes remained locked for amoment
before he whispered, “1'd better get the condoms.”

She nodded. Her stomach clenched with renewed desire. “I want you between my legs,” she whispered.
She had never said anything quite so descriptive before. “1 want you ... plunging ingde me.”

His mouth was hard againgt hers, histongue restless and insistent. Somehow, without breaking their kiss,
he pulled her off the floor and deposited her on the bed. She pulled off her stockings and garter belt while
he disappeared into the bathroom. She didn't have time to think about anything before he was with her
again, pressing her into the mattress with hisweight, inflaming her with the hunger of hiskiss. He put the
condom on hastily, and she spread her legsreadily for him.

“Not too wide,” he whispered against her mouth as he settled himsdlf between her thighs. He ran one
hand along her smooth leg, making her bend her knee. “Just like...” He drew in asharp bresth asher
fingers closed around his engorged penis. He swallowed and started breathing much faster. “Yes,” he

rasped.

Hisfirg thrust was gentle, and he paused for amoment to let her adjust to him. Then, bracing his weight
on trembling arms, he arched his back and filled her with hisflesh, thrusting long, deep, and hard. He
looked down at her as shetilted her hips and braced her hands on his muscular buttocks. There was an
exultation in his expresson that made her fed like a captive love dave. Thefiercenessin hisgaze
promised he would not let her off lightly now that he had her beneath him.

“It'll bearoughride,” he said hoarsdly.

“Yes,” shewhispered. “Y es, whatever you want. Do it.”
“What's your name?’ he demanded, thrusting hard.
“What?’

“Tell meyour name.” He plunged into her.

“No.” Her hipsroseto meet him.

“Your name.” Harder.

“Oh!” Her hands did up to the smal of his back.



“Tell me” heurged, lowering his head to kiss her briefly.

“Not ... ohhh ... not now.”

“I'll stop,” he warned, withdrawing for another thrust.

“No youwont,” she said fiercely, locking her legs around his hips and heaving againgt him.

He groaned and struggled againgt her for amoment, then gave up and thrust into her again and again, his
movements fast, rough, aimost violent. She wrapped her arms around his back and held him to her,
unleashing her own wildness, snking her teeth into his shoulder and digging her nailsinto hisflesh.

Their sweatdick bodies writhed together in the eternal mating dance, taking and giving without restraint,
adversaries and partnersin this primitive struggle to both conquer and surrender at once. They plunged
headlong into the storm together, clinging mindlesdy to each other asthe bed rattled wildly, the
headboard thudded against the hollow wall, and their moans of satisfaction echoed around the room.

* * * %

Ransom lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. He'd dready smoked his limit for the day, but he could never
resst acigarette after some really good sex.

Not good. Great. Better than gredt.

He looked down at his degping companion. She was the best. But he knew enough about women to
know it wasn't the sort of thing you said to one. Especidly not on such short acquaintance.

No, women liked flowery adjectives and romantic superlatives; they didn't ever liketo think they were
being compared to others, nor did they like to be reminded of aman's previous experience. But then, he
supposed the exact same thing could be said about men.

Still, after what he and this woman had just shared, held like to be honest about it. Hell, what had just
happened between the two of them was about the most honest thing he'd ever experienced. Once she
had shed her nervoustension ... God! She had been fearless. And demanding and giving and shameless
and hotter than hell. Who was she?

Hed have asked her again, but she'd fallen adegp dmost immediately afterward, and he didn't have the
heart to wake her. Y et. Hewould eventually, and she'd need dl her strength for what he had in mind.

Her flaxen blond hair was spread out across the pillow, gleaming like cornsilk, like spun silver and gold in
the pale, flashing light of hisroom. Her skin looked as beautiful asit felt, and her back moved dightly with
every soft breath. She dept on her stomach, her face turned toward him and her hand enfolded in his.

Careful not to disturb her, he brushed afew strands of hair away from her face and studied her. Shewas
afew years younger than he, but not many. Her features were so peaceful, pure, and perfect in repose, it
was hard to believe she had sweated, panted, clenched her teeth, and begged for more only an hour ago.
But she had, and so had he; and just the memory of it made him start growing hard again. When hed
spotted her in the Bar Tigre, even when held held her in hisarmsfor thefirst time, he had never guessed it
would be like this between them. How could he? His experience with women was not inconsiderable, but
there had never been anything likethis, never been anyone like her. He hadn't known what was waiting
for him. For them.

Hewondered if she had known, if she had guessed. What had made an € egant woman like this
overcome her nerves, her common sense, and her unmistakable reservations about tonight? What had
made her accompany atota stranger to hisroom and open hersdf up to him like this? A crisspoint in



her life? A tragedy? Boredom or londliness? Or had she known that something specia would bind them
together in this hot, shadowed bedroom?

He stroked her hair as she dept innocently beside him. “Could it have been just anyone,” he whispered,
“or did it haveto be me?’

He knew what he wanted her answer to be, even if it was crazy and wildly improbable. He didn't want to
think thiswoman who had taken him to the moon tonight would have come to this room with anyone but
him. He stubbed out his cigarette, suddenly impatient for her to wake up. He wanted her company.

“Hey,” he murmured, diding down in the sheets so that they were face to face on her pillow. “Hey.” He
did hishand across her back.

“Hmmm?’ She blinked and then opened dreamy eyes of royal blue, fringed by thick golden lashes. Her
face flushed the moment their gazes locked.

“So areyou gonnatell me now?" he asked lazily, noticing ahundred little things about her face, her hair,
the way she woke up.

“Tell youwhat?’ Her voice was deegper, more relaxed than it had been in the bar. She sounded content.
Had he given her that?

“Your name.” He dipped his hand under the sheet and caressed the soft cheeks of her smooth, firm
bottom. The sound of her Sigh rippled through him.

She amiled degpily. “Inthe morning,” she promised. “ Rub my back again. When you did that in the bar, it
was heaven.”

“What we did in this bed was heaven.”

“Yes. It was.” She closed her eyes and practically purred when he began massaging between her
shoulders. “ Ohhh, that's wonderful .”

“I don't get it. Why the mystery?’

She hesitated, then atiny smile curved those lush, pink lips, which were still dightly swollen from his
kisses. “It'syour reward,” shesad, “if you're still herein the morning.”

“It'smy room,” he pointed out dryly.
“I like the anonymity, al right?It's been a sordid fantasy of minefor years. Indulge me.”

He couldn't help grinning at that. “ All right. But tomorrow, | want to see your passport, your driver's
license, and your credit cards.” For some reason, that sent her into peals of laughter. He didn't get it, but
he was glad he had made her laugh. She had looked so damn serious when held first seen her.

“I like the way you sound when you laugh.” He massaged the small of her back and whispered, “And |
love the way you sound when you come.”

Hefdt her stiffen. She closed her eyes. “Do you? Redlly?’
“Yeah, | do. Redlly.”

Sherdaxed alittle. “I...”



“What?" he prodded. Her shyness made him fedl protective. He kissed her hair. “Tel me.”

“I'm not usudly o, uh, voca.”

He rubbed his cheek againgt her smooth, pale shoulder. “I'm glad you were tonight, then. With me.”
“Andl...” Shelicked her lips.

“Goon,” he urged softly, stroking his hand up and down her back. He wanted her again, but thistime he
wanted it to be dow and sultry.

“I like the sounds you make, too,” she said in aquick, quiet rush. “Y ou sound wild and ... and ... like you
redly enjoy...”

“Enjoy? Now there's an understatement,” heteased. “1 was out of my mind. | wouldn't have noticed if a
bulldozer had come through the wall.”

“It'snot usudly likethat,” she said pensively.
“No,” heagreed. “Not likethat.” 1t had been unique.

She responded to the subtle pressure of his hand and rolled over onto her back. Her body was beautiful,
and he couldn't help paying homageto it. He felt her deep, shaky sigh when he lowered his head to taste
the satiny skin of her breasts. Her fingerstwined in his hair as he moved further down to kiss her
somech.

“What are you doing?’ she whispered afew moments later, closing her thighs againgt him.
“What do you think?" he murmured, pushing her legs apart.

Their gazeslocked, and he smiled knowingly. She looked more aroused than uncertain. She couldn't hold
back any more than he could; this thing between them had more strength than either of them. “Do you
redly want to?’ she asked doubtfully.

“Oh, honey, just try and stop me,” he said, and planted hisfirst, soft kiss between her thighs. She
quivered, then sighed and gavein to the passion that flowed so naturaly between them.

* k% k %

The brash light of day crept across Ransom's bed and peered into hisface. Hewas usually alight
deeper, but bone-deep exhaustion and soul-deep satiation had sunk him into a heavy, dreamless
dumber. Heignored the sun on hisface and the heat of the room and lay there, enjoying the well-being
that flowed through his body. He felt good. He couldn't remember ever feding so good. Hedso fdlt like
he'd never be able to walk again. She had worn him out, drained him dry, and pushed him to the edge of

collapse.
But | won't hold it againgt her. Eyes closed, he smiled. The smileturned into agrin.

In the breathless, trembling afterglow of their second time, they'd redlized how stiflingly hot the room was.
He'd gone over to the window to open it wider, though he doubted the humid night air of Montedora
City would really help matters much. He started to say so, but he never managed to get more than the
first few words out of his mouth. She had risen from the bed, sill flushed and gleaming, her sun-colored
hair tumbling messily around her shoulders, her eyes glowing with womanly promises. She had crossed
the floor, kissed hismouth, hischest, hisbdly, histhighs...



Ransom sighed and felt his body tighten. Christ, he couldn't serioudy be thinking about doing thisagain,
could he?

Her mouth, her hands, her whispers, the look on her face...
He swallowed. Wl ... maybejust once more. And then they'd deep some more. And then...

“I'll have to be hospitaized,” he muttered, rolling toward her to seeif shewas up to being wished avery
enthusiastic good morning.

Shewasn't there.

He opened his eyes and looked. Y es, he was definitely alone in the tumbled, twisted sheets. A quick
glance around the room didn't discover her. He started to call her name, then realized he didn't knowv it.
Cursing, he vaulted out of bed. She wasn't in the bathroom, either, and her purse, briefcase, shoes, and
dresswere gone.

He hadn't imagined her, though. Her stockings and garter belt till lay on the floor at the foot of the bed,
haf-hidden by apillow they'd sent flying in the middle of the night. She must have given up looking for her
stockings and dipped out of the room before he woke up. He glanced at his watch. Eleven o'clock!
Dammit! She could have left hours ago.

Accustomed to acting quickly and using his head in any type of situation, he washed hisface, threw on his
clothes, tossed hisbelongings carelessly into his suitcase, and caled down to the front desk to ask if
anyone had seen awoman of her description. Redlizing that no one on the hotd's staff cared about his
lovelife, he claimed that the woman had to be |ocated because she had stolen hiswallet. He hoped sheld
forgive himfor that sory if she wasfound, but he was quickly getting too angry to redly care.

What the hdll did sheintend, running off like that? Was he supposed to not mind getting laid and then
deserted just because he was aguy? Or had she run out on him because she was nervous about waking
up with him? Could she be stupid enough to think that they'd have an awkward morning-after,
consdering how greet they'd been together dl night long? Or had she managed to make him fed likea
mushy, lovesick kid while shewas only using him to get through adull night in Montedora City?

“Usingme... Shit!” Redlizing he might have actualy been telling the truth, he checked hiswdlet. To his
relief, everything was there. Whatever her motive, a least it hadn't been petty theft. He would have felt
likeared chump.

The scent of her hair and the smell of their passion lingered in the room. Wondering what the hell was
going on, he permitted himsdlf the sappy luxury of picking up her pillow and burying hisfaceinit. Hed
never even learned her name.

The shrill ring of the bedside phone startled him. Adrendine flooded his system. They'd found her! He
dived across the bed and picked up the receiver. “Y es?’

“Senor Ransom. Y our driver isasking for you. He has been waiting for over an hour.”

Migued and one of the Presdent's cars. Held forgotten al about it. “Tel him to keep waiting,” Ransom
sadtersdy. “I'll be down in afew minutesto find out about thiswoman.”

“But senor, thereis no woman—"

“Keep looking.” He hung up and headed out the door.



Ransom knew how to question people, and he knew how to track down someone who didn't want to be
found. But the woman had virtualy vanished into thin air. Even though she had told him she didn't have a
hotel room, he nonetheless made the sullen desk clerk review his records and look for awoman staying
adoneinthe Hote Tigrelast night. There were only two, and neither was the woman he sought. No one
had seen her come into the hotel with him, and no one had seen her leave. He wasn't even sure when she
hed |eft; sometime after four o'clock in the morning, since that's when he had falen adeep.

When he questioned the bartender in the Bar Tigre, the man remembered the woman well. But it wasthe
first and only time he had ever seen her, and he knew nothing more. There were only a couple of other
hotelsin Montedora City where awell-dressed woman could possibly stay without jeopardizing her
safety. Ransom tried them both, to no avall.

Two hourslater, Ransom knew he was at a dead end. Whoever she was, he was never going to find her.
He supposed she had known all dong that she would leave before he awvakened; that's why she had
ingsted hewait until morning to learn her name.

It'syour reward, if you're ftill herein the morning.
“Hope you enjoyed your little joke, lady,” he snarled, tossing aside an empty pack of cigarettes.

It might have been the most memorable night of hislife, but he promised himsdlf hed forget al about it the
moment heleft thismiserable city.

CHAPTER THREE

“I'm terribly worried about your returning to Montedora, darling,” Preston Haversham IV told
Madeleine. They were lunching together in an elegant French restaurant on the Avenue of the Americasin
Manhattan. “It's such an unstable, violent little backwater. And you were just there Six months ago.
Surely you could send someonein your stead.”

“I redly can't,” she contradicted politely, seething with impatience. For aman who had proposed
marriage but had not yet been accepted—Madeleine had promised to think about it—Preston was being
awfully proprietary. “1've been there before, | know dl the details, and I'm the one in charge of sdlling El
Rancho Barrington. This German company's offer isthefirst nibble we've had since putting the ranch on
the market. | want to sdll that placethisyear.”

“I can understand that, darling, but don't you have loca people in Montedorawho can handle thisfor
you?’

“No, | don't, Preston.” She heard the snap in her voice, saw the surprise on hisface, and immediately felt
contrite. He was only showing understandable concern. He professed to love her, and Montedorawas
an unpredictable and unsafe country. In truth, she didn't relish the thought of returning there, either; she
had spent six monthstrying to forget what she had done there—without success.

“I'm sorry, Preston. | didn't mean to be short with you. | appreciate your concern, and I'd honestly rather
not go back there. But the local business manager isinefficient and, | suspect, dishonest. | don't want him
to be the oneto ded with the Germans.” It wasimportant to do agood job, regardless of her persond

fedings
“Of course. | see” Preston said, too courteous to argue any more with her.

“Bedides, I'll bein good hands. My father isamost as concerned as you are. He's hired a security



Specidist to accompany me.”
Preston frowned. “A bodyguard?’

“Wall, | suppose that's a better description of the man's duties with regard to thistrip. Apparently he's
quite familiar with Montedora and has important contacts there. He has served as a security consultant to
the country's President.”

“Veracruz? | believe you mean ‘dictator.”

“Yes, | do, but it'snot agood ideato get in the habit of saying that. If | let the expression dip out while
I'min Montedora, | could theoretically be arrested.” She said “theoreticaly” because no one arrested,
harassed, or intimidated a Barrington. Particularly not this Barrington.

“Good God!” Preston exclaimed. “Arrested? Wdll, yes, | must say | agree with your father, and | am
congderably relieved to know you'll be accompanied by someone who can protect you from any
unpleasantness. If thisfellow knows Veracruz, perhaps you'll even meet him; and surely the * President’
wouldn't arrest an acquaintance.”

Hewould, and frequently had, but Madeleine passed over Preston's naive comment and said, “My father
sayswe've actually been invited to stay with the President while were there. | haven't yet decided what
I'd rather do.” She didn't want to be the guest of a petty tyrant, no matter what histitle. On the other
hand, she couldn't face ever returning to the Hotd Tigre. There were too many memoriesthere, al of
them shameful. Unfortunately, there weren't many other optionsin Montedora City, particularly in light of
the growing violence there.

Madeeine didn't know what to do. She was usudly so decisive and determined. But the anticipation of
returning to Montedora, where she had made the biggest mistake of her life, was shredding her
characteristic cool competence. Indeed, she hadn't been hersalf ever since returning from that country six
months ago. She hid it well and didn't think anyone had redly noticed, but she had become habitualy
impatient, ill-tempered, depressed, and distracted upon her return. And she only seemed to be getting
worse. Sometimes it was such astruggle to continue being the woman she had dways been.

“ S0 have you checked out this security man?’ Preston asked.
“Hmmm? Oh, no. No, | let my father handlethat. It was hisidea.”

“But you're leaving the day after tomorrow, darling. Don't you think you should at least interview him?
Not that I'm questioning your father's judgement, but surely—"

“No, you're quiteright.” She wished hewouldn't call her “darling.” It irritated her. “1've been too busy to
think about it, and the man has very good references. Mr. Ransom is apparently atop level employee of
Marino Security Internationd.”

“Those are good credentias,” Preston agreed. “Nevertheless, it—"

“I'm scheduled to meet him today, in my father's office.” She had interrupted Preston twicein arow.
What had happened to her manners? She glanced at her watch and said, “Infact, I'm meeting himin ten
minutes, so 1'd better get back to work.”

Preston's face went very dtill, asit usualy did when he wanted to snap or argue like alesswell-bred
person. However, he merely nodded and signalled the waiter for the check. Madel eine wondered if held
had second thoughts about marrying her during the four weeks since he had proposed. She certainly
hadn't been pleasant company lately. She didn't even know why she was gtill “thinking over” his



proposa. She should just let him down gently and get it over with. She didn't love him and never would.

Shewas only hanging on, she redlized guiltily, because her londliness had intensified so unbearably since
her return from Montedora. If she would never love anyone, then why not marry Preston? Hewasa
good man from a respectable family, he cared about her, and their children were likely to be hedlthy.

Asit always did when she thought about Preston’s proposal, Madeleine's mind returned to the haunting
memory of that single, mad night in Montedora City. The memory of that night waslike afever dream
brought on by the anti-maarial drugs she had to take whilein Montedora; crazed, intense, surredl. She
couldn't believe she had done what she/d done.

Sheld doneit, though. The marksthe stranger had |eft on her skin left no doubt about that. They had
taken daysto fade.

But if she remembered the timbre of the stranger's voice as clearly asif sheld just escaped from hisroom
five minutes ago, if sherecdled theteasing, dightly crooked smile he gave when he was amused, if she
saw hisglittering green gaze every time she closed her eyes, if shefdt thetouch of hishandsin her
dreams, if her body longed night after night for another taste of him ... Well, it was just an obsession
brought about by theirrationa fear that she would some day meet him again. That wasdl. Therewas
nothing moreto it. There couldn't be.

But if it was hard to accept that she had dept—and done alot more than that—with a perfect stranger, it
was nearly impossible to imagine degping with Preston. He was a handsome man, well-built and e egant,
who kissed and embraced with experienced skill, but Madeleine smply couldn't picture being intimate
with him. If she married Preston, she could never behave with him as she had with the stranger.

And that was just aswell, she suddenly redlized as she preceded Preston into the lobby of the Barrington
Building on Fifth Avenue. She could never look Preston in the eye again if something like that happened
between them. It was far too embarrassing. But fortunately, neither she nor Preston was the kind of
person who would abandon al dignity and initiate the sordid sort of things that had happened in that hot,
shabby roomin the Hotel Tigre.

But | am that kind of person.
No, no, not at al.

Yes. | bit and scratched and begged. | wrapped my legs around him and forced him to keep making love
to me when he pretended he might stop. And later, much later, | followed him to the window and
covered him with kisses, and | dropped to my knees and took him in my mouth. And | loved it! | loved
every moment of it. When he pushed me up againgt thewall, so rough and impatient, | loved it somuch |
screamed. | didn't care who might hear. And now | want him again. | want him day and night. If he were
here right now, I'd devour him, I'd...

“Oh, my God,” she groaned in horror. Hot shame flooded her veins, but the pooling hest in her loins
intensgified, mocking her efforts to banish the visions she had just conjured up.

“Darling, areyou dl right?’ Preston asked quickly.
“Hmmm? Oh. Yes. Fine, thank you,” she croaked.
“Youlook flushed. Do you fed feverish?’

“No, no, I, uh ... Perhaps my lunch was alittle too heavy.”



“But you barely touched it.”

“Well ... that's because it was heavy. I'd better go up to my father's office now, Preston. | don't want to
keep Mr. Ransom waiting.”

“I'm coming with you,” Preston said.
13 But_”

Hetook her elbow in afirm grip and escorted her onto the elevator that led to her father's private office
at thetop of the building. “Not only am | worried about your hedlth at the moment, Madeleine, but | dso
want to meet the man who will be responsible for the safety of my fiancee.”

“We're not engaged,” shereminded him faintly.
“No, | know. Sorry. Didn't mean to presume.”

She barely heard him. She concentrated on trying to banish the memory of the stranger's hands on her
body, of theway his smooth, broad back had felt beneath her pams, of the heavy, primitive, soul-deep
way he groaned when he climaxed, of the dight, serious frown his handsome face bore when he dept.

Oh, God, it was gppaling to know such intimate things about someone. She hadn't been able to bear the
thought of facing him in the morning. What did you say to aman after you'd touched and tasted every
square inch of hisbody and held done the same to yours? How could you look aman in the eye after
you'd sweated and begged and screamed with passion in hisarms? What on earth did you say to
someone over breskfast after you'd whispered horribly vulgar thingsto him dl night long?

She had once worried about him learning her identity and exposing the fact that Madeleine Barrington
had had a one-night stand in Montedora. But the things he knew about her after that night went far
beyond an embarrassing piece of scandal ous gossip. He had discovered facets of her persondlity that
sheld never suspected existed and that she would give anything to forget about.

Although dipping out of hisroom before dawn may have been the most cowardly thing she'd ever done
in her life, she had smply been incgpable of facing him again.

* k k %

Ransom paced around the tastefully appointed penthouse office like awounded tiger. Thackery

M akepeace Barrington, an elegant, stiff-necked guy of about sixty, watched him with detached curiosity.
Ransom didn't give adamn. He hadn't wanted this job, and he wasn't going to pretend to be happy about
it. Hefelt mean as ahungry bear today—uwhich was how he had felt most days since waking up aonein
ahotel room in Montedora City six months ago. And now his boss, Joseph Marino, was sending him
back to that hellhole, with dl of its memories.

Barrington glanced a histwelve-thousand dollar watch. “Madeeineislate. Thisismost unlike her.”
“I'm not waiting around al day,” Ransom warned.
“I don't see why not. We're paying for your time,” Barrington said mildly.

“Rich peopleareal dike,” Ransom said with open disgust. “L ook, man, you don't own me just because
you hired me. Got that?’

“Yes, that's quite clear, Mr. Ransom. However, | don't think asking you to wait for your chargeto arrive
isunressonable.”



Ransom was annoyed. Didn't this guy get offended? Didn't he know when someone wastrying to start a
fight or get himsdlf fired? He glared directly into Barrington's stedl blue eyes. What he saw there made
him hesitate. Oh, yes, Barrington knew what Ransom was doing; he just wasn't affected by it. If anything,
he was somewhat curious about why a highly recommended specidist was behaving like such ajackass
when he was about to be well-paid for an ordinary assgnment. Ransom sighed. Barrington was
obvioudy alot smarter than Doby Dune—which was probably just aswell, snce Doby Dune wasthe
whole reason Ransom had to |eave the country.

But Montedora? No way. He decided to lay his cards on the table.

“Look, Mr. Barrington, | just don't think 1'm the man to babysit your daughter on her businesstrip,
okay?’

“Why not?’

“You know I'min trouble, don't you?’
“I know that rock star...”

“Doby Dune.”

Barrington's face wrinkled with distaste. “Y es. Quite. | know that he's threatening to file alawsuit against
you and Marino Security. | understand you publicly insulted him, and when he hit you, you hit back.”

“ S0, that doesn't make me the kind of guy you want to have looking after your daughter, doesit?’

“| sincerely doubt that Madeleinewill draw you into a public shouting match, Mr. Ransom. And | fed
quite certain that she will not ingtigate around of fisticuffs.” Barrington paused before adding, “ And my
old friend Joseph Marino a so confided that he hopes Mr. Dune can be convinced to forget thewhole
matter, if you're out of the country for awhile.”

“Out of sght, out of mind,” Ransom said glumly, not redlly believing it. Doby Dunewasamadicious,
vindictive sonofabitch, and Ransom doubted that even Joe Marino could calm him down. “ Anyhow, the
truth is, Mr. Barrington, that whole messwasn't entirely Dunes fault. I'm asurly, mean-tempered
bastard.”

“Yes, | can seethat.” Barrington'stone was dry. “However, | trust you, and I'm never wrong. My father
may have built thisempire, Mr. Ransom, but I've held it together through three decades of political,
economic and socia crises. I'm agood judge of men, and | judge you to be capable, honest, and

intelligent.”

“Oh.” Ransom sagged into achair across from Barrington's position behind his desk. However grouchy
he had become in recent months, he was capable, honet, and intelligent. “Well.”

“Besides, | have no doubt that Madeleine can handle aman who is surly and mean-tempered.”
“Oh?’ he said apprehensively. If she was as hard-nosed as Ransom, thiswould be ahdl of atrip.
“Indeed. I've never known anyone she couldn't handle.”

“She sounds like a sumo wrestler,” Ransom said sourly.

“On the contrary. She'savery beautiful woman.” With a subdued expression of fatherly pride, Barrington
picked up aframed photograph which sat facing him. “My daughters. Caroline, Charlotte, and



Madeleine. Taken last year.”

Ransom looked at the picture. There was ahippy in her mid-twenties, a plump woman in her late
twenties, and a cool, beautiful blond—

It was her.

He remembered those golden-lashed, blue eyeslooking at him, first with hesitancy, then with passon. He
remembered the scent of that flaxen blond hair, the taste of that dabaster skin, the fed of those elegant
hands skimming over his back. Her mouth was painted with lipstick in the photograph, but he
remembered it soft and sweet againgt hisforehead, hungry and wet againg his chest, warm and sdty
againg hislips, hot and shameless as she kndlt before him in the dark.

“Oh, my God.”

“Excuse me?’

Ransom swallowed. “The ... redly blond one,” heforced out. “Madelene?’
“Yes” Barrington waslooking a him intently. “Y ouve met before?

“We, uh...” Hismind was ablank. He didn't know how to respond. After al, he had done thingsto
Barrington's daughter that would make most fathers want to shoot aguy.

Jesus! The woman in hishote room had been Madd eine Barrington? Of the Barrington empire? Food
products, hotels, land, stocks, and wealth beyond hisimagining. There was a Senator Barrington, and
there were other reatives in the Justice and State Departments. Ransom knew al this because of the
background materia Joe had given him before sending him on this assgnment.

He didn't understand. How could Made eine Barrington have been that pensive, lonely woman in the Bar
Tigre, who'd had no luggage, no change of clothes, no hotel room, and no name?

No names, she had said.

Ransom set down the framed photograph with athud, ignoring Barrington's gaze. Had she kept her
identity a secret because she expected him to blackmail her after they'd had sex? Isthat why she had
disappeared? Isthat what she really thought of him, after what they had shared?

The meanness he had fdt for the past sx months was nothing compared to the fury that flooded him now.
Did she think that because she was a Barrington she could smply pick him up to play with, then drop him
again without athought?

“Mr. Ransom, | senseacertain air of disquiet about you.”

“I'm pissed off,” Ransom snapped.

“May | ask why?’

“Ask dl you like. Y ouwon't get an answer.” Thiswas between him and Madeleine.
“I see” Barrington glanced at the photo. “Are you going to quit this assgnment?’
“Quit?Héll, no. I'min for thewholeride, pa.”

Therewasno way in hell held let her go back to Montedora without him. He scarcely even understood



the resolution that flooded him.

And held show that salf-centered society bitch athing or two about integrity. He wouldn't et his persona
fedings enter into it for one minute. He'd take her to Montedoraand make sure that her hair didn't even
get ruffled. Let her remember that the next time she thought she was too good to tell her nameto aguy
after sheld fucked him.

“Mr. Ransom, while | don't wish to intrude on your privacy, | would like your assurance—"
“Youvegotit. I'maprofessond. Shell be safewith me”
“May | have your solemn word on that?’ Barrington held out his hand.

Ransom didn't hesitate for amoment. “ Sure. And despite what a Barrington may think of ordinary
people, my word isworth something.”

They shook, and Barrington said, “1 believe you, Mr. Ransom.”

Barrington's secretary buzzed him on the intercom. “Miss Barrington is here, Sir. Sheis accompanied by
Mr. Haversham.”

“Send themright in,” Barrington responded, going to the door.

The degant walnut doors to Barrington's office opened amoment later. Ransom heard Maddleine and
her companion enter and greet her father, but he remained in his chair, with his back to the door. Now
that she was there, in the same room with him, six months worth of memories and fantasies flooded his
mind, and he was afraid to face her. Would she look the same? Would he want to fall to hiskneesand
worship her with hisbody, as he had before? Would his hands shake with the need to touch her?

“Sorry I'mlate, gr,” shesad.

Her voice rippled through him, making his belly clench. He remembered her whispers, her moans, her
sghs, even her screams.

“It'sdl right, Madeleine. How are you, Preston?’

Did any of them know how deep and lazy her voice sounded after sex? Did any of them know how
swest it sounded when shefdt shy or uncertain?

“Very wel, thank you, Sr. But I'm afraid Maddeineisn't fedling quite hersdlf.”

“Areyou sick?’ Barrington asked.

That got Ransom'sfull attention. She couldn't be sick. He hated the thought of her being sick.
“No, of coursenot,” she said.

“She had quite adizzy spell in thelobby.”

Dizzy spells. Oh, no. She couldn't be pregnant, could she? No, surely not. He had been very careful
about that.

“And abit nausested, too, weren't you?’ Preston continued. “I think her lunch didn't agree with her, sir.”

Dizzy spells. Nausea. It had been six months. If she was pregnant, it would be pretty obvious by now.



He'd know the moment he looked at her.
“I'mfine. Redly. I've come to meet Mr. Ransom, Sir.”
“Of course”

Recognizing his cue, and unable to wait another moment to get alook at her, Ransom stood up and
turned around. “1'm Ransom.”

Shelooked at him. She was more heartbreskingly beautiful than he had remembered. How could he have
forgotten the subtle way her eyestilted up at the corners? How could he have forgotten how wonderfully
dim yet delicioudy rounded she was? There was no baby, obvioudy. His heart pounded with

recognition.

Her eyesflew wide open, then filled with an expression of such horror he felt the floor tilt. She went white
asashest, and her jaw dropped. She swayed dizzily and looked like she might be sick.

“Darling!” The man at her sde—Preston—seized her shoulders and hauled her over to achair. She
stumbled aong without any of the grace Ransom remembered so well.

Once she was seated, Preston knelt a her side. “Are you faint? Are you ill? What's wrong?’
“I,un, I'mjugt ... 1...” She closed her eyes.

Preston started patting her hand. Ransom rolled his eyes, then said to Barrington, “ Get her aglass of
water.”

“Right.”
Ransom bent over Madeleine and starting unbuttoning the high, tight collar of her pae silk suit.
“What are you doing?’ she snagpped, shoving his hands away.

“You're seded up likeaVictorian virgin,” he snapped back. “Now we can al stand back and watch you
pass out, or we can help you. Take your pick, Miss Barrington.”

She gasped at his use of her name.
“Now see here, | think that toneis entirdy—"
“No, no, Preston,” Madeleine interrupted. “Don't provoke him.”

“Y eah, you never know what aguy like me might do if he's provoked,” Ransom said, shoving Preston
out of hisway so he could unbutton the cuffs of Maddleines deeves. “Violence, vulgar language,
vanddism.” He added ddliberately, “ Blackmail.”

“Please,” Madeeine croaked.
“Heré's some water, Madeleine,” Barrington said, returning to her side.

“Thank you.” Her voice was barely awhisper. Shetook afew sips, then vaguely tried to set down the
cup. Ransom took it from her and used his fingersto splash her rather liberdly with water.

“What do you think you're doing?’ Preston demanded.

“Cooling her off,” Ransom answered.



“| don't think—"
“Nobody asked you. Who are you, anyhow?’ He had noticed the man caling her “darling.”
“I'm Miss Barrington'sfiance, and | must say—"

“No kidding?’ Ransom struggled to conced the shaft of pain that had just pierced him with vicious
accuracy. On top of everything el se, she was engaged?

“Preston...” Madeleine protested wesakly.
“Wdll, nearly her fiance,” the man amended.
“I see. Any chance she could be pregnant?’

Madeleine gasped. Barrington cleared histhroat. Preston flushed and snapped, “Certainly not! What
kind of questionisthat?’

“It'sareasonable one,” Ransom said. “Dizzy spells, nausea...” He shrugged. “Or maybe she's got the flu.
Or aweak condtitution. Or she's emotionally unstable.”

“That'senough!” Thistimeit was Madeleine who snapped, and with considerable force. She had had
enough! The man—Ransom—may have shocked her into nearly fainting, manhandled her, splashed her
with enough water to blotch her silk suit, and embarrassed her, but she would not tolerate hisinsulting
comments. She yanked her hand out of Preston’s and sat bolt upright. She pointed at Ransom and said,
“Y ou are not adoctor or apsychologist, so | suggest you keep your questions and your speculationsto
yoursdlf.”

“Madeeine” Preston interjected gently, “I think you should see adoctor—"
“There's nothing wrong with me!”

“Yourefanting—"

“I'm not fainting.”

“Dizzy and sick and going pale and then getting flushed,” Preston continued. “ And, well, you must admit,
you're acting very strangely.”

That made her pause. Y es, Preston and her father were staring at her asif sheld grown another head. It
was an extraordinary thing for her to keel over, and absolutely unheard of for her to lose her temper this
way. Despite the horrific circumstances, she must get control of hersdlf. In another moment, Preston and
her father would guess that she and Ransom were not total strangers meeting for thefirgt time. Shetook a
deep breath and cleared her throat.

“Yes” sheagreed. “Yes, I'm acting strangely, and | gpologize. My behavior today has been
reprehensible. I'm sorry. It'sjust that I'm ... very nervous about returning to Montedora.” She looked
directly at Ransom as she continued, “1 found it adreadful place and | have nothing but bad memories of
thetime | spent there.”

His eyes, those rich green eyes which could be so warm and teasing, so hot and passionate, were cold
and sparkling with anger. “Isthat afact?’

“Yes. That'safact.”



“Then, darling,” Preston said, “won't you please reconsider and send someone e se?’
“No need,” said Ransom. “ Shelll be safewith me.”

“I hopeyoull forgivemeif | say I'm not entirely convinced of that,” Preston said.
Ransom glanced a him. “Now why should | forgive you for saying athing like that?’

To her horror, Madel eine sputtered with involuntary laughter. She quickly turned it into acough, drawing
more concern from Preston. Findly, sheturned to her father, addressing him formally, as she dways did
when they were at work. “I'm sorry, gir. | know you've gone to some trouble to hire Mr. Ransom, but |
redly think I'd rather go done.”

“I respect your fedings, Maddleine” he said, “but | would fed much better if Ransom went with you. |
have every confidencein his ability to keep you safe. Trust me on this, Preston,” he added, when that
young man tried to protest. When Thackery Makepeace Barrington demanded trust, he usudly got it.

Just to press the point home, Ransom added, “ It's a dangerous country for awoman aone, Miss
Barrington. I'm surprised nothing unplessant happened to you your first time there”

“Something did,” shesad bitterly.

“Daling!”

“Maddene”

“Y ou never mentioned anything!” Preston cried.

“How unpleasant wasit, Miss Barrington?’

“Oh, never mind,” she sighed, looking despairingly from one man to the next. “1 survived, didn't 17’

“Nevertheless, Madeleine, you should have said something. It's not like you to keep secrets,” Preston
sad.

Ransom snorted, drawing awarning glare from Madeleine.

Her father spoke in atone that allowed no argument. “I'm afraid this dtersthe Stuation, Madeleine. My
fatherly request must now be changed to an executive order. Mr. Ransom will accompany you, or you
won't go to Montedora.”

“Don't go,” Preston urged, looking a Ransom asif he were arabid dog.
“I haveto,” she said wearily.

“I think my daughter knows her duty,” Thackery said tiffly. “ She has never backed down from a
challenge or an obligation.”

“Then thisshould be fun,” Ransom said.
“Don't count onit,” Madeleine warned him.
“Thelast time | wasin Montedora, | learned not to count on anything, Miss Barrington.”

Their eyeslocked, and they both counted on trouble.



CHAPTER FOUR

Madeline splashed cold water on her face again and again, but her overheated blood kept pounding
ruthlesdy through her temples, flushing her face and making her head ache abominably.

He's here, he's here, dear God, he's herel

She had excused hersdlf five minutes ago and escaped to the relative safety of the private bathroom next
to her father's office, putting alocked door between her and that man. But it wasn't enough. Her ssomach
churned as she stared at her wet reflection in the mirror.

Ransom!

How could this have happened to her? How could she have known on that hot, sultry night in Montedora
that he would one day walk straight into Barrington Enterprises and consult with her father?

“Montedora,” she moaned, redlizing the full ramifications of the Stuation. He was going back to
Montedorawith her! Her vision swam, and she thought she might be sick. She sat down abruptly.

She had wondered many times—in the privacy of her bedroom, in the soothing warmth of her bathtub, in
the maddening Friday afternoon traffic leaving Manhattan, in the shadowy depth of her dreams—what
the stranger had been doing in Montedora. And while she was planning this second trip to Montedora,
she had worried about running into him again, al the while telling hersdf that such an event was
astronomicaly improbable.

There was apart of her that had wanted to see him again, the part that tormented her with erotic dreams,
shocking memories, and alingering taste of the wild pleasure sheld known with him. But even that part of
Madeeine Barrington, so sternly repressed and smoothly concealed, was cringing with horror at the
moment.

Madeleine ran shaking hands through her hair and realized it needed to betidied. She searched her purse
for the silver comb her mother had given her years ago and started pulling it through her hair with jerky
little strokes.

Helooked the same. Slim and agile, and just powerful enough to be intimidating. Hed combed his hair
for this meeting, but one sun-streaked lock was aready flopping down over his brow. Those dark-lashed
eyeswere greener than she had remembered, and they glittered with anger just as guilelesdy asthey had
burned with passion at its height and shone with tendernessin its aftermath.

Helplesstearswelled up in Maddeing's eyes. She swallowed and took severa deep, steadying bresths.
Make-up, she thought vaguely. She had to fix her make-up.

He looked just as dangerous as he had that night in Montedora, far too wild and recklessfor these tame
surroundings. For an awful moment, sheld been afraid he would hit Preston.

Preston! Madeleine's eyes flew wide open and her ssomach lurched again. Good God! She had to get
Ransom away from Preston! And from her father, too! What could she possibly be thinking of ? Why
was she hiding in here while that man was saying God-only-knew whét to her father and her
amog-fiance? She must separate them! Ransom mustin't be left done with anyone until sheldd had timeto
figure out what to do about him.

Hadtily fixing her make-up, she wondered if he'd tracked her down, or if he was as surprised as she by
today's turn of events. What would he want now? Money? Influence? More sex? Madel eine gripped the



edge of the marble basin and tried to cam her nerves. There was no sensein jumping to conclusons.
Shed get him done and find out. Right away.

Shefinished applying her lipstick, took another deep breath, opened the bathroom door, and faced her
demon.

Ransom |ooked up as Madeleine re-entered the room, though he didn't bother to rise for her entrance the
way Preston and Barrington did. She looked perfect again, he noted cynicaly. And not just
physically—there was a coolnessin her eyes and acomposurein her face that hadn't been there five
minutes ago. He had to give her credit. The woman had moxie. He watched with bitter amusement as she
smoothly took over the proceedings, suggested that her father would like to get back to work, and
convinced her boyfriend to leave.

“Yes, of course,” the fiance said, accepting the dismissal with good grace. What did awoman like
Madeleine see in thiswimp? Wedlth and position equal to her own, Ransom supposed. “I'll pick you up
tomorrow at seven o'clock, then?’

“Fine,” Madeeine answered absently.

“See you tomorrow evening, Sir,” Preston said to Barrington, shaking his hand.

“Hmmm?’

“Thedinner party, Sir,” Preston reminded him.

Barrington tore his gaze away from Madeleine and said, “Oh, yes, of course. Tomorrow evening, then.”
“Mr. Ransom.” Preston barely nodded in his direction before departing.

“Niceguy,” Ransom said blandly asthe door closed behind Preston. “ Are you redly gonnamarry him?’

“That's none of your business,” Madeleine snapped. A ook of alarm washed across her festuresa
moment later, and she turned quickly to her father. “Well leave you now, Sir. I'm sure you have thingsto
attend to.”

“Yes, of course...” Barrington stared at his daughter for amoment longer before findly turning to smile
briefly at Ransom. “1've enjoyed meseting you, Mr. Ransom, and I'm relieved to know that Madeleine will
be accompanied by a capable protector.”

Recognizing the dismissal, Ransom nodded and stood up. He saw aglint of sted in Barrington'seyesas
the man shook his hand and added, “ And | know you'll keep your word.”

“Shelll be safewith me,” Ransom reiterated gruffly, starting to wish he hadn't promised. Why the hell
didn't hejust quit this assgnment?

Barrington nodded and, to Ransom's surprise, clgpped him on the shoulder. Then he turned to his
daughter. “Well expect you and Preston around eight o'clock tomorrow.”

“Yes, of course. Mr. Ransom?’ Without waiting, she turned and led the way out of her father's office.

Ransom followed Madeleine out the door, through the reception area, and toward the private elevator.
Ignoring him, she pressed a button to cal for the elevator and Stared a afern while they waited. The
double doors swished open amoment later, admitting them to a plushly decorated elevator nearly asbig
as Ransom'sfirst gpartment. The doors closed behind them. Madeleine turned her back on Ransom and



pressed a button on the control pand.

“Aloneat last,” he said.

Sheflinched, asif she expected him to jump her. “Don't say that!” Her voice wastight.

“Youca—’

“Don't say anything,” she ordered, regaining her composure.

Hefrowned. “For how long?’

“Until werreinmy office”

Irritated, he decided to ruffle her feathers some more. “Got a couch in your office?’

Thefact that she did nearly made Madd eine's eyes cross. Instead, she glared a him. “ That isn't funny.”

“Damned right, it isn't funny.” Heloosened the leash on his own temper. “Who the hell do you think you
are? Where do you—"

“Y ou have some nerve saying that to me! By what right—"
“What right?’ he practicaly shouted.

“To come here—"

“I was hired—"

“And ambush me!”

“Ambush you? How was | to know?” He was shouting now. “Listen, lady, you were the onewho said
no names”

“And | had agood reason!” she shouted back.
“Did you re—"
“How dare—"

The elevators doors swished open, and they both stopped in mid-shout. Madeleine drew in aquick
breath and paled when a dozen people near the elevator bank stopped talking and turned to stare at her
and Ransom.

Ransom shoved his hands into his pockets and lowered his heed, trying to get control of himsaif.
Between Doby Dune and Madeleine Barrington, he was liable to wind up killing someone with hisbare
hands one of these days.

“Um, iseverything dl right, Miss Barrington?’ someone finally asked.

“Yes” Maddeine said, clenching her teeth with the effort to spesk camly. “Quite dl right. Just adight
disagreement.”

A young man stepped forward. Good-looking, well-dressed. “Do you, uh ... Isthis person leaving
now?’



Redlizing the guy was prepared to bodily evict him on Maddeine's say-so, Ransom felt his sense of
proportion returning. He certainly didn't want to fight—and possibly injure—a Barrington employee just
because Madel eine couldn't control her temper. Fortunately, she pulled hersalf together and assured
everyone that she didn't need any assistance.

“Shdl we step into my office, Mr. Ransom?”’
“By dl means, Maddie”

Her jaw flexed in away that made him suspect she was grinding her teeth. Awkward slences and curious
garesfollowed them along the elegant corridor to Maddeing's office. He didn't need anyoneto tell him
that she was never seen shouting in public like that. The office was at the end of the corridor. A discreet
plaque informed vigitors that Madel eine was the company's vice president in charge of operations. Her
office was as big as Ransom's current gpartment, but alot more luxurious. It wasn't opulent, though.
Every inch of the room evinced wealth beyond hiswildest ambitions, but it was nonethel ess discreet,
tasteful, and eegant. That annoyed him.

Hoping to annoy her in return, he glanced deliberately at the couch, looked at her, and nodded toward it
in unmistakable invitation. She responded with an expression of such cold fury that he was sure she'd
have dapped him if held been standing within reach.

Having told her secretary to hold all her calls, Madd eine took a seat behind the walnut desk with brass
inlays; she gestured for Ransom to sit down opposite her. Shefelt better with this ponderous piece of
furniture between them. That beckoning look held given her had made her fed hot with shame, yet
something ingde her ill longed to answer it, as she had once before.

Now that the moment of truth was at hand, they stared uncertainly at each other, not sure how to begin
thisdiscussion. Thelast time they'd seen each other, they'd been involved in the most intimate act
possible between aman and awoman. Now that the shock was wearing off, the change in circumstances
suddenly seemed incongruous.

She knew the fedl and taste and heat of hisbody. She knew what he enjoyed in bed, how his back
arched just as he climaxed, and where dl of his scarswere. She had seen him adeep and had dept
beside him. But she knew nothing el se about him. Not even, sheredized with agart, hisfirst name.

“Nice place, Maddie,” he said at |ast, needing to break the silence.
“Don't cdl meMaddie” shesaid.

“Why not?’

She blinked. “ Because no one calls me Maddie.”

“Got a better reason?”’

“Because| don't likeit.”

“Tough.”

“I'm employing you,” shereminded him.

“Y our father'semploying me,” he corrected.

“I'd rather you cal me Miss Barrington.”



He leaned forward and spoke very digtinctly. “I don't give adamn what you'd rather. About anything.”

She swallowed. He clearly had no intention of making thiseasy. “1 take it from your commentsin the
elevator that you ... had noideawho | was. | mean, who Madeleine Barrington was.”

“I'm beginning to think no one has any ideawho Madeeine Barrington is. Y our father, your fiance, and
your employees sure don't seem to know.”

To her horror, shefdt her lower lip tremble. Shebit it.

Ransom saw Madeeine's cool features crumble dightly. Her lower lip trembled, and he suddenly fét like
ahed. Chrigt, he didn't want to make her cry. Or did he? Did he want some proof that she, too, felt a
lead weight Sitting on her chest right now? Thiswhole thing had just gotten even more confusing.

“Look,” hesaid a last, his voice softening, “I just showed up for aroutine assgnment, okay? | had no
ideauntil | saw that photograph in your father's office.” He smiled weskly, trying to understand how she
must have felt when sheld seen him there. “Hell of acoincidence, huh?

Shetook a steadying breath. * Perhaps not. | suppose there are avery limited number of people who
have business in Montedora these days.”

“Apart from the CIA, the DEA, drug smugglers, the Red Cross, the Catholic Church, and UN Military
Observers, hardly anyone has business there anymore,” Ransom said dryly. “Which could explain your
father's concern for your safety. | take it you were done there last time?”’

“| can take care of mysdf.” Her chin rose anotch, just theway it had outside the door of hisroom that
night.

“Oh, redly?’ Perversdly, he said, “ Do you know how crazy it wasto go aoneto ahotel room with a
total stranger in Montedora City?’

“I'm beginning to redize,” she said gonily.
“Anything could have happened to you! And who would have been there to hdp you?’
“I regret my actionsmore than | can say.”

“Y ou mean you regret going to bed with me?’ he shot back. “Or you regret snesking out like athief
while| was adeep?’

“| didn't stedl anything,” she snapped.

“No, you didn't. After al, what could a poor dob like me have that a Barrington woman could possibly
want? Besdes ahard-on, | mean.”

She gasped and shot to her feet. “ That's enough!”

“It sure seemed like enough for you at the time!”

Shefell back astep, asif he'd dapped her. “You'refired,” she choked.
“Youcantfireme”

“Ya I Ca].”



He shook hishead. “My contract iswith your father.”
“Then why don't you quit?’

He should, but he knew he wasn't going to. And since he didn't know why, helied, “I'm just a poor
working stiff, Miss Barrington. | need the money.”

“I'll pay you anyhow. I'll pay you double your feeif you'l turn around and leave now.”

Now he was the one who felt like he'd been dapped. She reached into her desk and pulled out a
checkbook. He shot to his feet and grabbed her wrist. Theforce of his grip made her gaze fly up to his
facein wary surprise.

“Put that away before | break your arm,” he growled.

Redlizing that she'd pushed him too far, Madeleine dowly opened her fingers and let the checkbook drop
tothefloor. “Let go of me” she said, summoning al her courage to stare him down. “Let go right now.”

Their eyesheld for amoment. He had to hand it to her; she had guts, dl right. She could have threatened
him with the power of her family, the machinations of her lawyers, or thewrath of her company's security
guards. But she smply stood there and dared him to disobey her. A reluctant smile tugged at one corner

of hismouth. Sometimes, he amost liked her.

“Sorry,” he said, releasing her arm. “1 didn't mean to rough you up.”
“Didn't you?' Her look was accusing.
“No. I'm nice to women. Y ou of al people should know that.”

She lowered her eyes at that. Rubbing her wrist absently, she turned toward the window. All right, so he
wasn't interested in her money. Now what?“1f | can't fire you and you won't quit...”
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“Then | suggest we establish some ground rules.”
“Sure, Maddie”

He saw her shoulders stiffen, but she had evidently decided to pick her battles, for shelet the name pass
without comment.

“There will be no familiar contact between us.”

“Familiar contact? Would you care to ducidate, Miss Barrington?’

She gave him athoroughly impatient glance. “No touching,” she snapped.

“And especidly no morewild, mind-blowing, frantic sex, right?’

“Exactly.” Sheturned to face him fully. “ Do you think you can manage that, Mr. Ransom?’

“Let meeucidate thistime.” He hoped she would remember every word he was about to say for the rest
of her cheating, lying, superior life. “Y ou fucked me and forgot me. And contrary to the popular
misconception, men don't like that any better than women do. On top of that, you thought you were too
good to tell me your name, or even say goodbye.”



“You do—"'

“I lost my virginity twenty years ago, Maddie, but until I met you, no woman ever tried to make me fed
d‘la).”
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“And,” he added, raising voice to drown out hers, “it seems you were using me to cheat on your wimpy
fiance, too.”

“He's not my fiance!” She looked surprised and added quickly, “And he's not awimp. How dare you!”

“Me?How dare you! Becauseif onething isglaringly obvious, it'sthat you were planning your escape
from the moment you agreed to go to my room with me.”

She flushed with shame. At least, he thought with some satisfaction, she had the decency to be ashamed.
“I ... 1 didn't plan to leave without saying goodbye.”

“Thenwhy did you do it?’ he chdlenged.

“Because...” She darted breathing faster. “ Because ... Never mind. It doesn't matter now.” She lowered
her head and refused to meet his gaze again.

It mattered to him, but hed jump off the roof of this building before hed admit it to her. “ So let me just
clear up one point for you: when | found out who you were today, | promised mysdf I'd cut off my right
arm before I'd ever touch you again. Got it, Miss Barrington?’

“Yes, | think you've made your position quite clear.” He couldn't see her expression, but her voice was
cool and distant. He redlized with some surprise that he'd been counting on another shouting match. He
had fantasized more than once about telling the mysterious blond woman from Montedora exactly what
he thought of her. And now that held finadly doneit, he felt deflated and disappointed. It baffled him. But
then, nothing in hislife had made any sense since the first moment he'd seen her sitting donein the Bar
Tigre, waiting just for him.

“Ah, hell.” He turned and headed for the door, unable to bear her stoic demeanor for another second.
Shefinaly looked up. “Wait! Where are you going?’

“Straight to hell.”

“What?’

“Home. A bar. My office. | don't know.”

“We dill have afew morethingsto discuss.”

He studied her fragile but determinedly composed expression. “More ground rules?’

“Precisdy.”

He sighed, pulled a packet of cigarettes out of his pocket, and said, “Let's get it over with.” Helit up
without asking her permission.

She folded her hands. “When speaking to me, you will not indicate having a more persona knowledge of
me than any ordinary employee.”



“Wal, now, just how persond istheir knowledge, Maddie? That guy by the elevator seemed—"

“That istotally uncalled-for and just the sort of comment | expect you to refrain from making from now
on.”

Her voice was s even that it grated on his nerves. He felt pretty ridiculousfor trying to annoy her again.
They might aswell do thisas quickly as possible. “What e'se?” Hetook along drag on his cigarette.

“Y ou will not refer to that night in Montedora City again, under any circumstances, or in any way. Not
when speaking to me, and particularly not when speaking to other people.”

That figured. Upon redlizing who she was, he had guessed she wasterrified hewould talk. Well, some
guysdid, but he'd never been one of them. She had no way of knowing that, of course, and he wasn't
particularly in the mood to soothe her fears.

“You don't seemto have ared close familiarity with the Firss Amendment, Maddie.”
“That hardly gpplies—"

“Oh, | think it does. Y ou see, | think you have every right to tell me never to touch you again, and asl've
aready explained, I'm quite happy to cooperate. But nobody tells me what to say or not say. Ever. | say
whatever | please, whenever | please, and to whoever | want to say it to. | thought you aready knew
that about me, but maybe you need reminding.”

Her gaze wasfrogty. “ Then let me explain, Mr. Ransom, that | am awoman of considerable reputation
and credibility, and you will only succeed in making yoursdf look ridiculousif you start bandying about
gorieswhich, quite frankly, no onewill believe”

“Y ou don't think anyone will believe me?’ He blew out awreath of smoke. “Not even when | mention
the birthmark on your butt? The one that's shaped like a sickle moon.”

Her eyes sparkled with that sharp flash of cold fire which had first attracted him to her. After amoment
of tense sllence she decided to ignore his threst and closed the subject by saying, “If you're through
reminiscing, perhaps we should discuss the details of our trip.”

He nodded curtly. “Veracruz—"

“Yes, | know. Pleaseinform him that | accept his graciousinvitation. | never want to seethe Hotel Tigre
again”

Ransom nodded again, then reached inside his jacket, pulled out an envelope, and lay it on her desk.
“Thisisfrom our office. It'sgot our flight scheduleinit, alist of recommended drugs and medica supplies
for you, some safety guiddines, and an emergency number you can call anytime, in case something
happensto me.”

“Something ... happens?’ she repeated.

He shrugged. “ Y ou know, in case | get shot, killed, captured, that kind of thing. Call this number, and
they'll help you get to a safe place and wait for my replacement.”

“What?’ She blinked. He sounded awfully casud abot it.
“Standard procedure. Unless, of course,” he added dryly, “you wind up shooting me yoursdlf.”
Madeleine cleared her throat but didn't contradict him. “Why are you doing this?’ she asked at last. “ Just



to get even with me?’

He scowled at her. “ Protecting peopleis my job. And no casud rall in the hay with some nameless blond
isgoing to sop me from doing my job.”

It was abrutal answer, but she had asked for it. “I see. Wéll, then, since neither you nor my father will
relent on this, | suggest we at least try to be courteous to one another.”

“Courtesy isn't my strong suit.” Fedling restless and impatient, he rose to hisfeet. “ Are we done now?’
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“I'll come by your apartment for you the day after tomorrow. Eight in the morning. Don't keep me
waiting.”

“I'll beready.” Her tone could have frosted glass.
“Right.”

He remained where he was for amoment, just looking at her, taking in the silk suit, the pearl earrings, the
skillfully applied make-up, the smooth waves of her hair, and the closed, arrogant expression on her face.
He had a sudden, vivid image of her lying beneath him, naked and swesty, flushed with pleasure, her hair
spread around her in awild tangle, her arms and legs enfolding him as she gritted her teeth and begged
him not to stop. His body tightened and his mind clouded. He wanted to see her like that again. He
wanted to see her abandon hersdlf to pleasure and to passion. To him. He wanted it more than he
wanted his next breath, which he drew in shakily before turning around and leaving her office without
another word.

CHAPTER HIVE

“You look tired,” Preston said with concern as he opened the passenger door of his Mercedes so
Madeleine could get out of the car. The autumn wind was brisk, and she pulled the lapels of her elegant
coat around her neck as she stepped into the night air.

“Oh, | stayed up late last night. So many things have to befinished before | left.” And half of them were
still undone, because she hadn't been able to concentrate. She'd been nothing but adistracted bundle of
nerves ever Snce Ransom had seared her with ahot, blatantly sexua gaze, then spun around and left her

office without saying anything.

“Y ou work too hard.” Preston took her elbow and led her down the stone walk toward the front door of
Chateau Camille, the Barrington family home on Long Idand.

“I like hard work,” Madeleine murmured, wondering impatiently if she would exchange these sort of
bandties with Preston for the next fifty years once she married him.

Chateau Camille had once bel onged to a mistress of the great nineteenth century French writer,
Alexandre Dumas. Madeeine's grandfather had bought the chateau during atour of Europe some sixty
years ago. Held then had it transported stone by stone to the North Shore of Long Idland, whereit was
rebuilt and fully renovated. The hand hewn stones, the red tile roof, and the romantic turrets created a
farytae effect, particularly in this 10-acre setting of formal gardens and winding paths.

The house waslit up and welcoming tonight, for al three of the Barrington daughters were coming to
dinner. Eva, one of the domestic staff, admitted Madeleine and Preston to the grand foyer, whose



eighteenth century oak panelling was of museum qudity. Evatook their coats and showed them into the
green sitting room, the least forma room on the main floor of the house, gpart from the kitchen.

Madeleine wasn't surprised that she wasthefirst to arrive. Her rigid habit of punctudity had never worn
off on her ssters. She embraced her mother, accepted adrink from her father, and caught up on some
family news. The news, of course, al came from her mother; Madeeine's father was aworkaholic who
paid little attention to anything but hisvast businessempire.

Mogt of Eleanore Barrington's family news, however, was about hersalf. Madeleine was concerned to
learn that her youngest sister, Caroline, had been arrested (again) during a protest staged against Randall
Cosmetics. However, any attempt to dicit information about Carolin€s welfare only sparked more
comments about Eleanore's own reaction to the incident.

“How could she have doneit?’ Eleanore cried. “Her own brother-in-law isa Randall!”
“WEll, she's never pretended to like or respect Richard,” Madeleine said wryly.

“I can't imagine what the girl wasthinking of, Madeleine! Y ou must talk to her. I'm so embarrassed! |
mean, everyone on the North Shore knows about it. I'm surprised you haven't heard before now.”

“I don't live on the North Shore and haven't since | was eighteen,” Maddine pointed out. “When did it
happen?’

“Last week. And your father and | were supposed to attend afund-raising dinner a the Metropolitan
Museum of Art that night, too. Well, there wasjust no point in going, not when | wouldn't be able to
enjoy mysdf a al.”

“Carolinewasn't hurt, though?” Madeline prodded.

“No, of course not. | was progtrate for two days, but she was out covering astory the very next morning
for that radica, hippy, left-wing, communist, downtown magazine she writesfor.”

“| see.” Maddleine caught Preston's eye as he tried to repress an amused smile. Caroline Barrington's
radical politicsand socid activism had long been the bane of her aristocratic family.

“And now she'slatefor dinner,” Eleanore added fretfully. “ She never cdls, ether, even though she
knows| sit here worrying that she's been murdered in that dreadful Sum apartment of hers, or arrested
again, or kidnapped by one of those palitical dissident groups she's dwaysinterviewing. What am | going
to do with that girl?’

Deciding it wastime to tactfully change the subject, Madel eine asked about her other sgter. “And how's
Charlotte? | haven't talked to her in dmost three weeks.”

“Shedid cdl. The children'svolleyball practice—or something—dragged on too long, so they'll bealittle
late. And Richard had to cancel.”

“Ah.” Madeeine spped her drink, doubting that anyone would miss her sster's husband. She had never
particularly liked him, and now shefully suspected that he was chesting on Charlotte. It was none of
Madeleine's business, of course, but it didn't endear him to her. Besides, there was something about his
manner toward Charlotte that dways set Madeleine's teeth on edge.

Shelistened with half an ear as her mother continued to talk. Beyond saying, “How are you, dear?’ her
mother never asked Madeleine about herself. And Madel eine always responded that she wasfine, busy
at work (or, in previous years, at school), and looking forward to this or that event. For over twenty



years, that had been the sum total of her relationship with her mother, and her mother clearly resented
anyone who distracted her with more complicated behavior—the way both of Madeleines sstersdid.
Rebdlious Caroline with her radica affiliations, protests, Sit-ins, and outrageous behavior. Sad Charlotte,
with her uncertain health, extreme weight fluctuations, and psychotherapists. Made eine shook her head
and wondered how one couple had produced three such different daughters.

Stll trying to distract herself from the growing panic she felt over going back to Montedora with Ransom
tomorrow, Madeleine studied Preston as her mother continued to chatter. He was standing by the
fireplace, talking with her father. He glanced at Maddeine from time to time. When their eyes met, she
tried to bring some warmth into her expression. He was agood man, an attractive man, and he wanted to
marry her. She suddenly, desperately wanted to fed something besidesamild fondness for him. She
wanted to love and trust and need him. She wanted to want him to protect and cherish and adore her.
Shewanted to want his passion.

“Ah, they're here,” Thackery Barrington said with a pleased smile, interrupting Madeleine's thoughts. His
lovefor his daughters softened him, but his devotion to his grandchildren turned this driven, focused man
into mush.

Jeff and Hazel Randdll raced pell-méll into the room, followed dowly by their mother. The children flung
themsdlves upon the aged golden retriever dog deeping near the fireplace, then flung themsalves a their
grandfather. They ignored Preston, hugged Madeleine, and greeted their grandmother with an excited
recitation of their day. Then they returned to the blinking dog and lavished their affection upon him. His
tail thumped and he presented an ear for scratching.

Made eine willfully controlled her expression as she embraced her sster. Charlotte |ooked emaciated.
Having re-gained the weight she had lost after bearing two children in arow, she had been dieting again
this past year. But she had taken it too far. Madel eine had thought Charlotte alittle too thin when shed
last seen her about six weeks ago. Now her sister |looked gaunt, hollow-cheeked, withered, and unwell.
Madeleine had never seen her so thin, not even during that terrible phase in Charlotte's adol escence.

As Charlotte moved on to greet their mother, Eleanore caught Madeleine's eye. Madeleineread the
message there and redlized she would be expected to talk to Charlotte. She nodded and resigned herself
totheinevitable.

Caroline arrived afew minutes|ater, flushed, dishevelled, and as sunningly, unconscioudy pretty asever.
Her faded jeans hugged her trim hips and long legs, her embroidered shirt was wrinkled, and she
probably hadn't brushed her long, tangled hair since that morning. But that just-got-out-of-bed |ook
suited her hedthy, vibrant looks and uninhibited persondlity, and she dwayslooked lovely. So much so
that Charlotte's husband, Richard, had once tried to seduce her. But Madeleine was the only other
person in the world who knew about that.

Eleanore went to the kitchen to check on the cook's progress. Upon learning that dinner was ready and
waiting, sheled the family into the forma dining room, and dinner was served.

An excdlent hogtess, Eleanore Barrington kept the conversation going throughout dinner, avoiding many
unpleasant topics—including Caroling's recent arres—with a skill borne of long practice. Maddeine had
to admire her mother's ability, even as some dien impulseinside of her longed to silence the ceasdless
socid chatter. Her father was tota ly absorbed in histwo grandchildren, Charlotte was as quiet and
self-effacing as usud, and Caroline seemed as determined as ever to start ahuge row with her parents.
Maddeine herself was distracted and unusudly quiet. Trying to banish her thoughts and fears about
Ransom was using up al of her menta energy. So it fell to poor Preston to help Eleanore keep the
chatter going, course after course.



Madeleine noticed that Charlotte scarcely touched her food. A bit of salad with no dressing, afew
steamed vegetables, asingle bite of bread. On the other hand, Madeleine was doing little better, pushing
food around her plate with adistinct lack of appetite.

Would Ransom redlly talk?Would he redlly humiliate her, or was he bluffing?If he didn't want money or
anything e'se from her, then why hadn't he spoken frankly in front of her father and Preston? Maybe, she
thought with desperate hope, he was just angry and trying to shake her up. Maybe he had no more
intention of telling other people about that bawdy night than she did.

But how would she spend the next week or so with that man, when every time she looked into his eyes
she remembered that night and saw that he did, too? And he enjoyed reminding her! Oh, yes, whether or
not he ever spoke to anyone e se about it, he fully intended to keep taunting her with it, reminding her of
how much she had wanted him, of how she had hungered for him and everything they did together, of
how shameess and needy and eager she had been. And he liked reminding her in the crudest language
possible, too, knowing that it bothered her.

Y ou fucked me and forgot me.
How she had tried to forget! But she couldntt.

What could apoor daob like me have that a Barrington woman could possibly want? Besides ahard-on, |
mean.

Stopit.

It sure seemed like enough for you at thetime.

Wéll, it wasn't enough. There would never be enough...
“That'senough!” Hazdl cried.

Maddeines gaze flew to her niece'sface. The girl wastdling her grandfather, most emphaticaly, not to
put any more peas on her plate.

“Aren't you hungry, dear?” Madeleine's mother asked her amoment later.

“Hmmm?’ Maddeinelooked down at her plate and saw that she had smeared her souffle into a pulpy
mess. “Oh, uh, not redly. Nervous, you know.”

“Yes, quite. I'm sure | don't know why your father indsts on sending his own daughter back to that
dreadful place,” Eleanore said with some asperity.

“Hedidntindst, Mother.”

“Madeleine knows her responsbilities and takes them serioudy,” Thackery interjected. “And therésno
onel'dtrustin her place”

“And Mother tellsme you're going to stay with VVeracruz?' Caroline asked. When Madel eine nodded,
she shook her head, sending long blond tresses flying everywhere. “1 can't believeit! | mean, | cant
believe you, Madeleine! How could you accept hospitality from that thieving, murdering, fornicating
dictator?’

“Don't say ‘fornicating’ at the table, dear,” said Eleanore.

“Do you have any ideahow many politica prisoners Veracruz and his buddy Escaante have locked up?



Do you know how many people are arrested without charge under their regime?’
“Caroline, dear—" Eleanore began.

“Arrested, beaten, tortured and—if they're not executed—I ocked up in some dank, rat-infested cell and
forgotten about! Veracruz haslevelled crippling taxes on everyone but hiswedthy friends, then stolen
from hisown treasury. He has et Escalante and his secret police violate every—"

“I'm going to Montedorato sdll the ranch, Caroline,” Madeleine said smoothly. “ The ranch you have
aways been ashamed of the family for owning. Y ou've told me adozen timesthis year how glad you are
thet I'm sdling it.”

“I didn't know you'd have to hold handswith Veracruz to do it!”

“With the escdation of crimein Montedora, particularly since last month'sriots, | am fortunate to be
offered the President's protection,” Madeleine said. Involved in arguing with her Sster, she momentarily
forgot her mother's presence and blurted out, “ Are you aware that rebel bandskilled ajourndist in the
countryside two weeks ago, or that an agricultura consultant was robbed and murdered right in the lobby
of the Hotel Conquistadore four days ago?’

“Oh, my Lord!” Eleanore cried, clutching the delicate pearls she wore. “Maddeine!”

Redlizing her mistake, Maddleine said quickly, “Veracruz hasjust completed mgor security
improvements at the Presidential Palace. It'sthe safest place in the country right now.”

“I'mgoing to beill,” Eleanore threatened.

“And the security improvements were al specificaly advised,” Maddeine added for her mother's benefit,
“by Mr. Ransom, the man who will accompany me.”

Eleanore glared at her husband. “Well, you certainly left out afew things when you told me Madeleine
was going back to Montedora for abusinesstrip.”

“I didn't want to worry you.”

“Redlly, Mother, Mr. Ransom is very capable. There's nothing to wor—"
“I think | need to liedown,” Eleanore sighed,

“Yes, of course. Shdl | help you up to your room?’

“Thank you, dear.”

M adel eine escorted her mother up to the elegant master bedroom suite her parents had shared for so
many years, then called down to the kitchen and asked for some chamomile teato be brought up. She
got her mother calmed down and settled comfortably after about twenty minutes, then went back
downgtairsto join the rest of the family. They had dready adjourned to the library for coffee. Madeleine
poured herself a cup and sat with her ssterswhile her father, Preston, and the grandchildren disappeared
into an adjoining room to indulge in noisy games.

“How's Mother? Still having the vapors?’ Caroline asked.
“Seeping by now. | hope,” Maddeine replied.

“Don't look a melikethat,” Caroline said. “It'snot my fault. Y ou're the one who's going to Montedora.”



Madeleine sudied her sister for amoment and then said, “Were you redlly arrested last week at Randall
Cosmetics headquarters?’

“She handcuffed hersdlf to the lobby doors,” Charlotte said. “Richard told me about it.”

Her lipstrembled uncertainly for amoment. Then dl three women started laughing. Their hilarity was
partialy ardease from the tenson which aways pervaded family gatherings, but theimage of Richard
confronting hiswild-eyed sister-in-law as she handcuffed herself to his company's € egant glass doors
made Maddeinelaugh until her eyes watered.

“It'snot funny!” Carolineinssted, laughing as hard as her sgters. “Oh, stop it!”

“Four years of college, and amaster's degree, so you could go around chaining yoursdlf to buildings,”
Madeleine choked out.

“Poor Richard!” Charlotte wheezed. “He was apoplectic about it for days!”
Pulling hersdlf together at last, Maddleine asked on asigh, “What on earth made you do it?’

“It was a protest against animal testing. No one can convince me that thousands of rabbits need to be
blinded so that | can have yet another new, improved brand of eyeshadow or mascara. | don't believe
that it's complex or many-sded or controversia, Madeleine. It'sjust wrong.” She glanced at Charlotte
and added, “ And Richard isafool not to put astop to it.”

“Y ou know Richard doesn't talk to me about business,” Charlotte said quietly.

“Y ou gave Mother the vaporsthat day, too,” Madeleine said to Caraline. “Areyou trying to give her a
heart attack?’

“Shejust needsalife,” Caroline said with ashrug. “ And she needsto let me get on with mine.”
“Tonight wasn't Carolinesfault,” Charlotte said.

“Thank you! You see?” Carolinelooked triumphantly at Madeleine. “1'm not the one about to get shot by
Montedoran rebels.”

“It wasn't Maddeindsfault either,” Charlotte insgsted. She hesitated before saying quietly, “Thet littlefit at
the table was just Mother'sway of ensuring that everyone's attention remained focused on her.”

Caroline shrugged. Madeleine nodded and stared &t her coffee. There was along silence before Caroline
findly said, “Will you readly be safe down there?’
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“Preston doesn't seem very convinced that this man—Ransom?—knows what he's doing. He told me the
guy was ared smartass.”

“Surely Preston didn't say that?”
“No, he said something like: impertinent to the point of belligerence.”

“Ah. Wdll, yes, Mr. Ransom is alittle abrasive, and he and Preston didn't hit it off. But Dad has every
confidencein him.”

“Doyou?’



Madeleine blinked in surprise as she considered the question. She had been so busy worrying about her
secret connection with Ransom that she hadn't even considered the very redl issue of her personal safety
until now.

“Yes” shesad at last. “1 do. HE'snot ... | mean, | don't like the man, but he strikes me as extremely
capable.” That much, at least, was true. Whatever her persond problems with Ransom, he had seemed
to her—from the very firs moment—to be a dangerous, able-bodied, quick-witted man. If anyone could
protect her, it would be him.

To her relief, the conversation shifted away from her bodyguard. Caroline talked about her job, and
Charlotte talked about the children. Madeleine findly brought up the subject of Charlottesweight, only
to be put off by the other woman.

“Come on, Madeleine, you know the saying: you can never betoo rich or too thin,” Charlotte said.
“Bullshit,” Caroline said succinctly.

Madeleine gave Caroline aretiring look, then asked Charlotte, “Y ou're not till dieting, are you?’
Charlotte patted her ssomach. “I till have some flabby parts I'm trying to get rid of.”

“Charlotte, everyone woman's got some extraflesh on her. It's supposed to be there.”

“Look, | take my vitamins. | know what I'm doing.”

“Areyou sure? You look very tired. Infact, | think you look too thin,” Madeleine said gently.

Mingled hurt and anger flared in Charlotte's eyes. Her mouth tightened in her gaunt face as she said,
“Thanks so much for sharing your opinion, Madeleine. Ever the perfect sster. Perfect daughter, perfect
career woman. It must get awfully boring being so perfect!”

Madeleine blinked, taken aback. “ Charlotte, |—"

“Just lay off, Maddleine! Do | hand out free advice on your life?”

“I'msorry, | didn't—"

“Didn't you?’

“No, of course—"

“Leaveit, Maddleine” Caroline advised. “Thetruth is, Charlotte, you look like desth warmed over.”
Madeeineglared a her. “Redlly, Caroline, that's—"

“And you,” Caroline continued, turning to Madeleine, “should stop being so damn perfect. | agree with
Charlotte on that. God, just oncein your life I'd love to see you let your hair down and act like amere
morta.”

Thethree sstersdl stared at each other, not sure where to go from here. Maddeine's mind was flooded
with images from a shabby hotel room in Montedora City. She swallowed and wondered what on earth
she should say to her ssters. She had awaystried to be dependable and understanding. She had always
wanted to be arole modd for them. She had tried to shield them from dl the pressuresthat inevitably
made Charlotte crack and Caroline explode. And somehow, al her good intentions had only made them
resent her.



Thethick silence of the room was broken amoment later by the entrance of the children, who tore
through the doorway at top speed, shrieking wildly. Preston and Madeleine's father joined the group a
moment later, and the atmosphere lightened as everyone's conversation focused on children and toys and
games.

Needing something to do, Madeeine rose from her chair and waked to the far end of the room to pour
hersalf another cup of coffee. Her father joined her there.

“I trugt everything isin order for tomorrow?’

“Yes, Dad,” she answered.

“No problems?’

She avoided his probing gaze. “No. None.”

“And Mr. Ransom. He meets with your gpprova ?’

“| thought the point was that he meetswith your gpprova,” she said, tirring her coffee.

“Hedoes, but...” He seemed uncharacterigtically hesitant. “| rather had the impression that you've met
before.”

Madedeines belly clenched. “Did he say that?’

“No.” He waited amoment, then added shrewdly, “ And neither, apparently, will you.”

“Hes abrasive, but his credentials are good,” she said, till avoiding both his question and his gaze.
“I've never seen you take such an apparent didike to someone so quickly.”

“Haven't you?’ she murmured.

“He'sagood man, Madeleine.”

Sheer surprise made her meet hisgaze at last. “Y ou like him!”

“Y es. Hisbehavior was rather appalling today, but | like him.” He shrugged. “ Cdl it ingtinct. HEsaman
who can be trusted and counted on.”

She considered her father'swords carefully. “ And that'swhy...”

He nodded. “I wouldn't force unwanted company upon you, Madeleine, but | am more concerned than |
have admitted to you.”

“Or to Mother?’

“Quite.” He added ashalow spoonful of sugar to his coffee. “ Ransom says he can protect you, and |
bdievehim.”

Her father's concern affected Madeleine. He had always been the first to push her toward new
chalenges. If hewasworried about her safety, then she should be, too.

“I will follow hisingructionsto the letter, Dad,” she said at last, privately wondering how safe shewas
from Ransom himself. Well, he had said he never intended to touch her again, didn't he? The thought did
nothing to improve her mood.



“I think I'd better get going,” she said decisively, wanting to escape before the evening did even further
downhill. “It's getting late and weve il got to drive back to the city.”

“Yes, of course. I'll ask Evato bring your coats.”

Maddeinesfarewe | with Charlotte was awkward, but Caroline was dways able to forget an argument
asquickly as she started one.

“Will you be back in timefor Dad's birthday party?” Caroline asked Madeleine.

“Yes, of course. | should be back long before that.” Seeing Preston'sinquisitive expression as he helped
her into her coat, Maddeine explained, “It'1l be my father's sixtieth birthday. The family'sthrowing abig
bash here.”

Thackery added, “ Y ou'reinvited, of course, Preston.”
“I'll look forward to it, Sir.”

Madeleine was quiet on the drive back to the city. Luckily traffic waslight, and the journey went quickly.
Her mind was awhirl with concerns, not the least of which was what she should do about Preston. How
could she continue to “think about” his marriage proposa ? Surely awoman knew when she wanted to
marry aman, didn't she?

Madedeine looked across a his handsome profile. No answer reveded itsdlf to her, and she was swept
by awave of loneliness. She wished she could tell Preston about Ransom. About her shame and
embarrassment. About her fear of the man and the unpredi ctable emotions he aroused in her.

Sheleaned her head against the cold glass of the passenger window, wishing someone could hold her
and makeit dl go away: the sudden, hurtful argument with her ssters; the heaviness she dwaysfdt after
seeing her mother; her worries about going to Montedora; the weight of the responsibilities she bore; her
whirling confusion over Ransom. She wished someone could cuddle and comfort her, and rock her to

deep.

She shifted her legs and remembered vividly how Ransom had done dl of that, and more. He had taken a
desperate, londy, leaden night and turned it into magic. He had stripped her of dl sorrows and

weariness. He had ravished her worries and cares and chased them into the darkness. He had taken her
outside of hersdlf, made her live only in the moment, and then made each moment more joyous than the
last.

If he weren't such an overbearing, foul-mouthed louse, she might even thank him for it someday. She
might even ask himto do it again.

Madeleine's eyes flew wide open and she sat bolt upright. No! That was wrong. She would never, ever
ask himto do it again. What could she be thinking of?

She looked desperately at Preston again as he steered the Mercedes down East 73rd Street. He wasthe
man who wanted to marry her. Why couldn't he take away the demons tonight?

Preston brought the car to astop outside Made ein€'s € egant apartment building. He met her gaze and
amiled dightly. “Areyou dl right?’

Y es, why not Preston? They had never dept together. She had said she wasn't ready, and he hadn't
pushed her. Y es, why not tonight? She had afeeling she was as ready as she'd ever be, and she needed
... Someone. Why shouldn't that someone be the man she might well marry?



“Why don'...” Madeleine's voice was dry and brittle, fading before she could compl ete the sentence.
“Yes?' hebreathed, seeing something new in her expression.

“Would you liketo stay with metonight, Preston?’

* k x %

Ransom rolled away from the woman beside him and lit up a cigarette. Sex had been amistake. Hed
known that even before they were done undressing. He shouldn't have done it, shouldn't have called her.
But he'd desperately needed something. Someone.

“What'swrong?’ Gwen lay on her sde and studied histroubled frown. “Isit Montedora?’
He shrugged.
“I thought maybe it was,” she said, “Snce you've been...”

“What?" he snapped. Stop it. Don't take it out on Gwen. He liked Gwen, and his bad mood wasn't her
fault.

Gwen was adivorced corporate executive who worked long hours, travelled often, and—in her own
words—didn't need aman hanging around and driving her crazy. They had met on aplane more than a
year ago and had been occasional lovers ever since then. There had never been more than that between
them, and it had suited them both. Ransom didn't know if the relationship had been exclusive on her Sde,
though her busy schedule made him suppose that it had. And except for that single night with Madeleine,
he hadn't dept with anybody € se. He was a one-woman-at-a-time kind of guy. And that's what was
wrong tonight. The woman on his mind wasn't the one whose bed he wasin.

“Wall, you haven't been yourself ever since you came back from Montedora.” Gwen sat up, pulling the
sheet up to cover hersdf. “ Did something happen to you down there?’

He shrugged again, uncomfortably aware that he was being churlish. “ Sort of.”
She hesitated. “Want to talk about it?’

He shook his head. “Nah. It's not your problem.”

She stared a him for amoment, then shrugged. “Have it your way.”

“I'm sorry, Gwen, [—"

“It'sokay.”

He gestured vaguely toward the twisted sheets. “No, | meant, I'm sorry about...”

She grinned. “Nothing to apologize for, Ransom. The sex was good. The sex isaways good. That'swhy
| let you disrupt my schedulefromtimetotime.”

He smiled wryly. “I sugpect you're going easy on my fragile male ego tonight.”

She shook her head. “No. I'll admit, we've had better nights. But even when you're obvioudy thinking
about something else,” she paused and raised her brows significantly before continuing, “you sill know
your way around awoman's body.”

He drew on his cigarette. There was a companionable slence for afew moments before he said, “I



should go.”

She didn't try to keep him. She never did. It was one of the reasons he had continued to see her
occasondly after returning from Montedora. Ransom drew on his jeans and dipped into his shirt while
shewatched. He pulled on his shoes and socks, picked up hisjacket, and turned to say something to
her.

“Seeyou around, Gwen,” seemed to be as e oquent as he could get tonight.
“Seeyou around, Ransom.”

He usually kissed her goodbye. He didn't tonight. She usualy walked him to the front door. She didn't
tonight.

He stopped in the bedroom doorway, turned around, and tried to think of how to tell her what heredly
needed to tell her.

“Y ouwon' be caling again, will you?’ she said quietly.
“I..." He shook hishead. “No, | won't, Gwen. It's nothing to do with you. | think I'm going crazy.”

Her eyeswatered alittle. She looked away for amoment, then looked back, covering the moment with a
bright, artificia smile. “Well, then | guess| won't be calling you ether. So thanksfor the good times and
... take care, Ransom.”

“You, too, Gwen,” he said softly.

He drew on his battered, brown leather jacket as he left Gwen's apartment building and stepped out into
the brisk night air. October. He loved October. Hell of atime to be going down to Montedora, where
therewould be heavy rains.

He pulled another cigarette out of his pocket and cupped hishands around it as helit up, fully aware that
he had smoked twice his usual number of cigarettes Since seeing Madeleine Barrington yesterday.

Just the thought of her sent hisblood rushing through his body in hot wonder and confusion. And he
didn't likeit. Not one damn bit.

The memory of that night was like afever dream, morereal than redlity. The colors, scents, sounds, and
textures of that night were sharper and more vivid than any other sexual experience of hislife, and they
had stayed with him dl thistime, as sharp and dtirring asif hed hed her in hisarms only five minutes ago.

He thought briefly of the woman he had been holding in hisarms just afew minutes ago, then shook his
head. Damn Madeleine Barrington! She had ruined sex for him. Sex with Gwen had failed to satisfy the
hungry, longing beast dtirring ingde him ever since that night in Montedora, but seeing her from timeto
time had been more agreeabl e than contemplating pursuit of other women. He wasn't interested. He
knew who he wanted, had known dl aong. HeEd just never known whereto find her.

Well, now he knew. Now he was going to be stuck with her day and night until thisbusinessin
Montedora was over. And he had sworn not to touch her.

Christ, why did he aways have to do things the hard way?

CHAPTER SIX



Sex had been amistake. Madeleine had known that even before they were done undressing. She
shouldn't have doneit, shouldn't have invited Preston to spend the night. Now, in the cold light of day, as
shefaced him over her first cup of coffee, she castigated hersdlf for not considering afew dternative
optionslast night.

Why hadn't she phoned alate-night call-in radio show? Why hadn't she cleaned her oven? Why hadn't
rented afew movies—some maudlin weepies, or maybe even aserid killer story? Why hadn't she taken
acab to West 42nd Street and bought some adult novelty items—awriggling latex phallus, or perhaps
something with fringeon it?

Madeleine gurgled with startled laughter, then choked on her coffee.
“Areyou dl right?’ Preston asked.

She rubbed her forehead and muttered, “1 think I'm going mad.”
“Don't blameyoursdf, darling. Itsmy f—"

“No, it'snot. Please, let's not have thisdiscussion again.”

“Of course. | didn't mean to—"

“What timeisit?’

“Almogt eight o'clock.”

“Hell be here any minute,” she said with dread.

Her suitcase waited by the door. She was dressed in a pae linen suit. Sheld needed more make-up than
usua thismorning; the dark circles under her eyes had made her flinch when shed first looked into the
mirror.

“I'll missyou,” Preston said, taking her hand.

Madeleine nodded, smiled faintly, and tried desperately to think of away to convince him to leave now.
Thisvery moment. But she hesitated, afraid of hurting him even more.

Preston was aconsiderate, if somewhat restrained, lover. He was attentive and experienced, and he had
so wanted to give her pleasurelast night.

“But, darling, why?’" he had protested when she had findly suggested they try to get some deep. “1 know
you havent ... Just let me—"

“No, please!” She had flinched away from his hands, hurting him even more than her unresponsiveness
had dready hurt him. “Not tonight, Preston. It's not your fault. Redly. Y ou must know it'snot. | just can't
relax. Please, | fed terrible about this, b—"

“I'm the one who should fed terrible,” he protested. “And | do. | want to give you—"

“| should never have chosen tonight to ask you to stay.” Then, wanting to soothe the hurt she had caused,
shelied, “I'mjust glad you're here with me tonight. Redlly, Preston. It meansalot to methat you're
here”

Wi, after that, the poor fellow had had no choice but to stay dl night. Pouring herself another cup of
coffee, Madd eine reflected that he must be terribly puzzled and disappointed. Eager for forgetfulness,



seeking safe harbor, she had thrown hersdlf into his arms and kissed him with passionate longing. But by
the time he had carried her into the bedroom, she knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that whatever she
longed for, she would not find it with him. Her change of mood had destroyed the evening, and she
couldn't even explain it to him; not without making things much, much worse than they dready were. She
felt so ashamed.

And, oh, how she hated Ransom! In this moment, she hated him more than she had ever hated anyonein
her wholelife. He had brought some strange, inexplicable achemy to their coupling in that shadowy hotel
room, and its absence had ruined last night for her. Without that soul-destroying need, without that
primitive drive which swept away al reason, without that savage passon which obliterated all sense of
time and of salf, sex suddenly seemed arather awkward and embarrassing pursuit. She had found herself
floundering with Preston, unhappily missing things she had never needed or known about before meeting
Ransom.

When it was aready too late to turn back, sheld realized that if she couldn't mindlesdy crave every inch
of Preston, insgde and out, then she just didn't want him at all. If she couldn't glory in her own
abandonment benesth his gaze and reve in hisdesire for her, then what was the point of even being with
him? In the absence of that naturd, overpowering passion she had once known, she just felt sad,
self-conscious, and eager to get the whole thing over with.

Poor Preston, she thought. Despairing of ever re-gaining the equilibrium she had lost in Montedora, she
looked at her watch again and felt her ssomach heave. Eight o'clock. Ransom would be here any
second.

Poor Madeleine, she thought. She grimaced with self-disgust and swallowed another scalding mouthful of
coffee.

Oh, yes, she hated Ransom for unleashing thisthing inside her that would never be satisfied now. What
on earth was Preston supposed to do with awoman like her? She didn't even want him to know about
this appalling aspect of her character! She didn't want to know about it! She could kill Ransom for this.
She hoped he did get himself captured, shot, or killed down there in Montedora. It would serve him right
for seducing her and forever ruining her peace of mind.

She jumped when the intercom phone rang in the entrance halway.
“I'll getit,” Preston said with unexpected dacrity.

It was undoubtedly the doorman announcing Ransom's arrival. Maddene said, “ Tl him I'll beright
down,” and fled to the bathroom with inelegant haste.

When she returned, ready to leave, Preston informed her, “He's coming up.”
“Here?

“Ves”

“Why?

“I asked himto.”

“I don't want him in my home!”

Preston blinked.



Sheredlized that had sounded allittle hysterical, so she amended, “ There's no reason for him to come up
here”

Once again off-badance, Preston said, “I'm afraid it'stoo late. Hell be here any second.”

She didn't need to ask why he had asked Ransom to come up. He was clearly intent upon staking his
clamto her, just in case Ransom had any doubts. When he admitted Ransom to the apartment a moment
later, Madeleine saw Ransom's eyes swiftly takeit al in: Preston's presence in her gpartment at this early
hour; the masculine tie and jacket which lay draped across a chair; the two cups of coffee on the table by
the bay window.

Ransom responded to Preston's courteous greeting with a curt nod and impassive expression. He looked
at Madeleine and said, “ Ready?’

“YSH
“Go ahead, darling,” Preston said. “1'll lock up for you.”

Made eine looked at him helplessly. He didn't have akey for the dead bolt on her door, but she didn't
want to embarrass him by saying so. “1'd rather you came down with us,” she said &t last.

This seemed to please him, and he agreed. The devator ride to the ground floor would have taken place
in sony slenceif he hadn't been with them.

“Youll cal mewhen you get there, won't you? And et me know the moment you know the date of your
return. | hope you won't have to be away for long, darling. And you're sure you'll be back before your
father's birthday party?’

Hewas il chatting asthey crossed the lobby and left the building. “ Y ou'll take good care of her, won't
you, Mr. Ransom? | wouldn't like anything unpleasant—anything at all—to happen to her.”

Ransom nodded, handed Madeleine's suitcase to the driver of the limousine parked in front of the
building, and opened the car door for Madeleine. He glanced briefly at Preston, then met Madeleine's
eyeswith asardonic expression. “ Say goodbye.”

Sheglared a him. “Would you mind giving usamoment done?’
“On the streets of Manhattan?’ he responded dryly.
“Get in the car and wait for me,” she snapped.

“Asyou command, milady.” He went round to the other side of the car and got in. She could have sworn
he was smirking.

“Maybe I'll get lucky, and rebelswill shoot him,” she muttered.
“One can only hope,” Preston said, taking her in hisarms.

It wasfor hisdignity that she had ingsted on having amoment aone with him. Now she wanted to get it
over with quickly. Best not to even mention last night. Taking command, as had long been her habit, she
said camly, “I'll be back before you've had time to missme. Don't worry.”

“I missyou dready,” he breathed. His kisswas not ingppropriate for alover's public farewell, but it was
more than she was comfortable with, knowing that Ransom might be watching.



“Goodbye,” she murmured, diding away from him.
“Youll cal when you arrive?” he urged.
“I promise.” Thedriver held the car door open for her, discreetly looking elsewhere.

She stepped into the car, her relief at leaving Preston behind suddenly overwhelmed by her apprehension
at being in such close quarters with Ransom. He glanced up briefly from the newspaper he was reading
as helounged in the spacious back seet of the car.

Determined to stay in control of the Situation, Madeleine sat back in the cushioned seat and placed her
purse and briefcase between them. Once she was settled in, Ransom leaned forward and briefly tapped
on the glass separating them from the driver, indicating they were ready to go. The limousine pulled
smoothly out into the street. Madel eine turned briefly to wave to Preston. The car rounded the corner a
moment later.

God, she wished she could love Preston! She wished he could have made her forget al about this
dangerous man whose very presence was like an electrical charge. She sighed and put Preston out of her
mind with findlity.

“So,” Ransom said absently, turning apage of his paper, “1 take it Preston got some last night?”
Shewasingantly furious. “Mind your own business,” she snapped.

“It's certainly improved his mood more than yours,” he chided. “Is he dwaysthis talkative after he gets
lad?

“Areyou awaysthisinquisitive about other people'slovelives?’ she shot back.

“Ah, soit'slove, isit?” Ransom shrugged and continued perusing his paper. “ Y eah, | guessit must be.
Y ou told him your name, after dl.”

Inexplicably compelled to sink to Ransom'sleve, she said, “ Are you aways this nasty when you don't
get lad?’

Hefindly looked up from his paper. Therewas awicked gleamin hiseyes. “Ah, but | did get laid last
night. Would you like meto tell you dl about it, Miss Barrington?’

Her ssomach took another plunge. Shefdt her jaw drop unbecomingly. She swallowed and looked
away. “No. No, | wouldn't.” A horrible afterthought made her ask, “Did you tell her about me?’

“Somehow,” he drawled, “the subject never came up.”
“Oh.” Shefdt alittle light-headed as the limousine swung around another corner.
“I don't think sheld have been interested, anyhow.”

“No.” Her breathing was shalow. Her chest hurt terribly, asif shed been hit there. Shelooked out the
window, willing him to be sllent, willing him to look away from her.

After afew tense moments, she heard his newspaper crinkle. Sherisked abrief glancein hisdirection
and saw that his face was now hidden behind it. She stared out the window again, stunned and
confused.

Of course he dept with other women! Had she ever thought otherwise? Why had his comment come as



such asurprise? Was he supposed to have turned celibate after M ontedora? And more than that, why
was she bothered by the knowledge that he'd been with another woman last night?

Madeleine closed her eyes and tried to steady hersdf. Why did shefed asif he had just given away
something that was rightfully hers? She opened her eyes and discovered her vision had grown misty. She
blinked hard and clenched her jaw. Thiswas crazy! And undignified—not that she had much pretense to
dignity where Ransom was concerned. She must get agrip on hersalf. And she mustn't let him know.
How hewould ridicule her if he knew!

She had gotten off to abad start, swapping insultswith him like that. He could get under her skin faster
than anyone sheldd ever met, but it wastime to start deding with him the way she would dedl with any
other impertinent, presumptuous rogue who tried to get the better of her. No one got the best of
Maded eine Barrington, she reminded hersdlf.

Firmin her resolve, and entrenched in her violent hatred of Mr. Ransom, she picked up the Wall Street
Journal and started reading. Too bad she didn't understand a single word of it today.

* * % %

Ransom didn't stop hiding behind his newspaper until they pulled up outside their departure terminal at
JFK Airport. He didn't absorb aword of the damned paper, but keeping it between him and Madeleine
at least kept him from grabbing her and shaking her until her head flew off. The temptation to do so had
been unbearable ever since she had dismissed him with awithering glance and begun calmly reading the
Journdl.

He wasn't sure whose ideaiit had been to make him go up to her apartment, but there was no mistaking
the purpose behind the request. The boyfriend wanted Ransom to know whose woman Madeleine was,
and she wanted Ransom to know she wasn't pining for onewild night in Montedora City. It had taken a
lot of self-control not to throw the boyfriend down the elevator shaft. It took even more salf-control now
not to draw the curtain across the glass separating them from the driver, pull Madeleine down into the
cushioned seat, and do whatever it took to make her forget her boyfriend's very name.

No names, she had said.

No, why should shetdll her name to some one-night stand in acrummy hotel room in another
hemisphere? It wasn't asif some working stiff with abad tie actualy mattered. Not to her. Hed
protected enough rich people to know that some of them werered shits. He was just annoyed at himsalf
for getting taken in by Madeleine Barrington; that was dl. Hewas just mad at her for treating him likea
peasant; that explained the claw that had dug into his guts when held walked into her gpartment this
morning.

Hetried not to think about those two in bed together. Hetried so hard his head hurt. But theimages
flashed mercilessy through his mind as his eyes stared blankly at the newspaper. Wasit good between
Madeleine and her society boyfriend? Wasit frantic and noisy and juicy, tender and dow and sultry, easy
and sweet and wild? Wasit just the way he remembered it? Nah, probably not. Preston didn't seem like
thekind of guy to redly cut loose, even in bed. On the other hand, Ransom reflected uncomfortably,
Maddleine didn't seem that way either, not at first glance. But when the time came, she had abandoned dl
her moorings and thrown hersdlf into the sorm.

Ransom gloomily redoubled his efforts not to think about those two together. In bed. Fucking their brains
out.

Stop it! What does the sports page say?



He'd known she was no cloistered virgin, no green schoolgirl. Had he expected her to turn celibate after
Montedora, for God's sake? It's not like she was giving away something that rightfully belonged to him,
after all. On the contrary, she was engaged to that superciliousjerk. Or nearly engaged. So Ransom
redly wasn't in apostion to snarl a her for letting that guy into her bed.

The hell with the sports page! Where are the funnies?

That sigh she had given after waving goodbye to her boyfriend had cut through Ransom like aknife
through hot butter. Was sheredlly so crazy about that jerk?

He was going to stop thinking abouit it.

He needed to keep hismind on business. Letting himsdlf get distracted over awoman—particularly this
woman—was just plain dumb. Guys wound up getting shot—or worse—when they let awoman cloud
their minds. HE'd seen it happen to others and had aways thought it was crazy. Sex had its proper time
and place, and it was best | eft there. Gwen had understood that; it's what he had liked best about her.
Waan't it about time he started acting and thinking like a professona?

Yes, it definitely was. For his own sdf-respect, if nothing else. He wouldn't et histemper—or this
high-handed, sneaky society chick—get the best him.

* k% k %

Thedriver pulled the limousine to astop outside their departure terminal, unloaded their luggage, and
drove away. Maddleine and Ransom both maintained their resolve to behave appropriately al the way
from the car to the V1P check-in desk, about one hundred yards away.

“Non-smoking, please,” Madel eine said to the check-in clerk, presenting her with her passport.
“Smoking,” Ransom said, handing over his passport.

Since they were clearly together, the clerk looked at them expectantly, waiting for them to settle the
matter.

“I'm not gtting in asmokey areafrom here to Montedora,” Madeleine said firmly, her tone discouraging
any argument.

“I'm not going without acigarette for the next six hours,” Ransom replied just asinflexibly.
“Then go stand in the smoking section when you want acigarette,” Madeleine said.
“That'sagood suggestion, Sir,” said the clerk. “Many—"

“Would you like meto hold your coat and run your bath, too, while I'm standing around for your
pleasure, milady?’

“What do you normaly do?’ Maddeine prodded. “Force dl your clientsto risk lung cancer,
emphysema, and God-only-knowswhat else, just so you can satisfy your nicotine addiction while—"

“I haven't done any bodyguarding in years,” he snapped, “but when | did—"
“Then what on earth are you doing guarding me?’ she hissed. “| wastold that you were qudified—"

“My clients were so pleasant, Miss Barrington, that | didn't need a cigarette every time they opened their
mouths. And I'm the best qualified—"



“How dare you blame me—"

“—protector that you're ever likely to have, so dont—"

“—for your pathetic wesknesses!”

“—pushme!”

Having run out of steam, they glared a each other in deadly slence.
“Uh, will that be smoking or non-smoking?’ the clerk asked.

Ransom took a deep breath and forced himsalf to speak politely. “Miss Barrington will take aseat in
non-smoking. | would like a seat in the smoking section, please.” He glanced at Madeleine and added,
“Asfar away from her as possible”

Madeleine took a deep bresth and muttered, “Why don't you just strap this tough-guy to the wing of the
plane?”

The clerk twittered. They both glared at her.

Ransom lit up acigarette, blatantly ignoring the sign telling him not to. “I was down to four cigarettesa
day when | met you,” hetold Maddeine.

“On Tueday?’
“In Montedora.”
“Oh”

“On Tuesday | wasdown to eight aday.” He regarded the cigarette in his hand and added, “Thisis
dready my eighth today.”

“Maybe you should take up knitting.”

“Maybe | should have turned down this assgnment.”

“It's not too late to turn back.”

Hetook hisboarding pass from the desk clerk. “Oh, yes, it is, Maddie.” Hisvoice was surprisingly soft.

Their gazes|ocked. For thefirst time ever, Madeleine wondered if she had hurt him. It wasamost an
absurd thought, for she had never met anyone who seemed so invulnerable. And certainly hisattitude
about that night—and sex in generd—seemed far too cavalier for her to suppose he harbored any
specia fedings about what had happened between them. Everything held said these past couple of days
indicated that his pride was wounded. Nothing more.

Nevertheess, for thefirst time, she wondered how she would have felt had the Situation been reversed.
What if she had awoken to find him gone with no explanation?

When passion was spent, he had been sweet to her, so very sweet...

“Uh, Mr. Ransom,” the clerk said, drawing Ransom's gaze away from Madeeine's, “ according to the
notation on my screen, | believe you have some wespons to check?’

“Yeah.” Heturned to Madd eine, his expresson impersond now. “Thiswill take alittle while. Why don't



you go through passport control and wait for mein the VIP lounge?’

To Ransom'srelief, she agreed without argument, turned around, and left him on hisown. Histenson
eased, and he turned a pleasant smile upon the clerk, who was phoning one of her superiorsto come
ingpect Ransom's wegpons. She handed him acard to fill out which would go insde his checked luggage,
along with histwo unloaded, declared guns. Asamember of the private sector, he wasn't alowed to
carry agun inthe cabin of apublic arplane.

Hisresolve to stop baiting and baitling Madeleine hadn't lasted amoment beyond her first imperious
order. Actudly, hewould normaly have been perfectly willing to Sit in the non-smoking section according
to hisclient's preference, but something in her rega manner and arrogant assumption that she needn't
even to consult him just pushed al his buttons. And something about her coolnessincited him to keep
sparking the temper she seemed trying so desperately to pretend she didn't have.

His papers and permitswere al in order, and he knew the routine well, so the checking and approval of
his firearms went smoothly. After passing through passport control, he found Made eine scanning a.copy
of The Economist and sipping aglass of juice. He ordered black coffee and sat down with her. Onething
he had gotten used to as a Secret Service agent and still appreciated as a Marino Security executive was
fird-classtravel dl theway. It might seem naturd to a Barrington, but Ransom had grown up without
luxury, and he never took it for granted.

“Veracruz will have acar and driver waiting for usat the airport,” he told Madel eine when she put down
her magazine, apparently finished withiit.

Shelooked at him with cool speculation. “ Do you know him well?’

He shrugged. “We're not pals, if that's what you mean, but I've spent time with him. | know alot about
him.”

“Youdont likehim,” she said perceptively, despite the careful neutrdity of histone.
“I don't like you either, but it doesn't stop me from doing my job,” he pointed out rudely.
“Soyouvesaid.” Sherefused to be ruffled. “ So now you're Marino's expert on Montedora?’

He shook his head. “No, I'm an expert on Veracruz's persond safety and the security of the Presidential
Pdace. Marino's‘ expert’ on Montedorais an anayst who advises foreign investors about economic and
political conditionsin South America He'sthe guy who briefed me before my assgnment down there.”

“I see. You said you haven't done any bodyguarding for years. | take it you're more of a security
advisor?’

“That'sexactly what | am.” Hefinished his coffee, vagudly suspicious of her sudden politeinterest in him.
“I andlyze, recommend, and implement security measuresfor individuas, companies, and organizations.”

She frowned dightly. “ So you're not an expert on Montedora, or a“pal’ of the president, or a
bodyguard—anymore, that is.”

“| used to be in the Secret Service,” he said. He'd guarded some pretty important bodies in those days,
aswdll as, he believed, the American political system.

She nodded, still frowning. “So why did Marino send you to uswhen my father decided | needed a
bodyguard in Montedora?’



He should havefigured that she'd be bright enough to wonder about that sooner or later. Hed known
from the firgt that she was athinker, and he'd aready guessed that she wasn't the operations director of
Barrington Enterprisesjust because of her birth.

He consdered lying to her, but he was no liar. He considered telling her to mind her own business, but he
kind of thought his professional standing was her business, for aslong as she put her safety in hishands.
So he shrugged and told her.

“Joe—Marino, | mean—thought it would be agood idealif | |ft the country for awhile.”
She blinked. “Would you careto explain that to me?’

Hewasn't proud of this. On the contrary. He'd really screwed up. He thought he should have been fired.
But, without false modesty, he knew he was extremely vauable to the company. Besides, Marino, who
pretended to be such atough guy, was a pushover who was too fond of Ransom to fire him.

“Marino thought my absence might help to diffuse acertain legd Situation.”

“Whét legd Stuation?’

He shifted and reached for a cigarette, ignoring another no-smoking sign. “I, uh...”
“y e

He was ashamed to tdll her. It was crazy. Hed lately been nadtier to her than he'd ever been to awoman
before, and suddenly he was afraid of her bad opinion. Embarrassed by this stupidity, he said bluntly, “I
dugged aclient.”

The surprise on her face made her look more like hersdlf, and less like Madeleine Barrington, the cool,
unruffled goddess of the upper classes. “You hit aclient?’

He nodded and inhaled smoke. “It was a preity big mistake.”

“I know you've got adreadful temper, but redly.” She stared at him. “How could you have done
something so incredibly stupid?’

He grinned wryly, preferring her candor to her courtesy any day. “Funny. That's exactly what Joe said.”
“Who did you hit?’

“Doby Dune.”

“Therock star?’

“Yeah”

“The skinny one who wears those leather bodysuits, undone down to...” Sheindicated apoint dightly
past her navel. “Y ou hit him?’

He nodded.
“Didyou hurt him?’
“No. Not redly. Not serioudly. Just his pride. But that can hurt alot, you know.”

“Yes. | know.” Shelowered her eyes suddenly. “What on earth made you do it?’



“Good question. | haven't got agood answer. And I'd need areally good answer to keep Dune's lawyers
from using meto clean up the floor of a courtroom.”

“But what happened?’

Heflicked ashes off the end of his cigarette and met her eyes. He noticed with surprise that they werea
little bloodshot. She must have stayed up pretty late with the boyfriend. The thought of her with that wimp
suddenly brought back the way held felt the day held dugged Dune. Closeto implosion.

“You don't look as perfect asusua today,” he commented.

“If you're trying to change the subject, that was a pathetic effort,” she shot back. “What were you doing
working for Doby Dune?’

He couldn't help smiling at her sparks. “He'd bought this huge estate out in California. House, poal,
recording studio, the works. Cdebrities have al kinds of people following them, threatening them,
harassing them. So Dune wanted complete security for the whole estate, with back-up measuresin case
something went wrong.” Ransom shrugged. “ It was aroutine assgnment. | didn't think it would take long
or be particularly difficult.”

“| take it you were wrong?’

“I hadn't counted on Dune. A nasty, temperamental, abusive dob who provoked everyone around him
with impunity—thanks to hismoney and fame.”

“Come, come, Mr. Ransom. | happen to know that no one provokes you with impunity.”

Their eyesmet, full of acknowledgement. Y eah, sometimes he dmost liked her. “Wéll, that wasthe
problem. But I'm completely at fault in this. | was the professond; he was just some hopped-up guitar
player with too much money and too little sense.” He drew on his cigarette, remembering. “And | was
feding pretty short-fused.” He'd been fedling that way ever snce Montedora, but he wasn't going to tell
her that.

“ GO On,”

“Dune had agirlfriend living with him. And ... heredly pumped himsdlf up by humiliating her in public. He
liked to shout at her, belittle her. I'm pretty sure he hit her when they were done, but | never...” He
dhrugged again, less easly thistime. “ And one day he made her cry in front of me and adozen other
people, and | blew my stack.”

“Wdl, that's under—"

“No, | don't mean | criticized him or suggested he cool off. | mean | lost it. And then helost it. He hit me.
And|,” Ransom said, clenching hisfig, “ hit him back.”

“If hehit youfirgt,” she began, “surey—"

“My position's pretty bad, Maddie. | wasin hishome. | intervened in afamily fight without authority. |
insulted him firet.”

“But he hit first.”

“But hesaskinny guitar player, and I'm atrained fighter. His punch barely made me blink. Mine
knocked him across the room and made him bleed like apig.”



“Oh.” She nodded dowly. “I see your point.”
“His persond assistant had hislawyer on the phone before | even left the house.”
“Oh, dear. So he's going to sue?’

“That'swhat hislawyers and Joe's lawyers have been discussing. And Joe got pissed off when | refused
to apologizeto Dune.”

“Why wouldn't you apologize?
“Because I'm not abit sorry | hit him. I'm just sorry my company isin troublefor it.”
“So why don't you—"

“I just don't...” He shifted uncomfortably as he tried to picture himself telling that abusive bastard that he
was sorry. “I don't think | can.”

She studied him for along moment. “| see”

“I mean, what was | gonna do? Just watch that girl cry while he kept shouting &t her, saying thingsto her
that aman should never say to awoman in private, let donein public? And it'snot in my nature to get hit
without hitting back. If he wasn't willing to fight, he shouldn't have taken thefirst swing.” He ground out
his cigarettein his coffee cup. “So | told Joe | couldn't gpologize. And that's when your father called him,
looking for someone to keep you safe in Montedora.”

“Out of sght out of mind? Or did Mr. Marino hope that aweek or so in Montedorawould make you
cometo your senses?’

Ransom grinned wryly. 1 think hefigured I'd be willing to walk on my kneesthrough broken glass after a
second trip to Montedora.”

“Y ou hated it that much?’

“I was ... notorioudy bad-tempered after | came back from Montedora,” he said dowly. He watched her
cheeks suffuse with color.

“Oh”
“ Joe figured something down there just didn't agree with me.”

Something in her eyes made his chest ache. She didn't look away, and he could tell that she wanted to.
She spoke at last, so softly he could scarcely hear her: “I'm sorry.”

He studied the embarrassed, regretful expression on her face and, strangely enough, he believed her. He
just didn't know what to make of it. “Then—"

Theintercom overhead announced that their flight was beginning to board. Maddeine did quickly out of
her seet, picked up her belongings, and murmured, “ See you after we land.”

He watched her walk away, wondering what he had started to say to her anyhow.

CHAPTER SEVEN
Madeleine was assaulted by awave of hot, humid air the moment she emerged from the haf-empty



airplanein Montedora. Benegth the blistering sun, she crossed the cracked pavement to the airport
building dong with the rest of the passengers, most of whom appeared to be M ontedorans. Ransom
caught up with her as shereached immigration.

“Su pasaporte, por favor.”

Ransom took Madeleine's passport and handed it, dong with his own, to the stout, stern-faced
immigration officd.

“Vige de negocios o de vacaciones?’ Businesstrip or vacation?

“Negocios,” Ransom replied.

An ordinary, well-dressed, and law abiding person, Madeleine had been questioned for ten minutes at
immigration the last time she had come to Montedora. Her minimal Spanish had, of course, made the
processrather dow. Most of that ten minutes, however, had been taken up by armed men flipping
through her perfectly ordinary passport, asking her exactly the same questions she'd aready been asked,
and then gtaring at her asif she might suddenly break down and admit to being aterrorist on the run. She
was prepared to endure the same treatment again, but Ransom surprised her by pulling out severd
documents and saying, with uncharacteristic arrogance, “We're guests of President Veracruz, who
assured me personally that we would be treated courteoudy.”

The stern-faced officiad blinked in surprise, took the papers, and showed them to a curious bystander
who was gpparently hisimmediate superior. That man, in turn, showed them to someone ese.

“What are those papers?’” Madeleine asked Ransom.

“A letter of introduction from Veracruz, apersonal commendation from Veracruz, and specid permitsfor
my guns, signed by—"

“Veracruz.”
“Uh-huh.”

Thirty secondslater, Ransom and Madeleine were offered a persona escort into the main building, to the
baggage claim area, and through customs. Whereas Madd eine's harmless toil etries bag had been
subjected to athorough search the last time she'd passed through Montedoran customs, Ransom's guns
were now regarded as casudly asif they'd been old shoes. It sure paid to have friendsin high places.

“Senor, can you show meinto a private room for amoment?’ Ransom asked their escort, after clearing
customs.

“Of course.”
“And somewhere where | could freshen up?’ Madeleine added.

Ransom ran his gaze over her. “Why? After more than four thousand miles, you haven't even wrinkled
your linen skirt yet.” He sounded annoyed.

“I haveto go to the bathroom. Isthat dl right with you?’
Their chubby escort grinned and said, “Lover'squarrd,” in heavily accented English.

Maddeine gave him alook that quelled hisgrin. “Y ou couldn't be more wrong.”



As sheturned away, she heard Ransom murmur, “Oh, yes, he could.”

Her face flushed as she remembered that, in the most technical sense of the word, they were lovers. Or
had been. Once.

When someone showed her into the filthy, odorous bathroom, she rinsed her handkerchief in cold water
and pressed it to the back of her neck. The heat, the tension, the embarrassment; she felt aheadache
coming on.

Ransom was waiting for her when she finally emerged from the bathroom. Their driver had found him and
was dready loading their luggage into the car outside. The airport, which hadn't improved any since her
last vigit, was particularly crowded today; the vast piles of luggage suggested that people were leaving for
along time, perhaps forever. The metallic whine of the overhead speakersjarred Madeleines nerves. A
short, fat lady nearly knocked her over. A child started wailing. Someone stepped on Madd eing's foot.
The man who had done it looked her up and down, nudged the man next to him, nodded at Madeleine,
and said something. His tone was suggestive. His friend's snicker sounded obscene. She didn't like the
way either of them grinned at her, and her frosty expression let them know it.

Ransom took her elbow, brushed past the two men, and kept hold of her as he guided her through the
jostling throng. Something about his touch was reassuring, a a moment when she hadn't known shed
needed reassurance. Maybe he knew how much even a self-assured woman hated leers, snickers,
muttered obscenities, and insolent grins. She maintained her dignity, but she was suddenly glad hewas
there.

A white limousine awaited them just outside the building. Ransom introduced Made eine to the uniformed
chauffeur.

“Miguel Arroyo. Maddeine Barrington. Miss Barrington isto be handled with care, Migud.”

The handsome young man grinned at her and took his hat off, bowing dightly. He had awonderful smile,
full of zest and energy. She found hersalf smiling back.

“Ah, Ransom isworried about my driving,” Miguel told Maddleine. “But | have improved very much.”
“Glad to hear it,” Ransom said dryly. “All the same, well both st in back. With seatbelts on.”
Replacing his cap, Miguel opened the door for Maddeine. “ Ransom taught me everything | know.”
“Dont try to blame your driving on me.”

“No, | mean the evasive maneuvers, the anti-terrorist tactics, and the defensive procedures.”

“Ah, | see” Madeleine said, getting into the car.

Ransom dipped in next to her. “Hopefully, well never haveto find out if | was agood enough teacher.”

“Ah, but you are very good!” Migud assured him, leaning down to duck hishead into thecar. “You
ae—"

“Let'sget going, Migud.” After Migud closed the door on them, Ransom said mildly, “He'sanicekid,
but hetaksalot.”

“l likehim.”

“I cantell.” Hisvoicewas dry. “But wed be heredl day if someone didn't give him ashove.”



“I seewhy you needed a private room back there,” Madeleine commented. Ransom's lightweight blazer
had swung open when he climbed into the car, reveding the gun holstered at his side. The dender leather
cases attached to his belt undoubtedly held loaded magazines for the gun. He had chosen to arm himself
before leaving the airport. She frowned. “Do you actually expect trouble between here and the
Presidentid Palace?’

“It'smy job to expect trouble from now until | drop you off at your apartment in New Y ork.” The look
he danted her was dightly teasing. “If something happened during the drive, and | had left my gunsin my
suitcase in the trunk of this car, and you got hurt or killed asaresult...” He sighed and shook his head. “It
would just be so embarrassing. Looks bad on aguy's record, you know.”

“I canimagine.” Sheglanced again at hisgun. *You said ‘guns?’

He straightened one knee and pulled his khaki trouser leg up afew inches. Ashedid, she noticed a
nondescript ring on hisright hand. She'd never seen it before. It dmost looked like awedding ring. Then
she looked down and saw asmall, beautifully engraved revolver strapped to hisankle. “My back-up
gun.”

“Oh.” She gestured to the bigger gun a hisside. “ That oneisn't very well hidden.”

“Doesn't need to be for thisassignment.” Seeing her blank look, he explained, “ Some assgnments cdl for
discretion. The bodyguard is supposed to look like an assistant or colleague or companion;
non-threatening. Or maybe he's just not supposed to call attention to himsdlf.”

“But thisisdifferent?’

Helooked her over. “Well, were caling atention to oursalves just by being here. A blond, blue-eyed
foreign woman and aman who's just as obvioudy foreign. Even without your tailored clothes and a good
car, it would be assumed that were wedlthy. All foreigners are automatically considered wedlthy here.
So, sncewe arent in apoliticaly sengtive position, it makes senseto quietly but clearly display the fact
that you're well-protected and that it would be really stupid for anyone to mess with you.”

“An ounce of prevention?’

“Right. It does a pretty good job of discouraging muggers, rapists, and burglars.”

“What about rebels and terrorists?”

“Hard to tdl. Anytime someone has a cause, they're not aslikdly to be thinking of their own surviva.”

She thought about that. The breakdown of law and order in Montedora meant trouble could come from
many sources. “How dangerous do you think it isfor meto be here?’

“I think it's more dangerous than you think it is, which iswhy...” He stopped speaking and looked oddly
surprised.

“What?’ she asked, puzzled.

“Oh ... Uh, why I think your father did the right thing, ingsting you take me with you.” He seemed
distracted and wouldn't quite meet her eyes.

“| see.” Shewanted to ask other questions—such as how dangerous he thought it was—but she didn't
like to appear nervous or frightened. On the other hand, she didn't liketo let her self-image get in the way
of asking for relevant information, either. Still, she had been here by hersalf six months ago and



encountered no danger or threats. Perhaps perceiving danger was Smply Ransom'sjob, like always
expecting trouble.

She glanced at him when he leaned forward, did open the glass partition, and asked Migud, “Where are
you going? Thisisn't theway to—"

“Must detour, Ransom.”

“Why?

“Thedirect routeis closed.”

Ransom frowned. “Why?’

“Exploson.”

“What?'

“TheLPM.”

“What'sthat?” Madeleine asked.

“In Spanish, it stands for the Popular Liberation of Montedora,” Ransom explained.
“I've never heard of it,” she said.

“It'samuch smaller rebel group than the Dorigtas.”
“But getting bigger,” Migud grumbled.

“They blew something up?’ Ransom asked.

“They were storing explosivesin the back of asmall shop adong the road. The shop exploded two days
ago.”

“How do you know it was LPM?’ Ransom asked.

“Los Seguridores questioned the owner of the shop. He finally admitted that the LPM were planning to
set atrap for El Presidente along that road.”

Madeline knew that L os Seguridores were Genera Escalante's secret police, the most ruthless and
powerful military entity in the country. Shetried not to think about what the  questioning” had entailed.

“LPM—those bastards!” Miguel shuddered. “I drive on that road almost every day! Explosions!”

Madeleine nearly shuddered, too. How many people were hurt in the explosion? How many would have
been hurt had the LPM carried out their plan to blow up the President's car asit drove by?

“I wonder why thiswasn't in the news,” she said aoud.
“El Presdente wantsto makeit quiet.”
“Keepit quiet,” Ransom corrected absently.

“Y es. He doesn't want to encourage the LPM with publicity.”



“Still, theinternationa press—" Madd eine began.

“They can't keep track of everything,” Ransom said. “Especidly not if the Seguridoreswon't release any
information and everybody in the neighborhood istoo scared to talk.”

“Yes, people arefrightened,” Miguel confirmed. “Me, too, to be honest. Someone aiming at President
Veracruz could missand hit—"

“Red light!” Ransom snapped.

The limo screeched to a halt when they were halfway across the intersection. They blocked traffic for a
few moments before Migud, following Ransom's ingtructions, drove the car forward and continued on his
way, accompanied by the blare of horns. Once clear of the intersection, Migud tried to apologize, but
Ransom foretaled him.

“1 should have known better than to distract you,” Ransom said, sounding resigned. “Keep your eyeson
theroad!” he ordered when Migud turned to argue with him.

Ransom closed the glass partition and sat back. “He took out someone'sfront porch last timel was
here”

“Why isheapresdentid chauffeur, then?’

Ransom shrugged. “He doesn't drive any differently from most Montedorans. Anyhow, he speaks four
languages and ... I'm pretty sure he's deeping with the First Lady of Montedora. HE's her driver, you see,
morethan Veracruz's.”

“Ah.” Made eine watched Ransom open the small refrigerator built into the car. She accepted aplastic
glassand asmall bottle of chilled minerd water from him. “Four languages, did you say?’

He nodded. * Self-taught, for the most part. Miguel may be alousy driver, but he'sabright, capable
kid.”

“Young man,” she corrected. Miguel looked about the same age as her Siter Caroline. “And very
charming.”

“Too young for you,” he shot back.
“That wasn't—"
“Uh-huh.”

She redized—with surprise—that he was teasing her, so shelet it pass. “And in Americaor England or
Canada, or adozen other countries, he could have abright future.”

“But not many peoplein Montedora have bright futures,” Ransom concluded.
“Why doesn't he emigrate?’

“You say that likeit's as easy as moving from uptown to downtown in Manhattan.”
“I'd never live downtown.”

“| live downtown!”



“| guessed that about you.”
He grinned. She was surprised to find that teasing him came pretty easily, too.
“| assume Migud hasno money for emigration?” shesaid.

“That'sright. HE's the sole support of hismother and two sigters. And thisishishome.” He shrugged.
“Would you find it that easy to turn your back on your homeand?’

“I might, if it was Montedora,” she said truthfully. “ And judging by the crowds at the airport, plenty of
peopledoit.”

He asked curioudy, “ And considering the situation here, why does anyone want to buy your ranch?’

She spped her water and said, “It'safarm, redly, despite the name. A plantation, | guess. It'sgood land
and I'm selling it chegp. Some people are gamblers. These buyers—these potential buyers—may be
willing to bet that they can makeit profitable enough to offset the time and effort they'll haveto invest to
increaseits productivity.”

“Not to mention therisk of losing it in another revolution.”

“Do you think there's going to be another revolution here?’

“I think it'sastrong possbility. People are dangerous when they've got nothing left to lose.”
“Nothing but their lives.”

“There are more civilians than soldiersin Montedora.”

“But how many guns do the civilians have?’

“Probably alot more than anyoneredizes.” Not finding anything he liked, he closed the refrigerator and
lit up acigarette. “And if thereisarevolution, whoever ownsthat ranch will probably loseit.”

“For dl | know, these buyerswouldn't mind losing it.”

“A tax write-off?’

“Possbly. It's not uncommon.” She shrugged. “My jobisjust to sl it.”
“What'll you do if the Germans don't buy?’

“I'll find another buyer.” She grimaced and added, “| hope.”

“When will they be here?’

“Four days. I've got meetings al day tomorrow here in the city. We leave for the ranch the next day. I've
scheduled the following day to make sure everything'sin order there. And the Germans are supposed to
arivethe day after.”

He nodded and looked out the window. Thirty people stood in line outside a bank. Forbidden
revolutionary doganswere painted along astone wal lining the street. Barefoot little boysran up to the
cars stuck in the heavy traffic, trying to sal flowers, newspapers, windshield washes, and bottles of Coca
Cola. Ransom knew that anyone buying the latter would be expected to drink it then and there, and to
give the bottle back to the vendor before driving off. Bottles were too valuable to give up. The juvenile



vendor would use the same bottle again and again, and he certainly wouldn't wash it between sdes. As
evening fel, progtitutes would join the boys, walking up and down the street in search of business,
hustling the cars aswell asthe pedestrians. Most of them wouldn't even be old enough to be considered
women, but grinding poverty had stolen their childhoods long ago.

“The usud routeto the Palaceis, uh, much more showy than this,” he said quietly to Madeleine.
“Embassies, an old cemetery, that seven million dollar church thelast President had built in honor of his
mother. Of coursg, it's never been finished...”

“My sgter criticized mefor coming here” she said pensively.
“Wadll, | wouldn't want my sister coming here either—"

“No, she meant | shouldn't accept hospitdity from Veracruz. She said he...” She shrugged. “Well, you
know.”

“Yeah. But at least you'll be safe.”
“That'swhat | said.”

“And since you didn't want to go back to—"
“No,” shesaid quickly. “I didn't.”

Remembering her moment of softness before boarding the plane, he decided to ask a question that had
plagued him for months. “Y ou weren't registered there. | checked. The next morning.” He saw her jaw
clench, but hedidn't Iet it drop. “What were you doing there, with no room and no luggage?’

She smoothed her skirt. She didn't meet his eyes. Her voice was distant as she said, “I'd spent adl day at

the arport waiting for my flight to leave. After it wasfinaly cancelled, | learned that my luggage had been
put on another plane.” She frowned and added as an afterthought, “1 never did get it back.” She cleared

her throat and continued, “So | had adrink. Severd drinks, actudly. | was just about to go acrossto the
hotel |obby and get my old room, or another room...”

“When we met,” he concluded, watching her closdly. The sunlight gleamed on her pale hair. She wastoo
disciplined to fiddle with the hem of her skirt or display her tension in some other ordinary way, but he
fdt it, winding around her like arope. “Wéll, that explains why no one could answer my questionsthe
next morning. No one knew you were till in the country.”

She didn't respond.

“Stll,” he mused, “I'd have thought they'd remember awoman like you, even without aname.” When she
finaly looked a him inquigitively, he explained, “I described you to the morning desk clerk. Either he
hadn't seen you before or he just didn't want to get involved.”

“Oh”

She looked away again, staring out of the window. He wanted to ask her the important question—why
had sheleft like that? But the answer was probably not something he wanted to hear. Why should she
have hung around, she'd ask? So they could exchange phone numbers over breakfast? Y eah, right.

Heglared a her. She was till |ooking the other way.

He knew now why he had come back to Montedorawith her, why he hadn't quit or let her fire him. It



had nothing to do with Doby Dune or Joe Marino or hisjob or even promises made to her father. He'd
made his decision the moment held seen her picturein her father's office, the moment he found out who
shewas. Hejust hadn't understood it until amoment ago, when held nearly blurted it out without even
thinking. He had come here with her because—however stupid or crazy or hopelesdy masochitic of him
it was—he wasn't willing to entrust her safety to anyone dse. If she had to come to Montedora, then he
had to come make sure that nothing happened to her. It wasthat smple.

Hewasn't at al happy about it. What the hell had she done, anyhow, to deserve such doglike devotion
fromhim?

He glared a her again, annoyed with her for pretending she didn't need his protection. Did she think
those frosty glances of herswould protect her down here?

Theway those two guys had looked &t her inthe airport ... leering, smirking, muttering and snickering.
He had wanted to tear them apart, but he'd had to settle for getting her out of there fast. He didn't want
her to endure looks like that. He wanted to fight for her, shield her, keep her safe.

Ransom leaned his head back against the cushioned seat. Christ, maybe what he really needed was a
good long vacation when thiswas al over. Something was wrong with him.

* k x %

After another twenty minutesin traffic, they cameto amilitary checkpoint ong the road. Recognizing
Miguel and one of Veracruz's own limousines, the soldiers waved them through.

There were two more security checkpoints when they reached the gates of the Presidential Palace. These
were manned by the President’s persond Guards. At thefirst gate, Ransom and Madeleine were
instructed to get out of the car, which was then thoroughly searched, despite its belonging to Veracruz.

When one of the Guards began going through their suitcases, Madeleine murmured, “Apparently being a
guest of the President doesn't mean you get specia treatment here.”

“My orders.” Ransom glanced at her. “When | first came here, aknown Dorista could have stuck apink
bow on abomb and carried it right into the President's bedroom without too much trouble.”

Five minutes later, astout female Guard arrived, took Madeleine to the far side of the car, and searched
her. After this distasteful procedure was over, Maddeine found Ransom being relieved of hisguns.

“I take it you don't think you'll need those ingde the gates?’ she asked.

“I'd rather have them with me,” he admitted, “ but it's nice to know they've stopped letting armed civilians
enter the Palace.”

“Also your orders?’

He nodded. “Now no one except the President and the Guards carries aweapon beyond the gates. Not
even the Seguridores.”

“So I'm safe aslong as none of the Guards decides to shoot me.”
Hiseyes sparkled. “ Something like that.”

Once cleared, they got back into the car. Migud drove them through the first gate, which immediately
shut behind them. The second gate, up ahead, was il closed, effectively trapping them. A Guard a the
second gate questioned them, verified something on hiswalkie-talkie, then permitted them to pass



through.

A dozen more Guards were posted at the front entrance of the Presidential Palace. It was an enormous
white mansion with marble steps and pillars, ared tiled roof, a sweeping driveway, and extensve
gardens. It had been built more than fifty years ago by the ruler of what had then been a peaceful
agricultura country. Asimpressve asthe Pdace was, it was reputedly humble compared to the country
estate one hundred miles south of here which one of Veracruz's recent predecessors had built, and where
Veracruz spent hisweekends and holidays.

Madeleine glanced curioudy a Ransom as he helped her out of the car. “Y ou preferred staying at the
Hotd Tigreto staying here?’

“Too many wild parties,” Ransom said briefly. “1 need my beauty deep.”

That was clearly all he intended to say on that subject. Madel eine wondered what really bothered him
about staying at the Paace, since it seemed much more comfortable (and now much safer) than the city's
hotels.

A pleasant looking middle-aged man came down the steps to greet them, introduced himsdlf as
Veracruz's personal secretary, and offered to show them to their rooms. Miguel would bring their luggage
up in afew minutes.

They were given rooms on the second floor, where along a ba cony overlooked the e aborate fountains
and gardens behind the palace. Ransom gave Madeeinesroom a brief search, then showed her the
motion sensorsinstalled at the door to her room and at the french doors leading onto the balcony.

“Punch in the security code when you're adeep in here. Just remember to punch in the disarm code
before you go through the door or out onto the ba cony, though, or you'll set off an alarm that'll dert over
ahundred Guards,” hetold her. “ And there are video cameras trained on al the exteriors, so don't go out
onto the ba cony haf-naked unless you want to give athrill to some bored Guards monitoring the
sysem.”

“I'll try to remember that,” she said dryly.

He disappeared into his room when their luggage arrived, but returned amoment later. “Weve been
invited to dinner this evening. The Presdent would like to know if you can spare my services between
now and then.”

Madeleine nodded. “I'm just going to stay in here and make alot of phone cals. I've got to talk to my
locd bankers and lawyers, confirm our meetings. Check in with my secretary in New Y ork. That kind of

thing.”

“Inthat case ... Veracruz has|eft amessage asking me to do afollow-up review of the security here. It
take me the rest of the afternoon.” He handed her a small € ectronic device and showed her how to use
it. “If you need mefor anything, page me with this. I'll comeright away.”

She nodded again. He checked hiswatch and said, “1I'll meet you back here around seven o'clock, local
time”

Heleft. There was adiscreet knock at the door only moments later, far too gentle to be Ransom.

Madel eine opened the door and found a smiling maid awaiting her pleasure. Made eine's Spanish was
minimal, but she understood the woman's offer to unpack for her. She politely refused. She had never
liked anyone touching her persond things, and she'd aready watched the Guards investigete every single



item ingde her suitcase today.

Sheld grown up in avery weathy home, but the security system at the Presidential Palace waslike
nothing she had ever encountered before. Although she doubted even avirus could get past Ransom's
Security messures, | et alone a person, she found the e aborate precautions very depressng. Imagineliving
likethis. Imagine being hated by so many people that you needed to live like this.

She made afew local cdls, then unpacked and showered. While drying her hair, she remembered that
she had promised to phone Preston upon arriving. She might aswell get it over with. Checking her
watch, which was still on New Y ork time, she picked up the phone, spoke to the operator, and gave her
the number for Preston’s private line at work.

He expressed pleasure a hearing from her, but she redized after amoment that he had someonein his
office, so she kept the call very brief. When he said he hoped they could talk again soon, she hedged,
tactfully avoiding committing herself to that. After ending the conversation, she stared at the phonefor a
moment, finaly reaching adecison.

She couldn't marry him. She didn't love him, and she couldn't envision spending the rest of her lifewith
him. Being single was preferable to having aloveless marriage, or amarriage in which she congtantly hurt
aloving husband by not loving him back. Her decision was so clear to her now, so sdf-evident, she
couldn't understand why she'd ever needed to think it over. She wasfond of Preston, and her main regret
was that she had, through her own blundering, confused him and led him on. And now shewould haveto
hurt him.

She was appalled by her behavior toward Preston in recent days. She'd like to blame Ransom for
it—indeed, she would dearly love to blame him for it—but, in truth, he hadn't forced her to snap at
Preston, lieto him, go to bed with him, or, having done so, to make such afiasco of last night. Madeleine
had to take full respongibility for al of that, and more.

She nodded as she faced hersdlf in the mirror and styled her hair. If there was one thing Madeleine
Barrington was used to, it was accepting responsibility. She didn't like to make mistakes, and she
habitualy made very few, but she now admitted the mistakes she had made with Preston and
acknowledged her falings. It wasn't easy. Shedidn't like having failings. Not one little bit.

And, aswith every problem in her life except one—the one currently reviewing President Veracruz's
security measures—she immediately developed a plan to resolve matters.

The best thing for Preston—and herself—would be to et him off the hook as soon as possible. She was
dready planning what she would say to him, comments which would make her position clear without
hurting him unnecessarily. Tactful, gppropriate comments. The sort of comments that only seemed to
desert her when she dedlt with Ransom.

However, talking to Preston would have to wait until she returned to New Y ork. A phone call wasno
way to tell aman you wouldn't marry him. Shewould tell him in person. He deserved at least that much
congderation from her.

CHAPTEREIGHT

The sharp knock on her door came prompitly at seven o'clock. It seemed that Ransom was habitually
punctua. Madeleine supposed it was the only trait they had in common. Dressed for dinner and ready to
go, she opened the door.



“Hi, areyou...” Hisvoicetrailed off as his gaze swept over her. Madeleine's mouth went dry at the look
that blazed through those green eyes. She wore a black, knee-length sheath with awhite, satin,
off-the-shoulders neckline; smple, elegant, classic. She had considered her appearance appropriate for a
formal dinner, but something in Ransom's expression suggested that he found it appropriate for things
best donein private. Her cheeksfelt warm. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears. He had looked at her
that way once before, and she remembered exactly what he had done next.

“I'mready.” Her voice sounded wooden.
Hetook a steadying breath and said dryly, “Nice dress.”

She looked him over and gave an involuntary start. “ Y ou're still wearing that tie,” she blurted. He
frowned. She clenched her teeth. What was it about him that made her congtantly forget herself when she
waswith him?

“It'sgill my only tie, except for the black one l—"

“Yes, yes, | remember.” She heard the arrogant dismissal in her voice. She knew how it must sound to
him, but she redlly couldn't face any more reminders of that night. Not now.

“Shall we?’ Hisvoicewasbland.

She nodded, stepped into the vast hallway, and closed her door behind her. He silently led her to the
centra wing of the mansion, then downgtairs, through avast, elaborately decorated hallway, and out onto
acovered patio where drinks were being served. Veracruz wasn't present, but there were a dozen other

people already there.
Sipping from the glass Ransom handed her, Madel eine noted, “ French champagne.”

“Foreign aid buysthe good thingsin life.” He kept hisvoice low.
“Like security?’

“That, too.”

“And it doesn't bother you?’

“If you're asking, does my professiond help imply support for, or even gpprova of, my client—the
answer is‘no.’ | keep people safe and dlive, that'sal. And it's not abad day'swork.” Helit up a
cigarette and continued, “ The month before the President contacted Marino Security and hired me,
someone nearly killed histwo daughters while they were playing in the gardens.”

“I didnt—"

“I think those girls deserve to grow up no matter who their father is, and no matter what kind of enemies
helsmade.” He met her eyes. “That'sthe kind of thing | think about, when | do ajob likethe onel did
here”

In that moment, Madeleineliked him very much. Just theway sheld liked him when he explained why he
couldn't apologize to Doby Dune. She valued integrity. She valued the quiet nobility that he kept
concealed behind cynica comments and an irreverent attitude. And she knew that these softening
emotions shefdt for him were dangerous, because they made her lower her guard. And she didn't think
he was noble enough to resist the urge to prick her again. He'd been pretty clear about where he drew
theline



“El Presidentel” someone cried.

Every Guard in sight saluted. Madd eine turned and saw His Excellency President Juan delaVeracruz
coming toward her, surrounded by an entourage of nearly a dozen people. Hewastdl, overweight, and
appeared to bein hislateforties. His curly hair was still pure black, aswas his mustache. He wore some
sort of white military uniform with gold braid and fringe on it. Assorted colorful ribbons decorated his
chest.

“Ransom! My friend! So sorry | could not greet you when you arrived!” Veracruz pumped Ransom's
hand.

“That'squitedl right, Sir. I'm pleased to see you now.”

Madd eine blinked involuntarily at Ransom. Sheld never heard him sound so neutrd and blandly polite.
Heredly didiked Veracruz. Even Preston didn't get such atotal lack of tone and expression from him.

Veracruz turned to her. “ And this beautiful young lady must be Miss...”

“Barrington,” she supplied, not surprised held forgotten. There must be more than twenty sycophants at
tonight's cocktail party, al gathering round to meet the man. And thiswas probably a pretty typica
evening. “How do you do, Mr. President?”’

Veracruz actudly kissed her hand, bowing over it flamboyantly. Then he held onto it for an awfully long
time as he welcomed her to Montedora, expressed his pleasure a being able to offer her his hospitdlity,
and asked if she found her room comfortable.

Ransom's eyes narrowed as he watched Veracruz go from ostensibly holding Madeleine's hand, to
practically making loveto it. Loathing the way the man ogled her, Ransom spoke again, drawing
Veracruz's attention back to him. Madeleine used the lgpse in attention to pull her hand out of the
President's.

“The security pleased you today, eh?’ Veracruz asked, accepting a glass of champagne from his
secretary.

“A little fine-tuning was needed. | took care of it,” Ransom said. “I'll send you awritten report after |
return to New York.”

“You! Ha-ha, you haven't changed!” Veracruz clapped him on the cheek, then lightly plucked the lapd of
his sportscoat. “Y ou seethis?” Veracruz said to Maddeine. “| wasinsulted by this, at firgt, but thisis
merely Ransom. For hisown funerd, hewill not dresswell!”

“Indeed,” Maddeine said, carefully avoiding Ransom's eyes.

Veracruz introduced them to hiswife, some of his staff, and afew of the other people present, then went
off to greet someone dsg, leaving the two of them mercifully done again.

Ransom ground out his cigarette, then looked up in surprise when Madeeine asked, “Why don't you
ever wear asuit?’

“All those yearsin the Secret Service.” Seeing her expectant ook, he continued, “We amost always had
to wear them. | never liked wearing asuit much anyhow, but then one day on the campaign trail, guarding
acandidate, | swested all morning in awool suit that felt like body armor, while everyonein the crowd
wore shorts and T-shirts. By the time we left New Orleans at noon, the thing was drenched. So that
afternoon, | got off the planein ... Where the hell were we? Oh, yeah—Chicago. They were having a



sudden cold spdll, with wind like you wouldn't believe. | nearly froze to death in that same damned suit.”
“Sounds awful,” she agreed.

“And | sworethat when | |eft the Service someday, 1'd build abonfirewith al my suits and never wear
another one. Stupid way to dress.”

“And did you?’

Hegrinned. “Nah, | gave them to the Salvation Army. And | kept one. The one | wear to—"
“Weddings and funeras”

“But nowheredse”

“All the same, Mr. Ransom, anew tiewouldn't hurt.”

Hissmilewaslazy. His eyes gleamed with amusement as she gave histieadistasteful glance. “Y ou don't
haveto say ‘migter.”

She had forgotten hisinnate charm. It had been along time since he had bothered using it for her benefit.
“I ... don't know your first name,” she admitted.

“Nobody knows my firgt name. Just call me Ransom.”
“Nobody?’
“Wdl, my family know it, obvioudy. Hardly anyone e se though.”

“How isthat possible?” Shefrowned. “Isn't it on your driver'slicense, your bank statements, your
passport?’

“Just my firg two initias.”

“But why the mystery?’

“This, from the woman who said, ‘No names.

Hewasteasing, not at al bitter or angry right now, but she still felt her ssomach drop. She passed over
his mention of the past and asked, “Why is your name such a secret?’

“Because| dont likeit.”

“Thet'sal?’

“Uh-huh.”

“Youdont likeit?’

“That'sright.”

“But lots of people don't like their names.”
“They didn't get stuck with my name.”
“Whichis?’



“Ah-ah.” Hegrinned again. “I'm not that easily caught, Maddie.”
“Wel, redly.”

Strangdly, she was enjoying hersdf. Thiswas the last place on earth she would have expected to find her
spirits bubbling like French champagne; the last man on earth she would have expected to ever again find
flirting with her; the last man on earth she should beflirting with in return. 1t should fed dangerous—and
perhapsit did, with that tingling sense of danger that Ransom exuded so unconscioudy—but mogtly, it felt
right.

“More champagne?’ he asked.

“No thanks. | never drink more than one.”

“Never say never.”

Shetook ahugerisk and said, “1 got into big trouble the last time | drank more than one.”

It wasthe first time she had voluntarily referred to that night. Their eyes met. His expression softened. His
voice dropped when he asked, “ And wasit really so awful?’

Her heart started pounding again. Hed looked like this before. Afterwards. After waking her up to make
love again, his head resting near hers on the pillow, his eyestender, hisvoice husky. She remembered his
gentleness and suddenly ached for it, exhausted from being at constant odds with him.

“No.” Her voice was weak, betraying her. “1t wasn't ... awful.”

Whatever he saw in her eyes, he obviousy decided that this wasn't the moment—or the place—to
demand more from her. He distanced himself again with awry smile. “Not awful? Wow. How can |
control my ego after acompliment like that? It wasn't awful.”

She amiled, relieved that he had chosen not to push—at least for now. “I never noticed you controlling
your ego before. Why start now?’

Hewinced. “ Y ou redly know how to direct your barbs, Miss Barrington. Been practicing long?’
“It'sahereditary trait.”

“I don't believe you. Y our father seemed like a pushover.”

“My father?’

“Wadll, ‘pushover’ may be an exaggeration.”

“Delusion, I'd say.”

“But | kindaliked him.”

“That'sfunny. Heliked you, too.”

“Redly?”

“Uh-huh.”

“How do you know?’



Hed caught her. “Well...”

“Y ou talked about me, didn't you?’

She brazened it out. “ Naturaly.”

“What did you say?’

Her lipstwitched, which amazed her. “I denied everything, of course.”
Helaughed. “ And then?’

“And then he said he thought you were a good man who could be trusted, despite your atrocious
manners. Or words to that effect.”

“Yeah, hesdl right, your old man,” Ransom said magnanimoudly.
“I'm sure helll bethrilled when | relay your compliment to him.”
“He expectsalot from you, though, doesn't he?’

“Don't al fathers?’

“All fathers don't expect their daughtersto be dutiful enough to risk their safety in pursuit of business, or
to learn to run multi-million dollar empires”

“He should expect it of me.”

“Why?

“Becausel candoit.”

“Don't you think thereé'salimit to what he should expect of you?’

“Why? Because I'm awoman?’ Before he could respond, she chided, “Don't be sexist, Ransom. You're
too intelligent for that.”

“Now that probably isthefirst compliment you've paid me.”
“It just dipped out. I'll try to be more careful in the future.”

He grinned and was about to respond when dinner was announced. He gave both their champagne
glassesto one of the obsequious waliters, then took her elbow. “The dining room is—"

“Ah, Miss Barrington! Ransom!” V eracruz pounced on them as they passed by. “Please, Carlos, not
now! Wewill discussthislater!” he sad to the thin military man talking with him.

Made eine felt Ransom tense beside her. Shelooked at him in surprise. His expression changed, subtly
but unmistakably, as he gazed at the man with Veracruz. Something predatory and angry flared in his
eyes. The hand on her elbow tightened, pulling her againgt him. His body radiated danger, menace,
readiness.

Disoriented by this sudden and overwheming change in Ransom, when he had been so relaxed and
charming amoment ago, Madd eine barely heard V eracruz telling the thin man that he had gueststo
entertain. A moment later, Veracruz took Madeleine's free hand, tucked it into the crook of hisarm, and
ingsted she and Ransom St with him at dinner.



Shefdt Ransom's reluctance to release her, but he only shook his head very dightly when shelooked
inquisitively a him. Covering her confusion, she absently responded to V eracruz's inane comments as he
led her into avast and lavishly furnished dining room. Veracruz sat a the head of thelong table, sesting
Maddeneto hisright and directing Ransom to sit to hisleft. The thin man took a seat next to Madeleine.
The wooden set of Ransom's featurestold her that he wasn't entirely pleased about the seating
arrangements.

“Ah, forgive me, Maddeine. | may cal you Madeleine, may | not?" Veracruz smiled assuredly at her.
“Allow meto introduce you to your dinner companion. Miss Madeleine Barrington of the United States,
Generd Carlos Escalante.”

Madeleine called on years of saf-discipline to keep her expression politely pleasant as she
acknowledged the introduction. She began to understand Ransom'’s reaction: Escalante was the head of
the Seguridores, the powerful and terrifying entity so frequently denounced by Montedoran exiles, the US
State Department, and the international press. Who knew how many men's deaths had been ordered by
Escalante?

Made einefet sdfishly glad that Ransom had implemented such thorough security measures here at the
Pdace. Shedidn't doubt that every rebel and politica dissident in the entire country would liketo have a
clear shot at this table right now. Seated between the two most powerful (and hated) men in Montedora,
Madeleine discovered that her back suddenly felt very vulnerable. Shelost her appetite for dinner even
asthefirst course was placed before her.

Stll, thismight be her only opportunity to spesk to Veracruz, and she mustn't waste it. Summoning her
will power, sheresolutely applied herself to business. Upon accepting the President'sinvitation to stay at
the Pdace, Madeleine had redlized that Veracruz's influence could help her in dealing with the multitude
of complex and contradictory regulations, not to mention petty officids, which could impede the smooth
sale of El Rancho Barrington to the Germans. She hoped, before dinner was over, to get the President to
give her theright to invoke his namein her business dealings down here; perhaps he could even be
convinced to promise his support if she should need it. There was, of course, no reason why he should
cooperate, but Madeleine was determined to cover al her bases when so much was at stake.

Asdinner progressed through soup, salad, and entrees, Ransom couldn't suppress his own growing
amusement. Madel eine was smooth, al right, smoother than twelve-year-old bourbon or satin sheets.
The woman sure as hell knew how to work atable. She hadn't even blinked upon being introduced to
Escdante, though she must certainly know his reputation. Nor did sheriseto the bait as he questioned
her repeatedly about American foreign policy in Montedora, American economic imperidism, or the
insolent lies of the American press. Ransom had been tempted to cometo her rescue a first, but seeing
how smoothly she set Escaante down, time after time, he wound up just Sitting back and watching with
congderable enjoyment. Oh, yes, the woman had class.

She worked her magic on Veracruz with equa skill. By the end of dinner, without knowing quite why
he'd doneit, the President had offered her the right to freely invoke his namein order to facilitate her
business dealings here in Montedora. The poor dob had even promised to cometo her aid, if necessary.
Ransom was starting to think that Madeleine, if discovered by the government, could someday turn out to
be the USA's most effective secret weapon.

They were lingering over coffee when Veracruz turned amorous and Escalante ran out of patience.

“But surely,” Veracruz murmured, grasping one of Madeleine's hands before she had timeto pull it out of
reach, “you can arrange to stay in Montedora alittle longer? | would so like to show you my country
edate. It is so much more modern than this ... mausoleum.” Hewaved at their surroundings.



“Sadly, gr, | can't stay,” Madeleine said. “1'm afraid I'm expected home as soon as my businesshereis
concluded.”

“Weshall see” Veracruz caressed her hand. “And how isit that a beautiful, charming woman like
yoursdlf isgtill not married? s there no man who is man enough for you?’

“She'sengaged,” Ransom said shortly, even though Preston didn't exactly strike him as* man enough.”
“| don't believe El Presidente was asking you,” Escaante said.
“Engaged? Redly?’ Veracruz asked Maddeine.

She had long ago learned to recognize when dishonesty was the better part of valor, so shesaid, “Yes.
And he'savery jelous man, Sir.” Shetried to remove her hand from Veracruz's. She didn't quite
succeed.

“We montedoranos are jeal ous of our women, too,” he told Madeleine. “ But we are also men who see
what we want—and take it!” His accompanying gesture was dramatic.

Madeleine blinked innocently at him. Ransom was torn between anger and amusement. Escalante
frowned and cleared histhroat; he had clearly had enough of socidizing.

“Y our Excellency, though | regret to be the oneto say it, the hour of the curfew approaches. Some of
your guests should bewarned,” he said.

Gazing into Maddeinesface, Veracruz grunted in acknowledgement.
“Andyou and | ill have important mattersto discuss, Y our Excellency,” Escalante added.

When Veracruz didn't respond, Ransom could have sworn that Escalante started grinding his teeth.
Ransom blinked innocently at him and said, “I don't think El Presidente wishesto discuss any more
businesstonight.”

Glancing toward the far end of the table, where Senora V eracruz was watching her husband and
Madeleine with venomousinterest, Escalante said, Y ou seem to have made yet another enemy tonight,
Mr. Ransom. How very foolish of you.” Rising from his chair with the grace of a serpent, Escdante
announced the approach of the curfew hour and suggested that the guests prepare to depart. Then, with
eyes as cold as asnake's, he said goodnight to Ransom, Madeleine, and Veracruz.

When the party broke up, Ransom tore Madel eine away from Veracruz and sent her up to her room,
telling her held follow her up shortly. Trueto hisword, he knocked on her door barely ten minutes later.
Since she was expecting him, she hadn't undressed.

“Youoverdidit,” he said without preamble, brushing past her to enter her room. “1 think Veracruz is
hopelesdy inlove”

“Just alittledrunk, | think.”

Hesighed. “Wdl, don't worry about alate-night visit. | just finished explaining to him that, as your
bodyguard, | have insisted that you activate the motion sensors at both entrances to your bedroom.”

“I could have tactfully taken care of any unexpected visit, but thank you.”
Hebelieved her, and it annoyed him. “Uh-huh.”



Sensing his mood, she ventured, “I suppose thisisn't precisdly the sort of danger you expected to haveto
protect mefrom.”

“Oh, | expected it. Especialy when you turned on the charm at dinner.” He looked and sounded
cynicaly amused. “I'vefdt theforce of it mysdf, remember.”

“No, you haven't,” she snapped, surprised at the sudden anger that flooded her. 1 never tried to
manipulaeyou.”

“Didn't you?’

“No! If I had been clear-headed enough to manipulate you, do you honestly think I'd have—" She
stopped, practicaly falling over her own words.

“What?" he said. When she didn't answer, he stepped forward, radiating sudden tension. “What? Gone
to bed with me?’

“Yes,” shehissed.

They gaped at each other in surprised silence. After an awkward interva, too proud to look away, she
added quietly, “Tonight was ... business, That'sdl.”

“Do you dwaysdo business like that?’

“Likewhat?’ Shewasangry again. “All | did wasligen to hissilly stories, ask him questions about
himself, and let hisego reign. | didn't flirt with him. | didn't leed him on.”

“But you let him...” He stopped, not quite sure what she had done. Certainly she had discouraged the
President from touching her. Certainly she had tactfully turned aside his advances and invitations.

“Yed | let him think what he wanted to think. So what? | didn't put those thoughtsin his head. They were
hisown.” Suddenly exhausted, she sighed and dumped down on the bed. “ All hisown.”

He stared. She was upset, no doubt about it. It was unlike her to dump. She usudly held hersdlf as
sraight as a queen. She suddenly looked vulnerable and soft. So soft.

“You don't know,” she said wearily. “What man would know?’
“Know what?’ he prodded.

“Know what it's like to be condescended to, disregarded, and overlooked because of your gender.
Know what it's like to suffer sexua advances no matter how clearly you've stated that you don't want
them. Know what it'slike to give in to the temptation to trade on aman'slibido, in order to get the job
done, because it won't get done any other way.” She ran ahand across her face, lowered her head, and
wearily rubbed her neck. “Y ou'd have to be awoman to know.”

He sat down on the bed, too. She had surprised him. He had never expected her of al women to confess
to frugtrationslike this. Not Madeleine, who used her influence with such rega confidence, who bore her
respons bilities with such determined focus. Not Maddie, who could scorch earth with the cold fire of her
angry gaze.

He suddenly remembered meeting her for the first time. Thelook she had given him had madeit clear she
didn't welcome his company, his advances. He hadn't cared. He'd seen her and wanted her, and held be
damned if he'd leave her done just because she wanted him to. Sheld tried to tell him she didn't want to



share adrink with him, and he'd bulldozed right over her objections. And however willing she had beenin
his bed, he had been the one who talked her into sharing it.

For the firgt time, he began to redlize that their mutua history was not as one-sided as he had dways
thought. Scarcely aware of his actions, he placed ahand on her neck, squeezed it gently, and said, “I'm
sorry, Maddie.” Apologies didn't come easily to him; perhaps that was because he made them with such
painful Sncerity.

Madeleine turned her head and looked at him in surprise. He studied her face. It was the face she didn't
like to show anyone: distressed, weary, vulnerable. And, to his amazement, alittle messy. He smiled. She
had smudged her eye make-up when she'd run ahand across her face.

Seeing his expression, she frowned. “What?’

“You've got ablack smudge now.” He stilled her hand as she scrubbed at her cheek. “Leaveit there. |
likeit.”

“Y ou have very odd taste, Ransom.”

“Especidly when it comesto women.”

Shelaughed ruefully. “Touche. | wasright; you pricked me, after dl.”
“What?'

“Never mind. Look, how about a ceasefire until morning?’

“Okay. About tomorrow—uwhat time do you want to leave?’

“Eight o'clock?’

“That'sfineby me.”

“Good.”

“Okay.”

“Okay.”

They ran out of words then, but the silence was speaking. Her scent. His heat. Her soft sigh. Histension.

Their eyes met. The gentle whir of the overhead fan, the soft give of the mattress benesth them, and the
shadows of atropica night reminded them both—uwith sudden, crashing intensity—of the night that had
s0 impetuousy wreaked havoc on each other'slives.

Ransom drew in a sharp breath, suddenly there again, except that he had been so long without her. So
very long...

God, to touch her again. To hold her and kiss her and bury himsdlf in her. To hear her Sighs, her
murmurs, the deep moan of her satisfaction. To fed her caresses, her skin againgt hisskin, her hand in
his, her cheek againgt his shoulder, her legs entwined with his...

It would be worth hisjob, his career, his self-respect. Right now, it seemed worth the next billion yearsin
purgatory. Hungry for her, for her warmth, for the sweetness of her kiss, he found himsdlf leaning toward
her, hislips parting in anticipation, his heart pounding as the rich blue of her eyes darkened with sudden



passion and her breath caught shakily.
“Nooooooo!”

Her cry was shrill and quavering as she did off the bed, staggered away, and tripped on something. Filled
with predatory hest, he shot to hisfeet, ready to go after her.

Thetears clouding in her eyes stopped him. Cold.
He couldn't even breathe. “Maddie?’ His voice sounded strangled.

She swallowed. L ooked away. L ooked back. “ Go. Please, go.”

“Gol”

No command in her voice now. No icy authority. Just panic. And something else, too. Fear.
Of him?

“Go...” she breathed harshly.

Feding asif shedd just gutted him, he turned and went.

CHAPTER NINE

Ransom redlized the moment he saw Made eine the next morning that she was going to be her most
Maddenesque today. Her silk dress and little matching jacket were pae blue, so pae that she looked
like she was encased in polar ice. Her facia expression was so cool it could have frozen water. She
couldn't have been more distant if sheld been on the moon. And her unfailing, unruffled courtesy got on
his nerves within twenty minutes. God, the woman could be aggravating when she put her mindtoit!

He got the message, dl right. Hands off. It couldn't have been any clearer if she had written it across her
perfect, uncreased forehead in fire-engine-red lipstick; not that he supposed Madeleine would be caught
dead owning such avulgar color.

He'd spent haf the fucking night (or, rather, the non-fucking night) worrying about her. What was she
afraid of ? Was she afraid of him? Had he upset her with that sudden, unforeseen burst of desire? Was
sheafraid of being unfaithful to Preston? Afraid of incurring Ransom's contempt if they dept together

agan?

He'd spent the other haf of the night castigating himsalf. He knew now that she'd been tired, depressed,
and unaccustomedly tipsy the night hed met her. Defenses down. Judgement impaired. In need of
company and comfort. In need of things she normaly didn't acknowledge, he figured, and vulnerableto
emotions she normally kept locked away and hidden.

Okay, s0 she shouldn't have skipped out on him like that. But hadn't he overreacted, at least alittle? He
winced with shame when he thought of the things hed said to her in her office acouple of daysago. Hed
never spoken to awoman like that before, whatever the provocation. Hell, who could blame her for
being afraid to degp with him again after that? Who knew what insults she was afraid hewould let fly the
morning after? Sex needed alittle trust, and why should she ever trust him again?

Well, that kind of thinking made sense at four o'clock in the morning. But now, Sitting in an elegant



conference room in aMontedoran bank, grouchy from a deepless night and buzzed from too many cups
of coffee, Ransom glared at Madd eine's back and called himsdlf a soft-headed chump. He'd been willing
to trust her again last night, hadn't he?

“No,” Maddeine said camly to one of the three bankers meeting with her in this high-ceilinged,
air-conditioned, paneled room. “ That's not what I've cal culated, based on the interest rates you quoted
me.”

Ransom saw the three men exchange a glance. One of them |eft the room while the other two smiled
charmingly at Madeleine. The oldest banker leaned forward and suggested they go over it again. Ransom
amost sneered a him. After what Madeleine had said last night, it was pretty easy to see now that these
men had looked at her pretty blonde hair and her gorgeous legs and her long-lashed eyes and had
thought they could hoodwink her and get some extra profit on thisdedl, if the ranch sold. Sheld eat them
for lunchif they weren't careful.

No, not Madeleine, he realized. She was much too subtle for that. She had her own methods, equaly
effective, and the younger banker was starting to swest in the cool room. Ransom grinned wolfishly at
him.

“Yes” Maddeinesad. “Let'sgo over it again.”

Okay, okay, Ransom was honest enough to admit that having a sudden and entirely unexpected erection
probably impaired his judgement as much as afew drinksimpaired Made eine's. Maybe trust wasn't
precisaly what held been fedling when he reached for her last night. Still, she hadn't been immuneto him.
He knew how she looked when she was aroused, and he'd seen the signs just a split second before shel'd
panicked.

“My lawyerswill confirm that,” Madeleine said. She glanced at her watch. “In fact, we'd better wrap this
up soon, gentlemen.”

Ransom tifled ayawn. They'd been herefor three hours. They were due to meet Maddeing'slawyers
for an eaborate luncheon around noon. Then, ignoring the traditiona sesta (much to Ransom'sregret),
Made eine and her lawyers would work through the afternoon and well into the evening. Ransom would
continue to watch over Madd eine, and everyone & se would continue glancing nervoudy at him. It
promised to be an excruciatingly dull day.

Hed been right yesterday. He should keep his mind on business. HeEd lost his head over thiswoman
again, and look at the results; he was deepy, alittle dow, and not very sharp-witted today. If anything
went wrong, heldd be lucky not to get hisfool head blown off.

And it wasdl Maddeinesfault, he fumed with more fury than fairness. Damn her. Why couldn't shejust
be like any other woman?

* * * %

Facts and figures blurred before Madeleine's eyes by the time they wrapped things up at her lawvyers
offices. It had been atedious day, the only comic relief being the wary looks everyone kept casting at her
casudly dressed bodyguard.

Wéll, hedid look pretty ferocious today, she acknowledged. One might almost think he had been born
with that scowl on hisface. Maddene knew better than to tell him to snap out of it. Ransom's mood
would improve when Ransom decided he wanted it to improve, and not before. Besides, it was easier to
ded with him thisway. When he felt charming or kind or philosophicdl, it wastoo hard to keep her
distance. She didn't know why that was, but she had recognized the truth of it and realized that she must



be more careful from now on.

My God, last night she had been moments away from tumbling into bed with him again! Histouch, his
soft gpology, histenderness, the sudden blaze of desirein hiseyes ... She'd wanted him enough to be
willing to throw her whole life away for another night in hisarms.

And then al the remembered shame and embarrassment and fear of exposure had flooded her, and she'd
practicaly crawled across the room to get away from him. As contemptuous as he had been of her in
New Y ork, how could she even congder abandoning hersdlf like that with him again? Would he wait until
she begged, until she was nearly weeping with pleasure, and then comment that even a Barrington woman
wanted a guy with ahard-on? Madel eine shuddered. Would she start worrying al over again that he
would reveal what kind of carnd, voracious woman she became when she was aone with him? Would
he tell another woman, ashed told her, that he“got laid” last night? And what about other women? Who
was the woman held dept with on hislast night in New Y ork? Another one-night stand, or aregular
girlfriend? Good God—did he have awife? Madeeine realized she redlly knew nothing about Ransom.

She absently exchanged farewellswith her Montedoran lawyers and turned to leave their offices. Ignoring
the other men, Ransom rose with predatory grace to precede her, his jacket flashing open to reved his
gun; it had been returned to him upon leaving the Paace this morning. Madeleine eyed the plain ring he
wore as he opened a door and escorted her out onto the street. It could be awedding ring, she
supposed, but that didn't mean it was. For one thing, wedding rings were usualy worn on the left hand,
and thisring was on hisright hand. Besides, why would—

“Dammit,” Ransom said, artling her.
“Wha?'
Helooked at her with some exasperation. “Notice anything?’

She frowned a the sarcasm in hisvoice. Then she redlized the problem. “Migud's not here with the car
yet.”

Ransom glanced a hiswatch. “He'slate.” He scowled again and added irritably, “He mentioned
something about taking Senora Veracruz on a‘ shopping trip.”

Histone madeit clear that he didn't believe for amoment that Miguel and the First Lady of Montedora
were actudly shopping this evening. Remembering what he had said about Migud's probable involvement
with the woman, she asked, “Will he be long?’

“Could be,” he said morosely.

It was dark, humid, and still hot. The noisy street was crowded with cars and people. A few electric
sggnshlazed inthe night.

“Then let's get something to drink acrossthe street,” Made eine suggested, pointing to afashionable cafe.
“We can keep an eye out for him from there.”

Ransom nodded and took her elbow, guiding her acrossthe street. Traffic in Montedora City wasa
free-for-al, and pedestrians were fair game. She had to dash to the sidewa k when anoisy motorbike
bearing two people roared right past her hedls, nearly knocking her down.

When they entered the cafe, Ransom asked for atable by the window. Madeleine noticed other women
looking at him as they were shown to their table. Sensua, smiling women. Women who hadn't spent dl
day closed up in meetings, pouring over facts, figures, and indecipherable real estate laws. WWomen who



didn't spend their lives and their energy trying to prove their capability inaman'sworld. As shewaked
past the smal, wedthy, and fashionable dite of Montedora City, she recognized that the elaborate
dresses and lush hairstyles of the women indicated that they had their own way of getting what they
wanted. After aday likethis, their age-old methods suddenly seemed enviably easy.

“Buck up,” Ransom said, startling her. “Y ou knocked their socks off today. | was watching.”

She laughed ruefully, set down her briefcase, and took her place by the window. “How did you know |
was—"

“Brooding? I've seen you brood before. Y ou brood like asilent film star.”
“Oh. Wdl. Aslong as|'m not obvious.”

“Y ou were tough today. | was...” He changed whatever he had intended to say and concluded, “1 was
impressed.”

She sghed. “Thank you, Ransom. | just hopeit dl paysoff.”

“Hungry?’ When she shook her head, he asked, “What do you want to drink?’
“A vodkatonic, if they've got good vodka here.”

“I have afeding they do,” said Ransom, looking around at the clientele.

The cafe, likethe law offices, waslocated in the small, central areathat hosted the city'srare display of
wedlth. The Hotd Tigrewasn't very far away. There used to be a better hotel just around the corner from
here, but it had been destroyed by fire three years ago.

“What'swrong?’ Madd eine asked, noticing Ransom frowning at something outside the window.
“A motorbike just went past.”

“And?’

“It'sthe same one that nearly knocked us down five minutes ago.”

Shedidn't understand. “ S0?’

“So | wonder why it's circling the block.”

“Maybethey'relogt.”

“Maybe.”

She wasn't interested in that. She was interested in getting something to drink. She gave her order to a
handsome waiter, then nudged Ransom, who was till |ooking out the window.

“Cerveza,” he muttered absently.

The waiter nodded and left them. Ransom ignored Madeleine while she waited for the drinksto come,
only once muttering “third pass’ as he watched a motorbike speed past the window. She wondered how
he could tdll it was the same bike, or why it fascinated him so much. However, having spent al day
talking, she was content with the silence. She glanced around the room and noticed a couple of young
women watching Ransom. Maybe they hoped hislack of interest in her was asign that he'd be interested



in mesting them.

He was aman women liked to look at, she knew, having done her own fair share of looking a him. She
studied his profile as he gazed out the window. How familiar that profile was becoming—the dightly
crooked nose, the full lips and strong jaw, the lock of golden brown hair which fell over hisforeheed, the
faint scar a histemple, afinewhiteline running into hishair ... Shewould never get tired of that profile.

Since the thought was not conducive to her peace of mind, she forced hersdlf to focus on something else.
Anything else. Shelooked around the cafe. To her surprise, she saw one of last night's dinner guests
enter the front door.

“Who'sthat?’

“Who?’ Ransom asked, following her gaze.

“Waan't he at dinner last night?’

Ransom blinked. “Y esh. That's Martinez, Veracruz's Chief of Staff.”

“Andisthat, er, lady at hissde Mrs. Martinez?’

“I'd say that's his new midtress. | guessthe old one didn't last very long.”

“You knew her?” Maddeine asked dubioudly.

“I saw her. Martinez isn't discreet.”

“Not many men are.”

“Sexism, Maddie? | thought you weretoo intelligent for that,” he chided.

Shegmiled. “Still, th—"

“Not discreet,” he said suddenly, vaulting out of hischair.

Sheamod flinched in surprise. “What—"

“Shit!”

He hauled her out of her chair without ceremony and pulled her away from the window.
“What are you—" she began, confused and aarmed.

“Let'sget out of here! But first let'swarn that horny idiot that—"

“Ransom!” Shelost ashoein her haste to keep up with him as he virtudly raced across the cafe.

“Mr. Martinez!” Ransom barreled straight into the man, dragging Maddeine behind him. “ Get the hell out
of herel Two ns are about to make another pass by this place. Thistime, they'll be sgnaled that
you've arived. Go!”

He spoke so quickly and authoritatively that the bewildered man barely raised a protest when Ransom
forcibly shoved him through the double doors leading into the kitchen and shouted something at the
bemused cooks. Ransom turned around and shouted something else in broken Spanish. Madeleine didn't
entirely understand, but she caught the gist of it. Something about ns coming hereright now,
everyone leave.



After adecade of civil unrest and violence, the Montedorans reacted quickly to Ransom's announcement.
Madeleine thought sheld be trampled in the sudden shrieking stampede for the door, but Ransom turned
and dragged her into the kitchen, still shouting in amixture of English and bad Spanish.

Madeleine was as bewildered as she was frightened. The shrieking and chaos around her seemed surredl
as the staff escaped from the kitchen by way of aback door. One fat old man, apparently the head chef,
didn't want to leave. He glared at Ransom and argued with him in rapid Spanish, pointing at something he
was cooking. The Situation was so absurd that Madeleine wanted to laugh. Then Ransom pulled hisgun
out of its holster and pointed it right at the man. Madeleine gasped. The chef's eyes bulged. He followed
Ransom'singtructions and finaly left his creation behind, but he complained dl the way to the back door.

“Jesus, | hate perfectionistsl” Ransom growled, following the man and roughly hauling Madeleine behind
him.

“I'm aperfectionigt,” she muttered, ssumbling again and losing her remaining shoe.

“I know. It'sone of thethings| find most aggravating about you.” They emerged from the building and
found themsalvesin aback dley.

“But what are you—"

Her question was cut off by an explosion that shook the earth beneath her stocking feet and seemed to
split her skull wide open with its reverberations. Ransom flung her to the ground and threw himself on top
of her. They waited, but nothing more happened.

When Ransom rolled off of her, Madd e ne demanded, “What was that?’

“A bomb,” he said, helping her rise. “They must have thrown it through the window, where we were
gtting.”

“Oh, my God!” she gasped, horrified. “We'd have dl been ... been killed.” She started shaking.
Hisvoice wasfirm and urgent. “I want you to—"
“Mr. Ransom!” someone cried.

Ransom turned and saw Martinez and hiswailing mistress emerge from ahuge pile of rubbishinthedley.
“Stay therel”

The couple obediently burrowed back into their hiding place.

“Ransom!” Madeleine grabbed his shoulder as he turned to go. “What are—"
“Y ou stay here, too. Behind those barrels.”

“BU—"

“Doit!” He shoved her behind two large barrdls, then ran through the alley and turned into the street.
Maddeine didn't even think. Shejust followed him. They'd dready nearly been killed once today. She
wasn't going to let him risk hislife asecond time. She stumbled into the darkened sireet on shaking legs
and saw him running toward the street corner. She ran after him.

The motorbike came around the corner and sped down the street toward them, the riders anonymousin
their hdmets. Madeeine saw Ransom stop and bring hisgun up to fire. Still running, she saw the bikers
rideinto apool of light cast by the only streetlamp. One of the ridersraised his gun and pointed it at



Ransom.
“No!” she screamed.
Ransom glanced over his shoulder and saw her.

The next thing she knew, she was lying face down on the street, with Ransom's knee planted in the small
of her back and hisgun firing directly over her head. Hot metal bullet casings kept flying out of hisgun
and hitting her. Her cheek scraped against rough pavement. Ransom's weight pressed relentlesdy on her
vital organs. She couldn't bregthe. There was aroaring sound that rivaled the explosions directly
overhead. Theroaring faded, and then the explosions stopped. Her ears rang, but she could till hear the
hysterical crowd in the distance and Ransom's harsh breathing directly above her. He was cursing
vidoudy.

He mercifully removed his knee from her back, but the hands that hauled her to her feet were not gentle.

“God damn you, Maddie! Y ou could have been killed!” He shook her very hard, hisfingers bruising her
arms, and shouted, “ Are you out of your fucking mind?Y ou could have been killed, damn you!”

Breethless, dizzy, frightened, furious, and in pain, she hauled off and hit him. Ashard as she could. A
solid, open-handed smack right across hisface. In atone she had never before used, she cried, “ So
could you, you idiot! How dare you risk your lifelike that! How dare you scare me like that! How could
you ... Don'tyou ... I... ”

Her voice broke. Her heartbeat thundered through her ears. Blood raced through her shaking limbs. The
imprint of her palm stood out whitely on hisflushed cheek. Shefelt atear trickle down her face.

They stared at each other in shocked silence for amoment. Then, without knowing quite how it had
happened, she wasin hisarms, kissng him back asruthlessy as he kissed her. Hislips ground againgt
hers, hurting her, and she pressed harder againgt him, wanting more, wanting to know hewasredly, truly
diveand wdl and whole.

He broke off the kiss and buried hisface in the hollow of her neck, hugging her with rib-bruising ferocity.
She pressed her face against the warm, damp skin of histhroat and dug her fingersinto his back.

Hesad, “If you ever do anything like that again, I'll shoot you myself, do you hear?” Hisvoicewasa

husky growl.

“Then youll just haveto shoot,” she said fiercdly, ill angry at him. “Did you think their bulletswould just
bounce off of you?’

“Do you have any idea of the odds againgt his hitting me while hewasriding abike, for God's sske?” He
sounded serioudy annoyed with her. “Especialy on astreet full of garbage and pot holes? And in the
dark, no less? He couldn't —"

“I don't care about your bloody odds,” she snapped. “Y ou could have been killed!”

He pulled away and started shaking her again. “Damn it, Maddie, | nearly had a heart attack when | saw
you running toward me. Why didn't you stay where| put you?’

She wanted to hit him again, but she restrained hersdlf. “Why didn't you stay with me?’

“Because | wanted to bring them in. Whoever they are, they just nearly killed dozens of people.”



“The cafel” she blurted. “People might be hurt!”

She pushed past him. His hand clamped down on her arm.

“I'll gofirdt,” hesaid. “1 am supposed to be protecting you.”

“Oh, who cares about that now?’

“I carel”

“Pull yoursdlf together, Ransom! Thisisserioud”

He laughed. He actudly laughed. “ Okay, okay. WEll go together.”

By the time they reached the scene of the explosion, two locd traffic police had dready caled for
back-up assistance and started pushing back the gaping crowd. A firetruck arrived then, but whatever
part of the cafe hadn't been destroyed in the explosion was already consumed by fire. Madeleine
watched the blaze soberly, reaizing how close they had dl cometo dying.

Using the skills held learned in the Secret Service, Ransom tended a young couple who had been
wounded while passing by the cafe at the moment of the explosion. Miraculoudy, they seemed to bethe
only severe casudties, and they would surviveif they got competent medical care. Luckily, they looked
wedlthy enough to get it.

He wasn't surprised when Madd eine assisted him, competently following hisingructions, never flinching
as she helped him dedl with the two victims, one of whom wasin considerable pain. Her voice soothed
the woman, whose hand she held until an ambulancefinally arrived. Madd eine had obvioudy lost her
head for afew moments back there, but she was focused and in control now. Ransom was learning to
appreciate both sdes of her.

Madeleine was meanwhile learning to appreciate the differences between awealthy country and a poor
one. Public services here were poorly equipped, sparsely staffed, and inefficient. Thank God no more
than two people had been serioudy hurt, and that the cafe stood gpart from the buildings on either sde of
it. And thank God for Ransom, too. Without him, they'd al have been dead. But, as he labored over the
injured couple, he had no timeto claim the mantle of ahero.

Things got pretty confusing after the wounded couple was taken away by the ambulance. A dozen
people with minor injuries had aready removed themselves from the scene, but most remained to answer
guestions from soldiers, police, and journdists. A huge crowd had also gathered to watch the
proceedings. Having apparently sent his mistress home by hersdlf, asmelly and smeared Senor Martinez
found Ransom in the crowd just as ablack limousine pulled into the center of the scene. The spectators
watched with fascination as Generd Escdante himself emerged from the dark car, accompanied by three
Seguridores.

“Ah. Mr. Ransom,” Escdante said, upon being shown the individua who could best explain what had
happened here this evening. The generd's tone dripped with didike.

“Hi, General. And here | was afraid we wouldn't have another chance to get together.”

Seeing the snake-like expression in Escdante's eyes, Madel eine was tempted to elbow Ransom sharply
intheribs. It was stupid to bait the man. But she understood Ransom'’s behavior. In the aftermath of
terror and near-death, the hormones kicking into her bloodstream made her feel heady and reckless.

Martinez broke the tenson by crying, “Thisman saved my lifel He saved mel” He then took Ransom's



hand and kissed it.

Madeleine laughed out loud at the expression on Ransom's face. Everyone looked disapprovingly at her.
Ransom'sirritated glance suggested he'd get even with her later.

Having aready told the story to the police twice, Ransom wasin no mood to repeat himsdlf for
Escaante's benefit, so he kept it brief and ended by saying, “When | saw Senor Martinez enter the cafe,
it just clicked, and | knew those guys on the bike were planning a hit.”

“And you clam you had no indde information?’ Escd ante's tone implied awedth of unpleasant
suspicions.
“'Clam? Areyou suggesting I'm in contact with rebels, or with terrorists?” Ransom challenged.

“Y ou've evidently made yourself ahero today,” Escaate said with bland cynicism. “Yet | find it very
surprising that you leapt to such an extraordinary conclusion, based on so little evidence, and even more
surprising that you proved to be correct.”

“It'sonly surprising if you're a badly-trained, half-witted, over-decorated, under-quaified asshole with
delusons of grandeur,” Ransom replied.

Esca ante kept his face expressonless, but his complexion darkened severa shades. *Y our insolence
does not improve your Situation,” hewarned in arigidly controlled voice.

“And your incompetence does not improve yours,” Ransom shot back.

Madeleine winced and decided it wastimeto take charge. “Mr. Ransom is overwrought, Genera, and |
beg you to excusehim.”

Ransom glared at her. “Don't you—"

“I might have been killed, you see, and he takes his respongbilities toward me very serioudy,” she
continued, giving Ransom awarning glare of her own. “Indeed, it is undoubtedly hisaert mentdity when
on duty, combined with his many years of service to the President of the United States of America, which
enabled him to ingstinctively suspect danger.”

“Of coursel” Martinez agreed jovidly. He eyed Esca ante uneasily and added, “We would amost
certainly dl bedead if not for Mr. Ransom. Por favor, Carlos...”

“I'm sure President Veracruz will be pleased to learn that hisfaith in Mr. Ransom has not been
misplaced,” Madeleine added.

“And yet you let the terrorists escape you,” Escaante mused, clearly trying to goad Ransom again.

“Hedid no such thing,” Madeleine replied coolly, stepping on Ransom's foot. She wished she were
wearing footbal| deatsingtead of torn stockings. “I mysalf saw himrisk hislifein an attempt to prevent
their escape, Generd.” She briefly described the scene, carefully omitting any mention of her emotional
date. Let Escdante think she was merely asilly woman who hadn't done as she wastold.

“Andwhereisthisgun?’ Escalante asked.
Ransom produced the Glock semi-automatic from his holster, aready reloaded.

Escdante examined it. “1 will have to confiscate this as evidence.”



“Noway,” Ransom said. “| need it to protect Miss Barrington.”
“Y our needs are not paramount here.”

“But the authority of President Veracruz is aways paramount in Montedora, isnt it?” Ransom reached
into his back pocket and produced a document. “ Signed by El Presidente himself.”

Escaante took the letter and read it. He then handed it back to Ransom with narrowed eyes and
compressed lips. “Very cleverly worded, Mr. Ransom. My compliments.”

“Canwego now?’

“No. | may have more questionsfor you after examining the scene. Y ou will be required to wait here for
alittlelonger. You, too,” he added to Martinez.

“But surely we can find aplace for the lady to sit down,” Martinez said.

Escadante's gaze swept Madeleine. His expression indicated that she looked like abag lady. With acurt
nod, he suggested they wait in his car. That wouldn't have been Madeleinesfirgt choice, but the
stone-faced Seguridore who turned and opened the limousine door for her looked quite capable of
forcing her to get into the empty car if she balked.

“Handy,” Ransom commented after the Seguridore closed the door on the three of them, shutting them
insgde. He sat across from her in the spacious passenger area, while Martinez sat to her right. “He can
keep us away from journdists thisway, too.”

“Why does he didike you so much?’ Madeleine asked, examining her ruined stockings.

Ransom seemed to notice her appearance for the first time. “ Jesus! Areyou al right?” He reached down
and pulled her feet up into hislap. “You're cut and al beat up.”

“Wereyou horrible to him last time you were in Montedora?’
“Wherethe hdl are your shoes?’
“Did you try to seduce his daughter or something?’

“And your kneesare al scraped,” he remarked, massaging her calves. Studying the rest of her, he
added, “And you'refilthy. Y ou look awful.”

“Or did you insult hiswife?’
“How did you get in this condition?’

His head bobbing back and forth, Martinez finaly held up ahand and declared, “ Enough of thisl Do you
always speak thisway to each other?’

“Usudly,” Ransom admitted, examining Madeleinesfeet. “Y ou should soak these as soon as we get
back.”

“Then why have you not yet killed each other?” Martinez asked in wonder.

“My shoesfdl off when you dragged me through the building. And | got those other abrasions when you
threw me down on the street,” Madeleine said.



“Escdante didn't like Veracruz cdling in outside help,” Ransom explained, stroking her feet soothingly.
“He was hogtile to me from the beginning, but things got really bad after | recommended that V eracruz
not let anyone, including the Seguridores, carry agun at the Presidential Palace. And that included
Escdante”

“Ah, yed” Martinez said. “I remember now. Didn't he have you arrested?’
“Y ou were arrested? Y ou never mentioned that. Ouch!”

“Sorry. When Escdante redlized that Veracruz intended to follow al my ingtructions, hetried to convince
me to change my recommendation. When threats and bribes didn't work, hetried alittle old fashioned
coercion. Had me roughed up and thrown injail.”

“How could he do that?’

“Escd ante can do dmost anything he wants. Luckily, Veracruz found out about it and got me out after a
day. They both decided to treat the incident like apractical joke.”

“Oh, Ransom! Y ou should never have come back here!”

“I had my reasons,” he said laconically. “ Does Escalante keep any booze in here?’

“Yes, | could useadrink, too,” Martinez said, investigating the smal liquor cabinet.

“No, for her feet,” Ransom said, taking a bottle away from Martinez. “We should disinfect these cuts.”
“With French cognac?’ Martinez sounded appalled.

“Y ou can have some when I'm done,” Ransom assured him. “Give me your handkerchief.”

“But ... but it'saRalph Lauren!” Martinez clasped a protective hand over hisfront pocket.

“Never mind,” Madeleine said. “I've got one here.” She opened the small, flat purse she wore dung
across her body. Her money and persona documentswereingde ... Theredization hit her a that ingtant:
“My briefcase!”

“What?'

“Oh, no.” She cradled her head in her hands. “My briefcase. | left it in the cafe”
“What wasin there?” Ransom asked, taking her handkerchief.

“Copies of everything we worked on today. All my notes.”

“Anything dse?’

She thought it over. “Nothing very important, | guess.”

“Can that stuff be replaced?’

“Yes, | supposeso.” Shedghed. “I'll cal the lawyers and the bankersin the morning. At least | didn't
lose anything until after meeting with them.”

“Take off your stockings,” Ransom ordered.
“Wha?'



He gestured with the handkerchief and the cognac he held. “ Take off your stockings. And you,
Martinez—close your eyes.”

“Thisishardly thetime—" Madeleine began.

“Who the hell knowswhat kind of stuff is on those streets? Do you have any ideahow well germsthrive
inthisdimate?’

“With dl respect, Miss Barrington,” Martinez said gently, “Mr. Ransomisright. A hot, damp climatelike
this breeds bacteria very quickly. Y ou don't want to leave those cuts unattended.”

“Oh, dl right,” Madeleine said, ill brooding over theloss of her briefcase. “Wadll, at least I've got my
passport and money.”

“Andyour life,” Martinez added. “ To think those nswere after me! Me!”

Ransom poured a generous amount of cognac onto Madel eine's handkerchief, then handed the rest of the
bottleto Martinez. “Here,” he said with atouch of sympathy. “Have adrink. And close your eyes.”

Martinez accepted the bottle gratefully, closed his eyes, and took along, long swalow of Escaante's
expensve cognac.

Madel eine reached under the hem of her dress, unhooked her garters, and rolled down her stockings.
Ransom peeled them off her feet and dropped them on the floor.

“Thisll ging,” he warned.
“Go ahead.”
He smiled at her imperioustone. “Y es, milady.”

Hewasright. It stung. She bit her lip as he applied the alcohol to the cuts and scrapes on her feet, knees,
and elbows. When he was done, he offered her a swig of the cognac. She accepted, then passed the
bottle to him. He swallowed amouthful, then handed it back to Martinez, who drank some more.

“I tel you, | never thought thingswould deteriorate s0,” Martinez said, handing the bottle to Madeleine.
“Oh?’

“I think 1 shal resgn my office and leave the country.”

“Redly?’” Madeleine asked. “ Arethings as bad asthat?’

He nodded. “ The whole country isin turmoil. And now Veracruz is planning something dangerous.”
“What?" Ransom asked, passing the cognac bottle back to him.

Martinez looked around nervoudly. After a pregnant pause, he whispered, “He intends to remove
Escdante from power.”

“Areyou sure?’ Madeeine shook her head when Martinez offered her the bottle again.
“Of coursel am sure! Do you think | am afool ?’

Madeenetactfully refraned from answering thet.



“Have another drink,” Ransom suggested to Martinez. “How do you know this?’
“Know what?’

“That Veracruz plansto have Escdante de-clawed,” Ransom clarified patiently.
“Oh, my migtresstold me.”

“How did she know?’

“Veracruz told her.”

Maddenefrowned. “Why?’

Martinez shrugged. “Men are carelessin the throes of passion. Helet it dip out one afternoon, when they
werein bed together.”

“Oh.” Maddeine briefly wondered if the woman dept with Escaante, too. Then she asked curioudly,
“Veracruz talks paliticsin bed?’

“Not every manisassmooth as| am,” Ransom said, hiseyes glinting with amusement. “ So Escdanteis
on hisway out?’

“Only if the plan of Veracruz is successful.” Martinez took another swalow, then leaned forward and
whispered confidentidly, “ But Escalante has ears everywhere.”

“Still, it would be asmart movefor Veracruz,” Ransom mused. “ Escalante has too much power, and his
Seguridores are too dangerous.”

“Yes,” agreed Martinez. “ They are dangerousto everyone.”

“Could Veracruz do it?” Madeleine asked Ransom.

He shrugged. “ It depends on the plan. And on who helpshim.”

“My hedlthisvery ddicate,” Martinez moaned. “Thisisvery bad for me.”

“Who do you think was behind tonight's nation attempt?’ Ransom asked.

Martinez swallowed more cognac and wiped his mouth with adirty deeve. “Who knows? The Doristas?
Or perhaps the LPM; they intended to blow up Veracruz in his car, you know.”

“Yes, | know. Have you received any recent threats?’

“No. Oh, it isvery hard to say dive when one has so many enemies,” Martinez said mournfully.
“Yes, I'msure”

“I want to resign. | want to leave the country.”

“Uhrhuh.”

“| want to go to Wyoming.”

“Wyoming?’ Madeleine repeated in surprise.



“They have real cowboysthere. And everyone saysit isavery quiet place.”

“Hésdrunk,” Ransom said unnecessarily.

“But Sncere,” Maddeine added.

“And how are you?’ Ransom asked, histone changing.

She met hiseyes. “I'mfine. Just alittle sore.” She stretched and admitted, “My back hurts.”
“I'm not going to gpologize.”

“I know.” She glanced at his cheek, where the mark left by her palm had faded. “But I'm sorry | hit you.
I've never hit anyonein my life before.”

He smiled wryly. “I seem to bring out your temper.”
“I never used to have one,” she muttered.
“Of courseyou did. You just never let anyone know it.”

That struck too close to home, so she changed the subject. “Thank you for saving my life. Wed all be
dead now if—"

“You'e lucky you're not dead.” He brushed aside her thanks and admiration to pursue atopic that
concerned him more. “Next time tell you to—"

“But how could | just—"

Another lively argument was prevented by the sudden opening of the car door. A Seguridoretold themin
gruff Spanish that they could go now. Eager to do so, they left behind Madd eine's ruined stockings and
an empty bottle of cognac as souvenirsfor Escaante, and did out into the humid night air. The crowd had
grown even bigger, and several cameramen were present. Martinez wasimmediately recognized, and
severd journdists descended upon him.

“Let'sfind Migud,” Ransom suggested, steering Madeleinein the opposite direction. “He must be
somewhere around here.”

Sure enough, hewas. They found him twenty minuteslater, searching franticaly for them, terribly
gpol ogetic about having been late, and relieved to see them dive and well.

“Let'sjust get out of here, Migud,” Ransom suggested.
“Wheresthe car?’ Madeleine asked wearily.

“Over there. | waslate because of the First Lady,” Migud explained, leading the way to where he had
left the limo. * She wanted to go shopping one more time before she would let me leave this evening.”

CHAPTERTEN

Madeleine awoke after arestless and largely deepless night to discover that things could, indeed, dways
get worse. She was groggy, stiff, sore, and very cranky. She phoned her lawyers and bankers, explaining
she would need updated copies of everything they had done yesterday. They promised to seeto it
immediately, but when she and Ransom arrived at their offices, she found that absolutely nothing had



been done since her phone call. She didn't get back to the Presidentiad Palace until lunchtime.

Another surprise awaited them there. President V eracruz, moved beyond words by Ransom'’s reported
heroism, hosted ahuge impromptu luncheon in his honor, affectionatdly chastisng Ransom for not having
informed him himsdf of last night's events. Escaante attended the luncheon, remaining stone-faced
throughout the ordedl; but if looks could have killed ... Madel eine repressed a shudder. The effort of
being courteous throughout this affair made Maddeine's head hurt, though Ransom's grim expression of
forbearance when Veracruz kissed him on both cheeks was something sheld remember with amusement
for aslong as shelived.

They had returned to the Palace around ten o'clock last night and quietly retreated to their rooms.
Maddeine had immediately phoned her father to explain the evening's eventsto him, forestaling his
concern in case he should learn from other sources of her involvement in the affair. He was most
impressed with Ransom's performance, and she had to agree that her father had chosen her bodyguard
wisdy.

She then soaked her abused body in ahot bath, but she was unable to deep afterwards. The redization
that she had nearly died tonight kept her wide awake, as did her muddled andysis of her increasingly
uncharacteristic behavior. The day's events now overwhelmed her, and she wanted to seek out Ransom,
though she was alittle fuzzy about what exactly she wanted from him. Not sex. Not tonight. Exhausted
and sore and contemplating her own mortality, she didn't fee remotely passionate. But she wanted his
company, hiscomfort, his offhanded common sense and hisironic humor. She just wanted to be with
him. And that redlization kept her tossing restlesdy for most of the night.

Onelook at Ransom today, however, |eft her in no doubt that he had dept like ababy last night, damn
him. And hisrelaxed good humor only irritated her asthe day wore on.

When theforma luncheon wasfindly, mercifully over, Madeeine hoped they could leave for theranch at
last. They were dready six hours behind schedule. Veracruz then informed her, however, that only a
presidential car was good enough to drive a hero like Ransom into the rugged M ontedoran countryside.
Consequently, the President's secretary had cancelled Madeleine's reservation for arentd car and was
sending Miguel and alimousineto the ranch with her.

Madeleine ground her teeth together and tried to talk her way out of it while Ransom watched, obviousy
amused by her efforts. Sheinssted that she didn't want to take advantage of the President, to
inconvenience his employees, or to inconvenience Senora Veracruz by monopolizing her driver. The
President's enigmatic response to this last sally made Madeleine suspect that he knew exactly what the
Firgt Lady and her driver were doing on those ‘ shopping trips and intended to put astop to it.

Maddeine made afew more attemptsto el ude Veracruz's unwanted generosity, including pointing out
that she had reserved arugged vehicle from the renta agency for practica reasons, the limousine was not
suited to Montedora's rural roads and might even be damaged.

When the President's obstinacy began to turn into annoyance, Madel eine gave up and thanked him for his
generogity. They ill couldn't leave, however. Upon recaiving hisingructions this morning, Migue had
goneto see hisfamily, and he till wasn't back. By thetime hefindly showed up, Madeleinefelt ready to
hop up and down with agitation, though she was sure that no one except Ransom realized this. And he,
damn him, continued to find it rather amusing. She said a courteous goodbye to her hogts, then waited
with painfully conceded impatience for Ransom to finish taking hisleave of them.

“I am very excited, senorita,” Migud explained as hefinished putting her luggagein the trunk of the car.
“1 have only been out of Montedora City once before.” He opened the car door for her.



“Then thiswill be an adventurefor you.” Shetried to smileat him, remembering her discusson with
Ransom. A young man of Migud's natura talents had so few opportunities here.

They pulled away from the imposing white Palace and rolled down the sweeping driveway. Ransom
collected hisguns at the front gate, and Migud steered the car down the Western Highway, heading into
the vast Caentura Vdley which lay between Montedoras two mgjor mountain chains. Whatever lay
ahead, Maddeine was rdieved to findly leave behind the Presidential Paace and its scheming inhabitants.
Now she knew why Ransom didn't relish staying there.

“Veracruz isright, you know,” Ransom commented, lighting up acigarette. “WEeIll never make the ranch
by nightfal.”

“Canyou at least open awindow if you're going to smoke that thing?’ she snapped.
“And there are no Holiday Innshere,” he continued mildly, rolling down hiswindow.

“I'm aware of that. | have been here before.” Her bad manners and lack of self-control actualy seemed
to please him, she noted grumpily. Men.

“Then | assumeyou have aplan?’
“Of course | haveaplan. | dwayshaveaplan.”
“That'swhat | thought.”

“Doragua, atown of reasonable Size, lies about two-thirds of the way to the ranch. Since theroads are
unsafe after dark—"

“And not so safe by day,” Ransom remarked.
“—wewill stop there for the night. Thereisan inn there, the only inn for forty milesin any direction.”
“I'l tell Migud.”

“| dready told him whilethe First Lady of Montedorawas draping herself around your body in poignant
farewdl.”

“Shelikesme”

His complacent tone made her want to bite his head off. Her ssomach burned from the once-a-week
anti-mdaria pill she had taken before lunch. Her head hurt; so did the scrapes and cuts on her legsand
feet. Shefdt like she wasfdling apart, insde and out.

Veracruz had had the car fully provisioned for their journey: food, beverages, magazines, pillows, and
toilet paper (even if they saw atoilet between here and Doragua, it was unlikely to have toilet paper
which, like everything el se, had become prohibitively expensive due to Montedoras 312% inflation).
Ransom picked up one of the pillows, put it on hislap, and patted it invitingly.

Maded eine gave him the frogtiest look of inquiry she could muster. It made him grin.

“Comeon,” hesaid. “Liedown and take anap. Y ou'retired and cranky. If you get any meaner, I'll have
to tieyou to the roof of the car.”

To her surprise, shelaughed. “I'm sorry.” Her gpology was rueful; he had redlly hit the nail on the head.



He put ahand on her neck and massaged gently. It felt too heavenly to resist, and she closed her eyes,
letting him knead her taut muscles.

“Youreastight asadrum,” he chided. “Redax alittle”

“No, I...” Shefdt blood flow into her cramped shoulders and sighed. “1 should review my paperwork
and...and...”

“Comeon. Liedown.” He brushed her hair away from her face and added, “1 promise I'll behave.”
She glanced at him. “Behave?’ she repeated doubtfully.
“Uh-huh.”

The warm expression in those changeable green eyes was at odds with hiswords, but she nonetheless
believed him. She had aready redlized that he was not aman who promised anything lightly. Her pride
and her sense of propriety urged her to refuse his offer, but suddenly the gentle pressure of his hand was
too enticing to resst, and shelet him guide her head to the pillow on hislap.

“Kick off your shoes,” he urged, shifting to settle her more comfortably.

Shedid as he suggested, then drew her feet up onto the seat, comfortably curling up as he stroked her
hair.

“Better?’ he asked softly.

“Better,” she murmured, feeling safe and contented. He was right. She needed deep. Sheneeded ... She
sghed again and closed her eyes, enjoying the soothing gentleness of histouch.

* * % %

Theflat fields around the capital city gradualy gave way to the foothills of the mountains where, long ago,
the Spanish conquistadores had found rich veins of gold. They had endaved the indigenous people of the
region and set up vast labor camps of men, women, and children to work their gold mines, build and tend
their villas, and haul their plunder through thick, perilousjungles on thelong journey to the coast. For
over acentury, their galleons had carried the wedlth of the New World home to Spain, the overloaded
ships so dow and unmaneuverable that they were easy prey for the pirates of the Caribbean. There were
other dangers on the long voyage, too; before reaching the Atlantic, well over athousand treasure-laden
ships floundered and sank in the violent hurricanes and treacherous reefs of the Florida Straits. But the
rape of the Americas continued unabated.

When the mountain gold for which Montedorawas named finaly ran out, the country turned to
agriculture. All the forests from Montedora City eastward were cut down for timber, and vast plantations
took their place. The mountains to the west remained largely wild, untamed, and underpopulated to this
very day. El Rancho Barrington wasin the CdenturaValey, the vast agricultura lowland lying between
Montedoras two mgor mountain chains. Las Verdes—the Green M ountains—south of the ranch had
been a haven for bandits ever since the days of the conquistadores. To the north were Las Lunas, the
Mountains of the Moon, and the stronghold of the Doristarebels. Ransom looked down at his deeping
companion and was appalled that she had made thisjourney aone only six months ago.

Thelack of direct accessto the sea had kept the country isolated. Unskilled labor and corrupt leaders

had kept it poor, as had itslong history of warfare. Ten years ago, Montedora had gone to war with one
of its neighbors over the disputed results of an internationa soccer game; the conflict had bankrupted the
aready impoverished society. One had to actualy see the poverty here to understand how thorough and



overwheming it was. The average income in the USA was almost three hundred times the average
income in Montedora, where 3% of the people held 97% of the wealth. It wasn't surprising that akid like
Migudl, born to a poor Montedoran family, now drove acar for aliving, dept with amiddle-aged woman
for extratips and presents, and had only been outside of Montedora City oncein hislife; no, the
surprising thing was that he had managed to get even thisfar in life. Ransom wondered if held ever have
the chance to get any farther.

The country'sfirst military coup, some seven years ago, had initialy given Montedorans hope for a better
future. They were promised schools, medicd services, and jobs, aswell asdectionsfor thefirst timein
nearly thirty years. However, rival military factions were soon vying for power and sabotaging each
other's efforts to affect change. The new government was overthrown ayear later by aviolently
oppressive right-wing regime. Then, three years ago, that juntawas overthrown by the then immensely
popular Veracruz and his supporters (the most forceful of whom had been the immensaly unpopular
Generd Escdante).

Although Veracruz's administration was less oppressive than his predecessor's, Escdante, using his new
private security army, the Seguridores, had instigated areign of terror which Veracruz seemed unableto
control. Meanwhile, the corruption and excesses of the government continued unabated, and the
population grew ever more discontent and restless. Another revol ution seemed imminent, apopular one
thistime, led and backed by the long-suffering people of Montedora. The only people who had nothing
|eft to lose, Ransom thought again, asthe President's limo passed through asmall, ramshackle village,

Though Veracruz was a greedy fool with no interest in the plight of his people, he was no worse than any
of his predecessors of the past forty years. Indeed, Ransom sadly acknowledged, Veracruz was
probably the best of the lot, mostly because his own popularity meant agreat deal to him. He was more
and more distressed by his growing unpopularity, and the nation attempts of the past year seemed
to hurt his pride even more than they frightened him. And he certainly knew that the murderous intrigues
of Escalante and the Seguridores, who were loya solely to Escaante himself, were amgjor factor in the
Montedoran people's growing hatred for Veracruz.

Y es, Ransom thought, Martinez was probably telling the truth. In order to salvage the love of the masses,
Veracruz would get rid of Escalante, the man who had put him in power. Clever, ruthless, uncharismatic
and dmogt universdly didiked, Escaante had undoubtedly known, three years ago, that the country
would never accept him asaruler, no matter how much he wanted thejob for himsdlf. So he had chosen
Veracruz, apopular public figure with acertain shalow charm and a gift for pleasing the crowd, to be his
puppet. Escaante had counted on aways being able to manipulate Veracruz. It seemed, however, that
his confidence had been misplaced. Veracruz deeply resented how his own position was endangered by
Escaante's bloodthirsty excesses.

Ransom himsdf had been the instrument of Veracruz's first mgor defiance of Escaante's wishes. Ransom
could still remember the fury with which Escal ante had recelved the news that he and the Seguridores,
like everyone else, would be disarmed at the Palace gates from now on. For Ransom, it had been a
common-sense measure. With no knowledge of or influence over how the Seguridores were chosen and
trained, he considered them an unknown quantity who should not be trusted with weaponsin a secure
area. But Escaante had taken it persondly. Very persondly. Ransom fully believed that, if he could have
gotten away with it, Escalante would have had him killed then. But an American passport and a.close
association with Veracruz had kept Ransom relaively safe, the arrest and brief imprisonment being
Escdante's only revenge. And that had been bad enough.

“Ah, well, that'swhy | make the big bucks,” Ransom muttered to himself, stroking the blonde head
resting againg hisflat somach.



Hedlently wished Veracruz luck. Getting rid of Escalante would be like trying to pull the fangs out of an
angry rattlesnake.

Turning histhoughtsin amore pleasant direction, he studied Maddeine's deeping face. He often forgat,
in encountering the force and complexity of her persondity, how very beautiful she was. Now, asshe
dept, the sheer loveliness of her fine-boned features and aabaster skin made him catch his breath.
Moonspun hair fell in asilken tangle as he brushed it away from her face, and her firm, round breasts
rose and fell with her deep, even breathing. She wore comfortable, stylishly smple clothesfor the
journey: loose linen trousers with a deevel ess top of some pale color he couldn't define. And she hadn't
bothered to use make-up to conceal the circles under her eyestoday.

He wondered what had ruined her deep last night. He'd been so exhausted that nothing on earth could
have kept him awake, and held awoken this morning fedling rested and buoyant. There was something
very satisfying, after al, about knowing you had saved people's lives. HEd experienced it once before,
during hisdaysin the Service: the certain, indisputable knowledge that, except for him, someone would
have died violently. And once the danger was over, there was no fedling to best it. Whatever hedid
tomorrow, or next year, or thirty yearsfrom now, he had aready done something that guaranteed hislife
wasn't wasted. Despite hisfailings and sins—and they were legion—he believed that when his number
finaly came up, he could ook hisMaker in the eye and say that for at least one moment, he had
mattered, he had made adifference. And he felt damn good about that.

He supposed last night's tumultuous events had been what kept Madeleine awake. She had been such a
trooper. Except for impulsively leaving her hiding place and following him into the street, she had kept her
head and done everything right. He till didn't think shefully redlized how much she had endangered them
both with that reckless act. Focused and clear-headed as he took aim against the terrorists, he had
experienced amoment of overwhelming panic when he saw her running toward him. Fear for her had
flooded him, paralyzing him for a precious, dangerous second, a second in which he could have lost her
forever. He il felt sick and chilled to the bone when he thought of it. She had surprised him, true, but he
shouldn't have lost control like that in such adangerous Situation, not even for a second. It wasn't like
him.

He'd been so angry with her afterwards that he'd | eft bruises on her arms where held grabbed her. He
could see them now. He touched them with regret. Still, when the smoke cleared, he was gratified by the
emotions which had prompted her crazy behavior, just as he was gratified by the way shereturned his
ruthless, life-affirming kiss. Whether sheliked it or not, Madeeine cared about him. Hed have felt
smug—if hedidn't fed so vulnerable.

Jesus, why had she left him like that at the Hotel Tigre? Would she do it again, knowing him as she did
now? Hell, why didn't hejust ask her?

Because hed fed like afoal, that'swhy. She had afianceto fill her nightsin New Y ork. She had tried to
discourage Ransom's advances even in her softer moments down here. She had told him how much she
loathed being the recipient of uninvited sexua advances. What more did he need to convince him that,
even if she had sarted to care about him abit, she didn't want to get involved with him?

He knew what he needed, dl right. He needed to believe the unguarded expresson he sometimes saw in
her eyes, before she covered it, wasn't desire. He needed to believe she wasn't becoming alittle fond of
him. He needed to believe she only shed her mask of perfection with him because she didn't care what he
thought, rather than because she trusted him in some strange way, rather than because she, too, felt
something inexplicable and unfamiliar happening between them. He needed to believe he didn't
inginctively know her in away held never known anyone e se.



And he didn't believe any of that.
Damned if he knew what he did believe, though.

Heliked her like this, though—even her bad temper didn't bother him much when she was being hersdlf
instead of playing lady of the manor. Why the hell everyone dse seemed satisfied with only knowing that
one side of her baffled him, but hed be damned if held et her pretend with him. And he was glad that she
findly seemed ready to stop trying. It even made him able to find amusement in those moments when she
fell back on old habits, eyeing him like a queen confronting an ill-mannered peasant or coolly but
courteoudy dismissing the First Lady of Montedora.

Y eah, despite dl the water under the bridge, he wasfinding that heredlly liked his strong-willed,
quick-thinking, occasiondly imperious heiress alot more than he had ever expected to.

Theintercom system buzzed. Madeleine twitched and woke up. She sat up and looked around groggily.
He leaned forward and opened the glass partition.

“Wherearewe?’ she mumbled, blinking as her eyes adjusted to the dim light. It was nearly nightfall.
“Yes, Migud?” Ransom automatically added, “ Don't look at me, keep your eyes on the road.”
“We should be a Doraguain perhapsthirty minutes.”

“Thanks.” The going had been typicaly dow, since rains and flooding had rutted the dirt road. Miguel
had driven with care to keep from breaking an axle, and Madeleine had dept soundly through the gentle
rocking of the past few hours.

“A haf hour from Doragua?’ Maddene murmured. “Were not making bad time.”

She had spoken too soon. The road got increasingly worse, and the encroaching darkness made it harder
to navigate. Then it started raining hard, making the muddy surface dippery and unstable. Water pooled
inthe ruts, creating quagmiresin this, one of the nation's mgjor rura roads. They had to get out four times
on the way to Doragua, to dig the car out of bogs or push it back onto the road, and the trip wound up
taking amost two hours longer than Miguel had predicted. Never oneto shirk her duty, Madeleine had
been willing to help with the dirty work, but the men inssted that she drive while they pushed.
Consequently, Ransom and Miguel were covered with mud by the time they reached Doragua.

The innkeeper at the Pension Doragua laughed good-naturedly when the rainsoaked blonde woman and
her two filthy companions finally turned up that night. That wasthe only way to ded with trouble and
inconvenience, the little man assured Maddeine, you must laugh at it; otherwise you would cry al the
time. She supposed that was how Montedorans survived.

Besides reserving three of the inn's eight rooms, Madeleine had aso had the foresight to book dinner at
the Pension Doragua, knowing that food might otherwise be unavailable. She had learned on her last trip
to Montedorathat most rural cafes and pensiones didn't keep extra fresh food on hand in case of
unexpected customers. They were far too poor to risk buying anything they couldn't be guaranteed of
sling beforeit spoiled.

Instead of complimenting her on her foresght, Ransom grumbled something like, “I should have

guessed,” before trudging off to the penson’'s only bathroom for amuch-needed shower. The innkeeper's
wife, Senora Gutierrez, spoke to Madd eine then, offering to wash dl their dirty clothes—by hand, of
course, since washing machines were aluxury of the very wealthy. She swore on the Crossthat there
would be enough morning sunshine to dry them tomorrow.



Having accepted the woman's offer without bothering to haggle over the fee, Madd eineinformed Miguel
of the arrangement, then went to tap on the bathroom door. “Ransom?’

“Yeah?’ He opened the door and turned back to what he was doing—shaving.

He was stripped to the wal g, his back smooth and naked before her as he faced the little mirror above
the ancient sink. His muscled shoulders gleamed benesth the eectric light humming over hisdark golden
head. Madd eine swallowed and forgot what she wanted to say.

He swiped the razor down hisface afew times, then noticed her intent gaze. “1 dways shave at night.
Dont' like holding arazor against my throat first thing in themorning,” he said, asif he supposed that was
why shewas saring a him.

1] Oh.”

It seemed avery intimate thing, watching a man shave. Watching this man shave. And looking at his
strong, straight back, hislightly furred chest, his washboard ssomach muscles ... He'd been fully dressed
every time shed seen him since the Hotd Tigre. It suddenly seemed like it had happened only moments
ago. Like it could happen again. Like it should happen again. HEd welcome it, wouldn't he? It was what
he wanted, wasn't it, despite the anger and the bitterness? She could cross the space between them right
now, wrap her arms around him, and rest her cheek againgt his shoulder. He would know, he would
understand. He would respond. All the magic, dl thewarmth, al the heat she had known with him, and
only with him, would blossom between them again.

And afterwards?
Oh, hell. Afterwards. Y es, there had to be an afterwards, didn't there?

“Did you come herejust to watch me shave, milady?’ Ransom asked dryly, keeping hiseyeson his
reflection as he shaved under hischin.

“Oh, um ... No. Actuadly. No. If you'll give meyour dirty clothes, Senora Gutierrez will wash them.”
He glanced doubtfully down a his mud-caked trousers. “I think it might be kinder to just bury them.”

“She claims she can make them look brand new. At least, that'swhat | think she said. My Spanishisvery
week.”

He shrugged. “What the hell, it's my favorite shirt. Why not seeif she can work miracles?” He scooped
the shirt off the floor, where he had dropped it earlier, and handed it to Maddeine. She held it gingerly
away from her.

He had removed the gun and holster at his ankle before digging the car out of mud for thefirst timetwo
hours ago. She saw it now, along with hisbig gun, resting on alittle table beside the mirror. As she stood
watching, he unbuckled his belt and unzipped his trousers. The sound of that zipper heated her cheeks
with arush of searing memories.

He hesitated and caught her gaze again. He looked both teasing and amused. “Y ou've dready seen dll
thereisto see, but maybe you'd rather, uh...” He nodded toward the hallway.

“What?" Sheblinked at him, then realized what he meant. “Oh! Yes! Of course! Excuse me.” She
backed into the hallway and pulled the door shut behind her, feeling embarrassed and uncharacteristicaly
gauche.



Already seen al there wasto see?

She had done alot more than seeit, as he well knew. And as she waited for him to finish undressing, she
knew that he remembered it dl aswell asshedid.

The door opened amoment later. He had wrapped atowel around his hips. She suspected it was more
for her benefit than his; she doubted he had become modest since their first meeting. She looked down at
the towe before she could stop herslf. Its presence didn't stop her from remembering his body in every
detail. When their eyes met again, she knew he knew it. She grabbed the trousers he handed her,
abruptly turned, and fled down the hdlway, belatedly redlizing that she was clutching his absolutely filthy
pantsto her chest. She didn't remember until she was downgtairs that she had a so meant to tell him
dinner would be ready in thirty minutes.

* * % %

The storm finally took out the eectrica power, and Senor Gutierrez didn't think they'd get it back before
morning. The senora posted kerosene lanterns around the inn and upon the few smple dining tables
outside on the covered veranda. Therain eventudly settled into a gentle downpour, drumming lightly on
the roof and freshening the night air.

Washed and wearing dry clothes, Madeleine, Migud, and Ransom enjoyed asmple dinner in the
now-cool evening air. When Senor Gutierrez joined them after their med and started asking about the
car and where they had come from, Miguel readily admitted to working for Veracruz. He boasted of
Ransom's explaits, too, until Ransom cut him short with unusual curtness. Neither Migud nor the old man
were daunted by this, and Migue spent the next hour regaing the senor and hisfamily with amusing
stories about working for the inhabitants of the Palace.

Madeleine had no trouble guessing the reason for Ransom's curtness. Three men had stopped for dinner
at the penson just as he came downgtairs after his shower, and she could tell that something about them
worried him. Nor did shethink it was merely their rudeness which bothered Ransom. Despite not having
caled ahead, the two men were angry that the wealthy foreigners and their driver were getting a hearty
med whilethey had to settle for beans and rice. Ransom had cometo the aid of aflustered Senora
Gutierrez, putting the men in their place with afew clipped words.

But Madeleine was sure there was some other reason why he had quietly told her not to leave his sght
until the men had gone, and why he looked & them every few minutes with an expression that should
have frozen their livers. She aso noticed that he made sure they saw the gun holstered at hisside. Surdly
those men would have to be suicidal to cause any trouble here tonight.

Fortunately, the men left soon after finishing their meal. When Madd eine felt ready for bed, Ransom took
her to her room, checked the windows, then gave her his electronic pager and told her to keep her door
locked.

“Do you think those men will come back?’

“No, not redly,” he said, pausing in the doorway. “But | don't want to take any chances.”
“Do you think they're bandits?’

He shrugged. “Maybe. Or rebels. Or drug runners.”

“What makesyou th—"

“They were armed, and—"



“Redly?l didn't see—"

“l did.”

“Oh.”

“And...” He shrugged again. “Cdl it inginct.”

She nodded pensively. She had learned to believe in hisingtincts.
He hesitated. “Will you bedl right?’

“Yes”

“Okay.”

She spoke again as he turned to go. “Ransom?’

“Yeah?

Their eyes met. There were adozen things she ought to say to him. Shefinally settled on, “I'm glad you're
here”

He looked surprised for amoment. Then hegrinned. “So am |, God help me.” He was laughing softly
when he closed the door.

She gtared after it, wanting to call him back. Then she heard the sharp rap of his knuckles on itswooden
surface.

“Lock it!” heordered.
Shedid.

* * % %

Ransom did athorough patrol of the surrounding property after putting Madeleine to bed. Everything
seemed quiet. Damp from the light rain, he went back inside. In such ahot climate, there was no question
of closing the hotd'swindows, not even with tonight's rainfall. Neverthel ess, Ransom double-checked the
entirefirst floor of theinn after Senor Gutierrez finished locking up for the night. When he was done, he
found Migud waiting for him in the empty bar with two glasses of whiskey.

“Would you likeanightgown?’ Migud offered.
“Nightcap,” Ransom corrected dryly. “ Sure. Thanks.”

They sat down to drink. Ransom lit up a cigarette, pleased that he hadn't smoked so many today. The
rain pattered lightly outside the window, and the fan spun lazily overhead. The place looked soft and
serenein thelantern light.

“Y ou are different since you came back to Montedora,” Miguel said, with the honesty borne of strong
liquor shared after dark in astrange place.

“Different how?’ Ransom challenged.
“Y ou never used to be afraid.”

That surprised him. He raised both eyebrows and fixed Miguel with one of his meaner Sares.



“Afraid?’ Ransom could make his voice as chilly as Made eines when he chose.
Miguel shook his head. “Not like that, amigo. | mean for her.”

Ransom felt his somach drop. Hetightened his hand around his glass of whiskey and studied it, avoiding
Migue'seyes.

What could he say? It was bad enough that it was true, even worse that held let it show. Yes, hewas
afraid for her. Whether it was the hot panic held felt when sheld exposed hersdlf to the escaping bombers
last night, or the cold fear he/d known tonight when he'd found those three hard-eyed men arriving here
for dinner, he was being tormented by feelings he'd never before experienced. And he feared, too, that
his emotions would endanger Madd eine, because the first requirement of any good bodyguard was a
clear, cool head.

“Shelsavery specid woman,” Migud said kindly. “1 congratulate you.”
“Theré's nothing to congratulate mefor,” Ransom snapped.
“Ahhhh...” Migud grinned. “ So that'swhy she got three rooms.”

“It'sapurely professona relaionship, kid,” Ransom said firmly. Hetook abelt of thewhiskey and let it
burnitsway down histhroat. It was strong stuff, and alittle bitter.

“Y ou know better than that,” Migud chided. “ And so does she. | can seeit when you look at each
other.”

“Oh, you can, can you?’ Wow, what a gift for repartee I'm demonstrating, he thought sourly.
“And shetrustsyou.”

He remembered the way she had fled from histouch two nights ago. Trusted him?*“| don't think she
does. Not that way.” He sighed and added more honestly, “1 think | made sure she wouldn't.”

“How?’
“Y ou'retoo young for thisstory.” Hefinished hisdrink.

“Me?I'm the man who keepsthe First Lady smiling, Ransom,” Miguel said with sudden bitterness. “A
woman my mother's age.”

“Sorry, | didn't mean—"

“I know.” Miguel sighed, then looked at Ransom with resolve. “1 didn't want to speak of either woman,
actudly.”

“Oh?’
“No. | meant only to say that | like you very much, Ransom. | am glad you came to Montedora.”

“Wel ... thanks.” Fedling self-conscious, Ransom stubbed out his cigarette and added honestly, “I like
you, too.”

“I know. Y ou have been good to me. And never condescending.”

“Y ou're too bright and too capable for me to condescend—"



“Many do, and you must know it,” Miguel interrupted brusquely. “The wedlthy of Montedora. The
pitying foreigners| drive around for the President.” He frowned. “It isthe pity that | have hated most of
al”

“Yeah,” Ransom said dowly, wondering at Migud's mood. “Pity can cripple a man more than contempt
or adversity.”

“ And hopelessness, t0o.”

“Hopelessnessmogt of dl.” Hefdt alittle lightheaded. That was damn strong whiskey.
“Yes. Y ou would understand this. That'swhy | wanted to tell you.”

“Tdl mewhat?’

Miguel blinked and seemed to come awake suddenly. He smiled. “That | have dways admired you, and
that | likethelady.” He stood up alittle unsteadily. Ransom wondered if the kid had had too much to
drink tonight. Or maybe it wasthe rain that was making Migud so melancholy.

“Off to bed?” he asked, feding rather tired himsalf all of a sudden.
Miguel nodded. “Y es. To bed. Goodnight, Ransom.”

“Gnight.”

“Goodnight.”

Frowning dightly, Ransom watched the young man go upstairs. Something wasn't right. Something was ...
Oh, hell. Hewastoo tired to worry about Migud's problems tonight. He had enough of hisown.

* * * %

He awoke at dawn, giff and uncomfortable and disoriented. Hiseyelidsfelt asif they'd been glued shut.
What had woken him?

Hefindly figured it out. There was a soft, repetitive, abrasive sound. Somewhere nearby. Swish-swish,
swigh-swish. It took him back to hisearly childhood, to the mother he could hardly remember, sweeping
the kitchen after supper while he and his brother sat doing their homework at the kitchen table.
Swish-swish, swish-swish. A comforting, homey sound, full of vague but good memories.

What was such asound doing in hisroom at dawn?

Heforced one eye open. He saw aflat wooden surface. Ah, so that'swhat the hard thing under his
cheek was. Wood.

Where the hell was his pillow? In fact, where the hell was his bed?
He blinked his other eye open and picked up his head. He immediately felt sick.

Oh, shit. He didn't want to be sick. He swallowed and held absolutely till, waiting for thefedling to
subside.

By thetimeit did, heredized he wasn't in hisroom. He was sitting on a hard wooden chair in the bar, his
head and armsresting on the table.

How the hell had he managed to fal adeep in this position?



Histongue fdt furry, and his mouth tasted foul. His head hurt. The nauseawas fading, but not
disappearing. Surdly he hadn't gotten stinking drunk last night? Not only wasthat unlike him, but surely he
wouldn't have done anything so abysmdly stupid while guarding Madeeine?

He thought back. The effort made his head hurt.

No, hed only had one beer at dinner, then one glass of whiskey with Migud. He remembered that the
whiskey had been strong and dightly bitter, but ill...

Oh, shit, he thought again, as things started coming together. He stood up dowly, and the way the room
whirled seemed to confirm his suspicions.

He'd been drugged.
“Buenasdias, senor.”

Ransom looked over his shoulder and found the source of the sound which had avoken him. A girl,
about ten or twelve years old, was sweeping the barroom floor. She smiled hesitantly at him. Hetried to
smile back, but she gpparently didn't find the effort very reassuring.

“Donde estad senor?’ He asked for Gutierrez in agravelly voice, hismind working dowly. Who
drugged the whiskey? And why?

Thegirl replied that Gutierrez was still degping. Did the senor require something?
Hedidn't even hear her.

Why?Why dse, you idiot? He was hadfway up the stairs before hed completed the thought. A beautiful,
wealthy woman, deeping aone up there ... Oh, God, please, please, please let her be safe.

Heflung himself againgt her door. It was|ocked.

“Maddiel” Hekicked in the door and barreled into the room.
She screamed and leapt out of bed.

Safel Sefe, she was séfe.

“Maddie!” He scooped her up in hisarmswhile shewas till flailing in the tangled bedsheets twined
around her legs.

“What? What! What?' She cried breathlesdy, squirming in hisarms, trying to see what wasin her room
or beyond her door that had caused him to terrify her likethis.

“Jesus, oh, Jesus, oh, thank you, God,” he murmured incoherently, hugging her with bruising force.
“What? What? Ransom, what's going on?’ she demanded, shoving at him.

He ran his hands over her possessively, still needing to assure himsdlf that shewas safe. “I thought ... |
thought ... Oh, hell, | don't know what | thought, but—"

“Y ou don't know? Y ou don't know?’
“Wdl, no, but—"

“What'sgoing on?’



“I'm not sure.”
“Is something wrong?’
“Um. I'm not sure.” He was arting to fed very stupid.

“You're not sure?’ She looked like she wanted to hit him again. “Have you gone mad?Y ou scared meto
deeth!”

Redlizing that he wasn't behaving very sengibly, he mumbled, “I'm sorry.”

“Sorry?You're sorry?” She seemed at aloss for words. Her pretty cotton nightgown moulded to her
body as she dumped down on the bed and repeated, “ Y ou're sorry.” She rubbed her side and said, “I
think some of my ribs cracked when your gun rammed into them.”

He glanced down, so accustomed to the fed of his holstered Glock that held forgotten he was wearing it.
Y es, he must have hurt her. Shit. He had to pull himself together. He ran a hand through histangled hair
and tried to think. “L ook, it'sbeen ahdl of anight, and—"

“I nearly had a heart attack!” She pressed ahand to her chest and threatened, “In fact, | still may have
one”

“Not now,” he ordered absently, drawing awithering glare from her. “1've got to figure out...” It suddenly
hit him like aton of bricks. “Migud.”

He turned and ran from the room. Madel eine followed him. She caught up with him when he stopped to
pound on Miguel's door, two rooms away.

“What's going on?’ she demanded.

“Somebody drugged melast night,” he said briefly. Then he shouted through the door, “Miguel ? Are you
inthere?’

“What?" Her eyes were wide with surprise.

“I thought it might be someone trying to get to you.”

“Oh! That'swhy—"

“Stand back.” He shoved her aside and kicked the door in. She followed him inside.

The room was empty. The bed hadn't been dept in. There was no sign of Migud or his battered valise.
But there was a note on the bed. Ransom read it silently.

“What doesit say? WhereisMigud?’ Madeleine asked, wide avake now.
Ransom sagged onto the bed and handed the note to her.

“He'sgone. For good. And he's stolen the car.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Ransom gave up the effort of being brave; he sumbled down the hdl to the bathroom, where he fdl to
his knees and was thoroughly and exhaudtingly sick. Through his misery, he could hear Maddleine a the
door, caming the other inhabitants of the pension, who had dl been rudely roused from their beds by the



racket.

After apainful and degrading interval, Ransom findly lifted hishead. A cold, damp washcloth gppeared
out of nowhere and wiped hisface. When it was pulled awvay, he saw Maddeine crouching next to him,
concern warming her lovely festures.

“What do you think he gave you?’ she asked, brushing his hair off hisforehead.

He sagged againgt thewall and watched as she rose to rinse out the washcloth. “ Seeping pills or
tranquilizers. Stolen from Senora Veracruz, probably.”

She flushed the toilet and commented, “I1t must have been an awfully heavy dose”
“Shit like that aways makes me sick.” Ransom closed his eyes as she bathed his face and neck again.
“Why did hedoit?’ shewondered.

“To make sure | wouldn't wake up,” he said irritably.

“No, | mean, why did he stedl the car?’

“Oh. | guesshefindly saw hischance,” he mumbled.

“What chance? Thisisnt—"

“I should have guessed. His mood was s0 strange last night, | should have—"
“Stopit. You can't predict everything people are going to do, Ransom,” she chided.
“Sill...”

“Cut yoursdlf somedack.”

“Look who'stalking.” He eyed her with weary amusement, then said more serioudly, “I think he decided
thiswas his chance to get out of Montedora with some money. He's probably worked out a plan to get
the car across the nearest border and sdll it. Then helll use the money to start anew life. Maybein
Canada or the US.”

“And desert hisfamily? 1 thought you said he was their sole support.”

“That'swhy heswaited till now. If he were willing to leave without them, held have gone long ago. He
needed to get his hands on enough money for al of them; and that car isworth alot. He's undoubtedly
arranged to meet hisfamily somewhere. That must be what took him so long yesterday, while we were
waliting to leave. When he redlized held be taking the car so far away from Veracruz and Escdante, with
only the two of us as passengers, he knew his opportunity had finaly come. He had to make alot of fast
planswith hisfamily.”

“But ... | thought heliked you,” she said vaguely, till stunned. She rinsed the washcloth again.

Hetook it from her. “He did. He told me so last night.” Ransom pressed the washcloth against the back
of hisneck. “Héell, | don't condone stealing, but ... how much longer could he have lasted here? He said
only afew days ago that he was afraid that the next time someone aimed at Veracruz, they'd missand hit
himinstead. I'll bet that LPM plot to blow up Veracruz's car made him realize histime was running out.”

“And evenif he stayed dive, sooner or later the First Lady would want anew boy toy, or Veracruz



would punish him for degping with her.”

“And he probably had to deep with her to keep thejob in the first place—the best job he could get
here”

“I liked him,” she said sadly.

“Sodid1.” Hetook her hand and squeezed it.

“He must have redlly felt caught between the sword and the wall, to do this.”
“Heliked you, too, you know. He told me s0.”

“Lagt night?’

“Uh-huh. | can see now that he was trying to apologize for what he was about to do.” He sighed. “ Shit, if
he just would have asked me for help. But he never did, not once...”

Thistime, she squeezed his hand. “He wanted your respect more than your help. | could seethat.”

“He said something about pity,” Ransom murmured. “And about how hopelessness was the only thing
worse than pity.”

Her eyes were soft as she gazed at him. She summoned afaint smile. “Look, Migud's bright and
resourceful, and he can charm the chicken right off the bone. | have afeding that, asrisky asthisis,
things are going to work out for him.”

“I hope s0.”

Wincing at the stiffness brought about by deeping in abarroom chair, Ransom rose dowly to hisfeet. Still
muzzy-headed, he decided he'd better take a cold, bracing shower before they discussed what to do
next.

“I'dask youto join me,” he quipped weakly, turning on the water, “but | have afeding thiswill bean
emasculating experience.”

Her expresson was amixture of sympathy and laughter as she left the bathroom.

* * % %

Maddeine was waiting for Ransom with alarge pot of strong coffee when hefindly came downgairs. He
looked pale, hollow-eyed, and unhappy, but clear-headed. She knew that he felt he had failed Migud,
and that nothing she said would convince him otherwise, just as she fully understood why Miguel would
never have accepted his help. They were too much dike. Only now that he was gone did Madeleine
redlize how much Miguel reminded her of her intriguing bodyguard, whose irreverent charm and innate
sex gpped concealed a serious and responsible nature. His quick, adaptable mind never stopped
working and was capable of an unsettling mixture of directness and complexity. The man had shrewd
ingincts, aswdll as a startling sengtivity that he seldom choseto reved. And his pride—oh, his pride was
mercilesswith him.

She knew that Migue would never expect to be forgiven for what he had done to Ransom—not only the
theft and the drugging, but also the betraya; and she knew that Ransom had aready forgiven him. In
another redlity, these two men could have been as close as brothers. But a bitter, hopel ess poverty had
shaped Migudl, just as ambition and opportunity had shaped Ransom, and so they were worlds apart.



She silently wished Miguel good luck as she poured Ransom a cup of black coffee and suggested he sit
down.

“If 1 undergtland Gutierrez correctly, we won't have an easy time renting or even buying acar in
Doragua,” she announced without preamble,

Ransom thought it over. “ Since the road from here to your ranch is bound to be as bad as what we
encountered lagt night ... Christ, can Miguel even makeit to the border by himself?’

“Hell find away. You would.” Heblinked at her, and she prodded, “Y ou were saying?’

“Oh. Yeah.” Hefumbled in his pocketsfor acigarette. “Well haveto cdl Veracruz. WEll havetotel him
what's happened.”

“I know.” She could tell he wanted to give Miguel timeto get away. “1'm sure Miguel planned on that,
Ransom.”

“Yeah. Hewould have.” He frowned, took along drag of his cigarette, then continued, “I say wetell
Veracruz that we want the car you originally reserved from that rental agency. We need something
reliable that can handle the road, especialy if therés morerain. Veracruz can pay adriver to bring it out
to us. I'll convince him that it'sthe least he can do.”

“All right.” Sherealized it meant they'd be stuck herefor aday, but it was their best option. Besides
wanting abetter quality car than they were likely to find among the local farmers, they'd need something
they could take back to the capita with them, too, in afew days.

“I'll go makethe cdl,” Ransom said without enthusiasm.

She put ahand on hisarm. “Y ou look awful. Why don't you go lie down for acouple of hours?I'll make
thecdl.”

He heditated. “My Spanishis better.”

“But my manners are better.” Seeing that he wanted to givein, she urged, “ Senor Gutierrez can help me
get through to the Palace, and the operator there spesks English. All right?”

“All right,” he agreed, till looking rather green around the gills. He turned and went upstairs without his
usua predatory grace.

Madel eine watched him with concern, rather astonished at the protective ingtincts coursing through her. It
wasridiculous, redly. Sheldd never met anyone lessin need of protection than Ransom. Besides, she
doubted hed welcomeit from her. Apart from their persond differences, it would insult hispride to be
protected by aclient.

Theway it had insulted his pride to be abandoned by a nameless blonde after aone-night stand in
Montedora City. How patheticaly sordid it al was, she thought miserably. After abeginning like that,
could two people ever ... ever ... What? she wondered in frustration. Confused and flustered by the
direction of her thoughts, she went in search of Senor Gutierrez.

Eager to help his distinguished guests, despite the incomprehensible scene they had staged at dawn, the
senor was doubly impressed to learn Made eine wanted him to help her phone the Presidential Palace.
Although telephone connections had been restored after the storm, they were not wholly reliable.
Madeleine was cut off twice before shefindly got acal through to the operator at the Palace. The
Presdent was not available, being at some sort of meeting with Escalante at Seguridore headquarters, so



Made eine spoke to his secretary. The mild-mannered man she had met upon first arriving &t the Palace
now took her message, expressed horrified astonishment a Migud's desertion, and promised to inform
the President of these events.

“Were a the Penson Doragua,” Madeleine shouted into the receiver. “In Doragua.”
“Doragua? Yes, | know it. The army has troops stationed there.”

Madeleine thanked the secretary for his help, hung up, and paid Senor Gutierrez for the cal. Then, fedling
at loose ends, she offered to accompany Senora Gutierrez on her morning shopping trip. Carrying a
basket and two roughly woven sacks, they walked down the muddy street to a central square whose
crumpled grandeur and fading beauty gave her aglimpse of Montedora's past. Having seen nothing but
rain, mud, and jungle last night, Madeeine now saw the soldiersthat the President's secretary had
mentioned. Some patrolled the town, some sat in the local cafe, and acluster of them guarded the district
governor's mansion. Though not as hated as the Seguridores, they were not well-liked. Except for the
officers, most of the soldiers came from poor families and had chosen the army asthe only aternativeto
unemployment. Most of them were only interested in Staying aive and collecting their pay, but some of
them used their uniforms as an excuse to bully civilians, and there was no one to stop them.

Noticing how much attention her gppearance attracted, Madeleine suddenly realized that Ransom would
be very annoyed with her when he learned she had gone to town without him. A couple of soldiers
stopped her and questioned her, demanding to see her passport. She pulled it out of thelittle purse she
kept draped across her body and handed it over. They spent an awfully long timelooking at it. Senora
Gutierrez scowled fiercely at them, and severa other villagers watched from a safe distance.

Madeeine didn't get worried until the soldiers demanded to see her money.
“Por que?’ she asked coally. Why?

She didn't understand the answer completely. Something about wanting to make sure she had enough
money to support herself and wouldn't try to seek work here. The pressure of the senoras hand on her
arm warned her to be careful. Using her most queenly manner, Madeleine said, in halting Spanish, that
shewas apersond friend of El Presidente himsdlf, and she didn't like al these questions. Nor did she
think he would be pleased when she told him about it.

Seeing the soldiers gart to look alittle doubtful, Senora Gutierrez spoke up. Madeleine lost the thread of
the conversation after that, astoo many people spoke too rapidly, and al at once, but it seemed the
soldiers were weighing their desire for some hard currency against the senora's repested assurance that
Maddeneredly was afriend of the Presdent's.

Findly, the soldiers backed down and let Madeleine and Senora Gutierrez continue on their way. Her
heart pounding with relief, Madel eine squeezed the senora's hand as they proceeded into the
marketplace. Once they were safely lost in the crowd, the senora muttered angry comments about the
soldiersand their greed.

Some of the villagers pressed Made eine's hand, commented on her pretty hair, or smiled and tried to
chat with her. One old man gave her aflower and patted her cheek, though she didn't understand asingle
word that came out of his toothless mouth. The friendliness of ordinary people reminded her that the
greedy politicians and swaggering soldiers were not Montedora; no, the common people whose courage
was expressed in endurance, who still had kind words for astranger, and who suffered in ways she
would never experience—they were Montedora. And that redlization gave Maddeine a sneaking,
surprising fondness for this scarred, sultry land.



Going from tal to stall, ingpecting al the produce, and bargaining for agood price took along time.
Then the senora had to go to the bank. Madeleine waited for her outside, guarding their purchases.
Despite the shade, the heat made her fed thirsty and light-headed. By the time they returned to the
pension, more than two hours after leaving it, shefdt wilted.

Ransom was heading out the front door when they got back. He stopped in his tracks and scowled at
her. “1 was just coming to find you! Where the hell have you been?”’

“Shopping,” she said, plodding past him with her sacks of produce. “Y ou could offer to take one of
these”

“Shopping?’ he repeated, ignoring the heavy sack shetried to thrust a him. “ Shopping?’
“Yes. Y ou know: exchanging money for goods.”

“Y ou're not supposed to go anywhere without me,” he snapped.

“You'refeding better, | see”

“Areyou listening to me, Maddie?’ Histoneirritated her.

“Yes, I'mligening.”

“Don't go wandering off without me again. | mean it.”

“Fine,” she snapped. It felt good to snap a someone; she hadn't realized how much tension was coiled in
her belly from that encounter with the soldiers. For good measure, she snapped at him again. “Fine.”

Senora Gutierrez giggled at the expression on Ransom's face and said something about men and their silly
demands. She tried to take the sacks from Madeleine, but Madel eine courteously insisted on carrying
them back to the kitchen for the old woman. When she came back out into the bar, Ransom had
apparently decided to abandon the fight they'd been about to have.

“I'm hungry,” he said ingtead. “What'sfor lunch?’

“It looked like twenty pounds of onions and carrotsto me.”

“I can hardly wait,” hesaid dryly. “Did you talk to Veracruz?’
“To hissecretary.” She recounted their brief conversation.

“Good. | think I'll call the Palace again, though. Just to make sure someone has definitely arranged a car
for us”

Madeleine went upstairs to shower off the sweeat and dirt from her morning shopping. When she came
back downgtairs, she found Ransom wandering restlesdy around the veranda.

“Therésno answer at the Pdace,” he said, staring out at the jungle which began only ahundred yards
away from the back of the pension.

“No answer?’ Shefrowned. “That's odd.”
“It'sweird. Even for Montedora, it'sweird.”

“Maybe the phone lines are down or something,” she suggested.



He shook his head. “I asked the city operator. She said they're working. No one's answering.”

“But they've got people on duty twenty-four hours aday. It'sthe Presidentia Palace, the head of the
nationd government,” she said in bemusement. “How can—"

“l don't likeit.”
“What do you—"
“Let'sturn ontheradio.”

He turned abruptly and went back inside. Madel eine followed him. He went behind the bar and turned
on the ancient radio, tuning into one of Montedoras government controlled news stations. Madeleine
couldn't follow the announcer's rapid, muffled Spanish and asked what was being said.

Ransom shook his head. “Nothing, redly. It'sjust an agricultura report. Something about more foreign
subsdiesbeing made avalablein the CdenturaValey.”

“They don't need subsidiesthere,” Maddeine said with adisgusted sigh. “They're dl big plantations, like
mine. It'sthe small farmerswho need—"

“Uh-huh.”

Realizing he wasn't listening, and that her comments weren't relevant to the current problem, she shut up
and sat down at the bar. After afew minutes, Ransom went upstairs and got asmall twelve-band radio
from his suitcase. He tuned into an English-language internationd broadcast and told Madeleineto listen
toit.

An hour later, Senora Gutierrez announced their lunch was ready on the veranda. Ransom asked her to
bring it ingde so he could stay by the pension'sradio and tel ephone. Curious about this request, Senor
Gutierrez came into the barroom and asked what was going on. After exchanging afew wordswith
Ransom, he, too, sat down at the bar to eat his lunch.

Seeing that Ransom wasn't eating, Maddeine reminded him that, after the morning's unpleasant events, he
should get some solid food into his ssomach. He agreed absently and dowly ate about half his medl
before trying to phone the Palace again. No answer.

The Montedorans were living under their fourth non-elected government in adecade, and everyone knew
it was only ameatter of time before the elusive guerillaarmy of the Doristas mounted amgor offensve
againg Veracruz's regime. Neither the radio news nor the phone calls Ransom made to M ontedora City
suggested that the capital was under attack. Y et the Palace had suddenly stopped answering the
telephone.

Wondering if anyone else knew about this strange phenomenon, Senor Gutierrez decided to strall into the
main square, where hisfriends would be gathering for coffee. Madeeine continued listening to world
news, watching Ransom'sintense concentration with unessy foreboding.

The senor returned an hour later, agitated, sweeting, and spesking so fast that Madeleine couldn't
understand him. The expression on Ransom's face warned her it was alarming news, though.

“What?’ she demanded.

“Thearmy just cleared the streets and sent everyone home,” he said. He asked Senor Gutierrez to clarify
something, then continued, “ Therés a curfew in effect until noon tomorrow.”



“What?’

Frightened, Senor Gutierrez went straight to the kitchen to tell the newsto hiswife, daughters, and
daughter-in-law. His married son and two grandchildren came inside, as did the other two guests of the
pension. Within minutes, a dozen people were gathering around the radio, which gtill rumbled with dull
news about road construction and the First Lady's charity work.

“| don't understand,” Madeleine whispered to Ransom.
“Neither do1,” he murmured. “But something's happening.”
13 HQI\,—”

“Shhh! Thisisit!” Heturned up the radio. Theroom fell silent asthe regular news broadcast was
interrupted, everyone listening intently.

Unable to follow the announcement, Madd eine waited until Ransom findly turned to explainiit to her. His
expresson was stark. “ The entire country is under the same curfew as Doragua.”

“Good God.” Her voice was thin with sudden fear. “Has the Palace been attacked?”’
“I don't know. Only the curfew was announced. No explanation.”
“But that must mean—"

“Look, it might just mean that V eracruz has had an appendicitis attack. Or maybe there's been another
nation attempt. With two rebd forces and such an unstable government, they'd never announce
any weakness or illness of his, but they'd be scared enough to shut down the country for aday or two.”

She swallowed and nodded, redlizing he was right. Things here were very different from what she was
used to. There could be a dozen explanations. She mustn't jump to conclusions.

“Let'skeep our heads, okay?’ His voice was gentle, caming.
“l will,” shesad firmly.

He smiled. “ Somehow, | knew you would.”

To her surprise, he kissed her on the forehead.

Everything insde her caught fire a that Smple, reassuring caress. The warmth of hislipson her skin, his
hand on her arm, his soft breath stirring her hair. Something wild and wanting unfurled inside her,
shocking her. Passion and need spilled forth from the unguarded well of her emotions, panicking her.

Overwhemed and bewildered, she practicaly legpt away from him, stunned at the sudden hunger
flooding her, swamped by longing for him.

Her eyes misted with atumultuous mixture of fear, confusion, and embarrassment. The surprise on his
face was quickly masked. With only the green glitter of hiseyesgiving him away, he said in aperfectly
flat, emotionless voice, “ Sorry. | forgot I'd promised not to touch you. It won't happen again.”

He turned away and went back to his seat near theradio, leaving Madeleine staring after him, feding
foolish and ashamed.

Senor Gutierrez broke out a bottle of whiskey and started passing it around. Ransom lit up acigarette.



Madeeinetook achair by the window, avoiding the curious eyes of the children.

She was scared, more scared than she had realized. That'swhy he'd caught her so off guard. They were
in the middle of nowhere, in acountry where they had no rights whatsoever. She didn't know what was
happening at the Palace, or what effect it would have on her. For thefirst time, she truly understood the
fear lurking in the faces of so many Montedorans. For the first time, she understood their helplessness;
and she hated sharing it.

She must pull hersdlf together. She couldn't help hersdlf, or Ransom, or anyone dsg, if shelet thislurking
fear affect her judgement and her actions. She had told him sheld keep her head; she mustn't let him
down. For now, that motivated her even more than not wanting to let herself down. She didn't think
about why.

* * % %

Maddeine saw them firgt, snce shewas gill sitting by the window when they arrived an hour later. Four
armed soldiers, dl on foot. Asthey came up to the pension and entered the front door, she wondered if
they intended to occupy the building.

Clearly frightened, but summoning his courage, Senor Gutierrez greeted them, identified himsdlf asthe
proprietor, and asked what they wanted.

The officer in charge said something to one of his men, who nodded. Madeleine recognized the man as
one of the soldiers who had questioned her in the street this morning. He pointed straight at her. The
officer looked at her for amoment, then gave an order.

To Maddeine's horror, two soldiers seized her and started to haul her toward the door. Stunned beyond
rationa thought, her feet dragged as she babbled, “Wait! What are you doing? Wait! I'm not—"

Ransom had aready moved to block their path, talking rapidly in Spanish which had suddenly grown a
lot worse. The fourth soldier swung the butt of arifle at him. He ducked and kept talking.

The officer put up ahand to forestall another attack on Ransom. Then he said, “1 am Captain Morena. |
speak English, senor.”

“Surely there has been amistake,” Ransom said. “ Thislady isan American citizen. She has broken no
laws”

“Thereisno mistake.” Captain Morenas fat face wasimpassive, histone cold and inflexible.
“What isthe charge?’ Ransom demanded.

“That isaclassfied matter.”

“Y ou cannot arrest this woman without—"

“Who areyou to tell mewhat | can and cannot do?” The captain's tone became belligerent.

Seeing he had made amistake, Ransom changed tactics. “ Y ou're quite right, Captain. My concern for
the woman made me forget mysalf. Y ou see, her father entrusted her to my care, and—"

“Why do you carry agun?’ Morenaasked sharply, noticing the holster at Ransom's side. Two of the
soldiers suddenly raised their rifles and pointed them straight at Ransom.

“Oh, please don't hurt him,” Madeleine choked, still being restrained by one soldier. “ Please.”



“By whose authority do you carry thisweapon?’ Morena demanded, ignoring Madeleine.

“Presdent Veracruz himsdlf,” Ransom said calmly. “I have papers signed by the President, herein my
pocket. Would you like to see them?’ He stood very ill.

The captain gave aclipped order to one of hismen. The man fumbled for Ransom's papers, then took
away the Glock. He gave the papers to Morena, then unloaded the Glock; he handed the gun and
Ransom's extra magazines to another soldier. Morenaread the documents in question while the soldier
continued searching Ransom with enough roughness to scare Madel eine even more. Ransom's face
remained impassive as his pocket money and passport were taken away from him. The Smith and
Wesson Bodyguard strapped to his ankle excited cons derable comment. Madel eine had noticed before
what a unique-looking weapon it was, digtinctively customized and beautifully engraved. Two of the
soldiers gpparently wanted it for themselves, and they started bickering. A barked order from their
captain slenced them. Forgetting about the papers he was examining, Morenatook the Bodyguard away
from his subordinates, examined it with pleasure, and then stuck it insde hiswaistband. He stared dyly at
Ransom for amoment, fondling his new trophy with possessive fingers. If any of thisworried Ransom, he
wasn't letting it show.

Ransom'’s gaze returned to the documentsin Morenas other hand. In asteady, casud voice, hesaid, “As
you can see, | am aspecid friend of El Presdente's, and | have his blessing to carry armsto protect Miss
Barrington. Of coursg, if there arefinesto be paid, we will gladly pay them...”

Money, Madeleine redlized. Of course! The soldiers had wanted money earlier, and she had refused. But
Ransom was getting control of the Stuation. Everything would be dl right, she assured herself. Ransom
knew what he was doing.

“A friend of Veracruz,” Morenamused.

“That'sright,” Ransom said.

“Y ou know himwell?

“Quitewell. We dined with him only yesterday.”

Morenagrinned. “ Only yesterday?’ he repested.

Ransom said nothing, watching the captain closdly.

“Y ou dined with him.” Morenagarted laughing.

Something was wrong. Madd eine's somach churned with renewed fear. Something was wrong.

Morena barked an order at his men. Two of them seized Ransom. The third kept hold of her. Madeleine
heard the pounding of her own heart, amad drumming in her ears. She was suddenly more frightened
than she'd ever beenin her life.

“A friend of Veracruz,” Morenarepeated, grinning hugely. He stepped forward and, without warning,
brought his knee up with terrible force into Ransom's grain.

Madeleine screamed. Ransom collapsed, sagging between the two men who held him. Laughing, Morena
dugged Ransom haf adozen timesin the face and somach while his grinning subordinates watched. The
children started crying. The Gutierrez women turned away, while their menfolk watched in sllent horror.

Finaly tiring of thisamusing sport, Morenatook Ransom's chinin hishand and tilted his head up until



their eyes met. Dazed and in considerable pain, but still conscious, Ransom glared at the captain with
furioudy glittering green eyes.

“Stll fed important?’ Morena sneered.

Blood gushed out of Ransom's nose. “Y ou're making abig mistake,” he growled.

“Itisyou who are mistaken.”

“Veracruz will—’

“Y ou don't know, do you? It won't be publicly announced until tomorrow, when al is secure.”
“What?" Ransom croaked.

Morena patted his cheek. “For the good of the people, for the good of Montedora, President Veracruz
has relinquished his power to amore worthy man.”

“A more.... Oh, my God!” Madeleine blurted.

Morenagrinned again. “ At ten o'clock thismorning, General Escal ante took control of the government.
And Veracruz's friends are now the enemies of Montedora.”

“Shit,” Ransom said.
Morenahit him again.

Ransom tried to fight back, and someone drove the butt of arifleinto his gut. Two soldiers dragged him
outside and threw him down into the muddy road, where they began kicking him.

Madeeine was il screaming when helost consciousness.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Everything hurt. His head, hisface, hisribs, hisbelly, hisarms, hisgroin. Hisgroin ... He vaguely
remembered them throwing him down in the mud, then kicking the shit out of him. Mercifully, he
remembered nothing after that. Nothing except Madeleine's screams.

Maddie!

Fear flooded him. Hetried to Sit up.

The exquisite pain and sudden dizziness forced a groan from him, and he fdll back ingtantly. God, it hurt.
“Stay dill. Don't try to movejust yet.”

Her voice. Her beautiful voice. Her gentle hands on his skin, pressing his shouldersinto the mattressas he
dirred restlesdly.

“Maddie?’ he croaked.
Hetried to open his eyes, but the light hurt them.

“I'm here. I'mright here,” she said.



Through the foul odors which surrounded them, he could smdll her clean, womanly scent. Hefdt her hair
brush hisface as she leaned over him. With every ounce of strength he had, he raised hisarm, found her
head, and pulled her toward him. She resisted only for amoment, surprise tensing her muscles, then she
relaxed. He rubbed his face against her neck, then buried it in the soft hollow between her breasts, where
her blouse fell away as she bent over him. Thelacy edge of her bratickled his cheek.

Heinhaled deeply and nuzzled her, wanting to burrow into her. Soft, warm, fragrant, strong.
Madeeine.

The hand supporting his head gently rubbed the soreness at the nape of his neck. After along, contented
moment, she lowered his head back onto the mattress. And everything went black again.

* k x %

Voices woke him. He couldn't understand what they were saying at first. He lay Hill, learning whatever he
could without revedling that he was awake.

The woman'svoice hefinaly identified as Madeeine's. Her Spanish wasn't good, but she got the point
across. She wanted food, bandages, medicine, clean water, clean clothes, and adoctor, and she wanted
them now. The gruff response was negative. She changed tactics, appealing to the guard's sense of
decency. He apparently didn't have one. She didn't give up, though. She offered him a bribe. What did
he want, she asked, money? She'd get money for him. How about her earrings? They were valuable.

The man told her what he wanted. Ransom doubted that Madel e ne understood the vernacular, but the
guard's tone made his meaning unmistakable.

There was along pause. Worried, Ransom flexed and tensed, testing his muscles. God, he was sore!

“All right,” Maddeine said in English, her voice utterly without inflection. Then she switched to Spanish.
“Bring me everything | have asked for, and then I'll—"

“Areyou nuts?” Ignoring the protests of his body, Ransom shot off the bed, crossed their cell in three
srides, grabbed Made eine, and roughly shoved her behind him. “ Over my dead body!”

“Ransom!” She gaped a him.

He turned to the guard, who had stepped back from the heavy door, which was il gjar. The guard
pointed the business end of a Colt .45 straight at Ransom's belly. Fixing the man with his coldest, hardest
gare, Ransom told him in agarbled mixture of graphic Spanish and English exactly what he would do to
him if heever laid asinglefinger on the woman.

“Ransom, don't antagonize him,” Maddeine said. “you need—"
“Entiendes, you ugly sonofabitch?’” Ransom growled.

Angry and shaken, the guard ordered him to step back. Testing him, Ransom stepped forward. Far
enough to see what lay outsde their cell: asmall anteroom with adesk, the doorsto three other cells, and
aheavy door leading to the rest of the world. Getting out of this cell was possible. He could do it right
now. But what lay beyond that door? He couldn't move until he knew.

“Please don't make him shoot you.” Maddeine's voice was taut but even. “My first aid abilitiesare redly
quite limited, especidly under the circumstances.”

The outside door opened. The guard looked away. Ransom didn't jump him, but he was tempted, so



tempted. However, there was no point in escaping from this cell block if they'd be mowed down by guns
the second they got out. So when another guard entered the anteroom, saw Ransom, and pointed hisrifle
at him, Ransom raised his hands, backed into his cell, and let them close and lock the door.

“Areyou insane?’ Made eine snapped the moment they were aone.

Hewhirled on her, furious and scared. “Me? Have you lost your mind, offering to fuck one of the
guards?’

“I'd have—"
“What—figured out some way to get out of it?’ he snarled.
“I'd have thought of something.”

“Don't beafool, Maddie. Half adozen of them could throw you on your back and gang rape you until
you passed out, and then keep on raping you, and you'd have no choice in the matter. And | couldn't
stop them, because I'd be dead by then.”

She paled at that, but didn't back down. “Damn you! | wastrying to help you—"

“Y ou're not helping me by putting more bright ideasinto their heads! Now that drooling bastard out there
figuresthat I'm the only thing preventing you from willingly giving him the blow job of hislife” Hetook
her by the shoulders, repressing the urge to shake her. He wanted her to listen. She had to understand
how vulnerable she was. “Whatever fantasies he may have entertained about you, you just made them al
seem possible, even if you never intended to keep your word.”

“I'd have kept my word if | had to,” she said stonily. “1 don't know anything about medicine, Ransom.
Y ou've scarcely moved for two hours. For dl | knew, you were dying! 1'd have done anything to get
what you needed! | hadto ... Youmight ... I...”

Her voice broke. Tearswelled up in her eyes without warning and flowed down her smooth cheeks.
“Oh, hell,” he muttered, his heart aching at the Sght of her tears.

“| couldn't beer...”

“Shhh, itsdl right.”

All thefight drained out of Ransom. He wrapped hisarms around her and held her. Pride stiffened her
spine for amoment, but then she gavein, buried her face againgt his bare shoulder, and wept openly. He
rubbed her back and pressed gentle kissesinto her hair, sllently urging her to let it dl out.

She was aways so brave, so smooth, so focused, he hadn't even stopped to consider how frightened she
must be, and how & one she had been since held been beaten unconscious back at the pension. Her
acceptance of the guard's proposition should have told him she had run out of ideas and was at the end
of her rope.

“Maddie, Maddie...” he murmured againgt her hair. “1'm sorry, sugar.”

“Oh, God, the blood, al that blood...”

“Moadtly from my nose,” he guessed ruefully.

“And they just kept kicking you!” She pulled away, gulping back her sobs. Her nose wasred. Tears



streaked through the dust on her face. He tried not to grin at her appearance. “ Areyou badly hurt?1s
anything broken?’

He took adeep, experimenta breath and winced. “ Definitely bruised. They didn't manage to break
anything though, for al their showing off. Amateurs”

“Amateurs?’ She hiccupped.
Hefinally gave up and grinned. She scowled at him.

“Y eah, amateurs,” he said, easing himsdlf back down onto the little cot in the corner of their small,
oppressive cdl. “ A good fighter can bust haf your ribs with about atenth of the effort those two guys put
forth. They mostly got mein thelegs and shouldersand...” He winced again and concluded, “And buit.”

“And your head,” she added shakily.

“What ahdl of aday it'sbeen,” he grumbled.

“Quite.” She sat down next to him, picked up a piece of torn cloth, and blew her nose.
“That'smy shirt!” hesaid in surprise. He frowned. “Or what's | eft of it.”

“They wouldn't give me any bandages, and | wastrying to stop the bleeding and clean you up.” She
looked him over. “There's a cut on your forehead, too, that bled al over your face”

“Oh”
“| don't think this shirt would have ever been the same, anyhow,” she said.

“No, probably not,” he conceded. She must have used her teeth to tear it into strips. “ Everything
happened so fast when | woke up and heard you talking to that guard, | didn't even wonder why | was
haf-naked.”

Helooked around. The cdll was about the size of asmall bedroom. The narrow cot and single chair
indicated that it was intended for one occupant only. Madeelne must have convinced the guardsto let
her stay with him and tend hisinjuries. He hoped they wouldn't move her to her own cdll now. He
couldn't possibly protect her if they were separated; even together, it would be touch and go.

A seatlesstoilet squatted at one end of the room, right next to afilthy sink. The toilet was probably the
source of the odor he'd been noticing. He glanced at Madel eine and hoped sheld be able to set aside her
modesty for practica considerations. He certainly could, and he said so.

“Oh. Now?’ she asked.
“Uh-huh. Nature cdls. Excuse me, milady.”

Hewalked to the toilet and unzipped his muddy trousers. He glanced over his shoulder and saw that her
back was discreetly turned. When he was done, he sat next to her on the cot again.

“Where arewe?’ he asked.
“Oh! Local army headquarters, at the south end of the village.”

“What's the layout of this place in relation to where we are now?”’



“I was so scared | probably missed alot,” she admitted.

She hadn't missed much, he concluded, after she spent five minutes answering his questions. They werein
the heart of awalled, wired military compound. The odds were againgt their escaping successfully. Fear
filled him, clouding hiswits, because what he had said to her wastrue; she wasin danger from these men.
He had to get her out of here. But how? He had to pull himself together and think.

“Itsdl my fault,” she blurted suddenly, surprisng him.
“Why do you say that?’

“Y ou wereright. | should never have gone into town without you.” She told him about her encounter with
the soldiers. “If | hadn't attracted attention to mysdlf, if | hadn't told them | was afriend of the President's,
then none of thiswould have happened. They'd have never even known about us, if | had stayed inside
the pension. And you...” She added in a heartbroken tone, “ They'd have never, ever known about you if
it weren't for me.”

“Water under the bridge, Maddie,” he said dismissvely. “Wewouldn't even bein Doraguaif that terrorist
attack in the city hadn't delayed the start of our trip. We wouldn't fill be here if Miguel hadn't stolen the
car. It doesn't do any good to—"

“If only I'd given them my money. Oh, why didn't | just give them my money?’

Hetook her hand. “ Because most peopleraised in a Western democracy naturally object to military and
government officias bullying them and steding from them.”

“But what would you have done?’ she asked. “Would you have made a spectacle of yoursdlf theway |
did?’

“| doubt you made—"
“I did,” she said morosdly. “I was such afoal.”

“Stopit,” heordered. “Pull yoursdlf together. Thisian't helping either of us.” Infact, it wastearing his
heart out. He couldn't stand to see her condemning hersdlf likethis, blaming herself for their imprisonment
and hisinjuries.

“But1...” She swallowed and nodded. “ Sorry. You'reright. Thisisn't helping anyone.”

He admired her resolve, knowing that she didn't summoniit easily right now. “Hindsight isawaste. Asfar
as anyone knew, you were doing the smartest, safest thing when you used Veracruz's name asashield,”
he pointed out. “How the hell were you to know he would fal from power by lunchtime?’

“The meeting with Escdantel” she said suddenly.

“Wha?’

“When | called the Palace thismorning, Veracruz was at Seguridore headquarters for ameeting with—"
“Escalante set atrgp for him,” Ransom realized. “ Away from the Palace.”

“Because you had made the Palace too secure for Escalante to attack Veracruz there” A thought struck
her. “Do you think he knew Veracruz was planning to get rid of him?’

“Hell, consdering that even we knew, it seemslikely that he found out. But I'd say he's been planning this



for awhile, and learning of Veracruz's plan only made him move sooner than intended, that'sall.”
“What makes you think he's been planning this?’

“Captain Morena,” hereplied. “The army is supposed to be loyd to the President, not Escalante. Y et this
army captain knows Escalante has seized power and knows that it won't be announced until tomorrow.
And one of Morenas first moveswas to act on areport by one of his men and arrest us—friends of
Veracruz. Escdante has obvioudy been secretly securing support from army officers, probably with
bribes and promises of promotion and power.”

“That makes sense,” she said dowly. And it explained the day's horrifying events. “What do you think
Morenaintendsto do with us, though?’

“I don't know.” He thought it over. “ These cells are smdl and poorly guarded, and there are only four of
them.”

“ &?l

“So | think thisisjust atemporary holding area, not a permanent prison.” He gingerly rubbed aswelling
lump on hishead. “ Since Morena arrested us in the hope of garnering favor with Escalante, I'd say his
next moveisto notify Escalante that ... Oh, shit.” He met her eyes, and despite the fear he saw there, he
had to be honest with her. “HEll notify Escalante that werein custody. And Escalante hates mewith a
passion, Maddie.”

“I know.” Her voice wasthin.
He shot to hisfeet. “We've got to get out of here.”
“But were Americans,” she argued. “ Surely even Escalante wouldn't dare—"

“He can have a Seguridore blow us away with a Chinese-made AK 47 and claim that rebels got us after
the President's chauffeur abandoned usin the hills” Ransom put the chair in front of the cell'ssingle
window, alittle barred opening set very high up inthewall. “He can get away with it, Maddie. Weve got
to get out of here.”

“Canwe?’

He climbed up on the chair, reached for the bars, and pulled himsalf up with the strength of hisarms. One
brief look was enough to assure him that it was useless.

“Not that way,” he said. “Even if we could do something about the bars, it'sathirty foot drop right into
the centra courtyard. Full of soldiers.”

“What about—" Shefdl silent asthey heard someone unlocking their cell door.

Ransom pushed Madd eineinto the wooden chair and stood in front of her. A new guard—big, with a
brutal face—opened the door, then stepped back. They heard Morenacall him Alvarez. Then Morena
entered the room, followed by two Seguridores. Ransom met their hard tares as the captain told the
men that these were the prisoners and described with relish how they had resisted arrest.

One of the Seguridores was very young, and so handsome as to be almost pretty. He told Morenain
clipped tones that the prisoners were to be ready for transportation to Seguridore headquartersfirst thing
tomorrow morning, and that they expected the utmost discretion from the captain and his men.
Moreover, they expected the prisonersto be in acceptable condition; Escalante wanted them for himself.



The captain guaranteed it. He was practically kowtowing as the two men |eft the cell. Their voices could
be heard briefly in the anteroom, giving Smilar, somewhat more explicit warningsto the two on-duty
guards.

Then Morenaturned and grinned at Ransom. “ They were sent from their post in Santa Clarato escort
you to Montedora City, and they tell me His Excellency President Escaante is reported to be very
pleased about the identity of my prisoners.” He looked Ransom over for amoment, then remarked, “A
private escort to Seguridore headquarters. Tell me, what did you do?’

“I madeit hard for Escdanteto kill Veracruz.”
“Ahhhh.” Morenawagged hisfinger at Ransom. “ Choosing the winning sde makes dl the difference.”

Ransom glanced down at the captain's ankle. “ Ah. Y ou took the ankle holster, too, | see. After | was
unconscious, no doubt. How'sthefit?’ His voice was politely curious.

“A littletight,” Morenaadmitted. “ Y ou are too skinny.”

“What apity. And the gun?’ Ransom's solicitous tone annoyed Madeleine. Men and their games!
“The gun ismore beautiful than awoman.” Morenanodded. “1 thank you for it.”

“Oh, think nothing of it,” Ransom said dryly.

Impatient and irritated, Madeleine asked, “Is Veracruz dead?’

“No, of course not,” Morenaanswered reprovingly. “ Think how that would look, senorita.”
“Yes, of course,” she muttered.

“Veracruz gave Presdent Escdante aspeciad escort into the Presidential Palace thismorning, and then
voluntarily confined himself to his private quarterswith SenoraVeracruz.”

“Voluntarily,” Madeleine repeated.

“Yes” Morenasaid, “after publicly recognizing hisfailureto lead the people of Montedoratoward peace
and prosperity.”

“Then he ordered the Presdentia Guardsto turnin their amsand go home,” Ransom said, “and he
dismissed his cabinet.”

Morenablinked. “That has not been announced yet. How did you know?’
“Just an educated guess.” Ransom's voice was bland.

“I see” Morenaeyed him warily for amoment, gpparently losing his sense of humor. Looking alittle
uneasy, he snapped, “Y ou will leave at firgt light. Do not cause metrouble, or | will dedl harshly with
yw.”

“As opposed to the restraint you have so far shown?’ Ransom asked innocently.

Morenacdled him anasty name, casting aspersons on his sexua capability, then aoruptly turned and | ft.
The guard—Alvarez—closed the door behind him.

“Gosh, we're gonnamiss hiswit around here,” Ransom drawled. He met Madeeine's gaze and lost his



levity ingtantly.
“What do we do now?’ She kept her voice even.

Ransom appreciated her determination to stay cam; he could guesswhat it cost her. He put hishand on
her neck and gave it abrief, comforting squeeze. “Now we plan our escape.”

“Should we wait until morning and try to make abreak for it when the Seguridores take us outside the
compound?’

He shook hishead. “I don't think so. They might, uh, disable us before they remove us from here. The
Seguridores are lite forces, better paid, better equipped, and undoubtedly better trained than the army.
They'll be harder to escape or diminate.”

She shivered at his casud reference to diminating other men; he was dl-professond now, lacking any
trace of the humor or gentleness she was used to seeing in him. And she could tell by theway he
skimmed over it that he didn't want to tell her how the Seguridores might “ disable’ them. Shetried not to
let her fear run away with her and focused on what he was saying.

“Anyhow,” Ransom continued, “just because we've only seen two Seguridores, that doesn't mean there
won't be more tomorrow.”

“So well try to escape tonight?’ Her stomach cramped.

He nodded. * Sometime after midnight. In the empty hours. Men arelessdert then.” He Stared at the
ceiling, wishing he had a cigarette, and added pensively, “Well need aplan.”

* * * %

ToMaddenes surprise, Alvarez brought them dinner acouple of hours later. With so many hungry
peoplein Montedora, she couldn't imagine why the army bothered feeding two prisoners who were
destined to disappear forever tomorrow; people taken to Seguridore headquarters were never seen
again. Despite her churning stomach, the stuffy heet, her revulson over theway Alvarez leered at her,
and the unpleasant odorsin their cdl, she followed Ransom's orders and ate everything on her
plate—beans, rice, and some unidentifiable fried substance—since they had no way of knowing when
they'd have an opportunity to eat again.

After their bowls were taken away, Ransom suggested she lie down on the narrow cot and try to get
some deep. If their plan was successful, they'd be on the run by morning and would need all their
drength.

That “if” kept her wide awake, though.

They had argued heatedly for over an hour before finaly settling on aplan. Ransom's origind scheme
would have put him in danger while she hid in their cell. Her passionate declaration that sheld rather die
than be stuck here done after he got himsdif killed was the argument that finaly overcame hisinfuriatingly
stubborn refusal to let her hep him.

If they disarmed their two guards and madeit out of thiscell block, if they got past the soldiers on guard
duty, if they could get beyond the garrison walls, if they could make it out of the village without getting
shot...

If they succeeded, they'd be penniless fugitives in an unstable, impoverished country whose new |eader
wanted them dead. If they failed, they'd be shot trying to escape, or else turned over to the Seguridores
inthemorning.



How had Caroline described the fate of Escalante's victims? Arrested, beaten, tortured and—if they're
not executed—I ocked up in some dank, rat-infested cell and forgotten about.

She wished Caroline hadn't felt compelled to tell her about it. Now she couldn't op imagining it. Who
would have thought that she, Madeleine Barrington, would become one of Escalante's victims? But
Ransom was right. For once, even being a Barrington couldn't protect her. Escalante could indeed get
away with it. No one would ever know the truth.

Her greasy dinner churned in her somach. She shifted restlesdly, fighting her terror.

“What'swrong?’ Ransom murmured. He was Sitting on the floor, his back resting againgt the cot, his
head leaning back. She shifted again, so that his hair brushed her arm. He turned his head dightly to ook
at her. Night had fallen, and they could scarcely see each other now; therewas no light or lantern in their
cel.

“Jugt thinking about something my sister said,” she answered, recaling Carolings warnings again.
Hecould tdl it upset her. “Tdl me.”

To her amazement, she didn't tell him what Caroline had said about Veracruz and Escalante. Instead, she
heard hersdlf saying, “She said ... Both of my sSsters said they're tired of me being ... so perfect.”

After making such ahuge admission, she was surprised to hear him say casudly, “ Oh. And here | thought
| was the only onewho got tired of it.”

“What do you mean?’

“Wél, sometimesyou redly pissme off,” hesad mildly.

“Spoken by aman with the persondity of steel wool,” she shot back.
“Areyou caling me dbrasve?’ he sounded amused.

“Attilathe Hun was probably an easier companion.” She sighed reminiscently, remembering her first
impressions of him so long ago. “Y ou know, you were a perfect stranger.”

“Andyou,” he said pointedly, “have never been perfect, no matter how hard you try.”
The vehemence in histone made her say defensively, “I've never ... | don't try...”
“Don't you?' he chalenged.

“I'mjust trying to do my best. Be my best.”

“Sometimes,” he conceded. “It took me awhile to come round to admitting that. But you aso like to hide
behind that mask of perfection, using it to intimidate people, to make them keep arespectful distance
fromyou.”

It hurt. She was stunned at how much it hurt. More than Carolin€g's criticism, more than Charlotte's
hostility, Ransom's matter-of-fact appraisal of her character hurt.

Sensing her hurt, he reached for her hand and drew it to his cheek. He kissed it softly, taking the sting out
of hiswords. “Y ou don't need to be perfect, you know. Or isthe thought of being just another flawed
human being who makes mistakes too terrible to contempl ate?”



“I don't like making mistakes,” she admitted.

“No one does, but we surviveit.”

“Not necessarily,” she remarked pointedly.

“Oh, come on, do you redly think it's your fault that were here?’
“yes”

“Let metdl you something, Maddie. Shit happens. Y ou can write that down, if you want. Y ou can't
control everything. Thistime, we're just stuck playing the cards we were dedlt.”

“Youreafine oneto say that. Blaming yoursdlf for Migud, blaming yoursdlf for Escalanteés revenge,
blam—"

“I never said anything about—"

“Y ou don't haveto. | know you. Y ou're stewing about how I'm going to die at Seguridore headquarters
because Escalante hates you.” His silence was admission enough. Smiling faintly, she stroked his hair,
wishing she could see his expression. “Were more dike than you admit, Ransom.” He relaxed after a
moment and tilted his head to invite another caress. She obliged, but added wryly, “And certainly more
dikethat | would liketo admit.”

“I've got better biceps,” he said complacently, reacting like abig cat to her caress.
“I have better manners,” she pointed out.
“You'rejust repressed,” he shot back.

“Wadll...” Shesghed. “I supposethat's another way of putting it. My father taught me to dways do my
duty. My mother taught me to be a perfect lady. That didn't leave alot of roomfor.... free expression.”

“Y ou express yoursdf pretty fredly to me” He added dryly, “Especidly when it's something | don't want
to hear.”

“That'strue,” she said dowly, surprised. Y es, she said things to Ransom she'd never dream of saying to
anyone else. And not only criticisms, either; she admitted and reveded thingsto him that she shared with
no oneelse.

“Stll,” hemused, “1 suppose it describes you pretty well, on the outside: aperfect lady who dutifully
shoulders burdens that would make most men—most people—tremble.”

“I tremble,” she admitted painfully, her voice barely awhisper. “ But no one sees.”

Hetook her hand and held it againgt his chest, so that her arm draped acrosshim. “| see,” he assured her
fiercdy. “l saw it thefirst time | looked at you. | seeit every timeyou'rewilling to let me seeit. Even
sometimes when you're not.”

He heard her shaky breeth. Felt the quiver in her hand, asif she wanted to withdraw from him.
“That scares you, doesn't it?’ he probed.

After along pause, she admitted in atight, uneven voice, “ Everything about you scares me.”



He'd sensed it before and drawn back for her sake. But hewouldn't let it go thistime. “Y ou're afraid of
me? Why? Jesus, Maddie, what have | ever done to make you afraid of me?’” He tightened hisgrip on
her asapanful thought struck him. “Areyou afraid I'll talk about that night?”

She knew which night he meant. “Would you?’
“No! Of coursenot.”
“Butyousad—’

“I know what | said,” he snapped. “1 was mad enough to bite someone that day. | only said it because ...
Shit!”

“Why?" she prodded, listening dertly.

“Because ... | knew it would scare you.” He lowered hishead in defest. “1 wasfighting dirty. And I'm...”
Hedrew in aquick, steedying breath, then he said it: “1'm sorry.”

Shetook her time before saying, “ Apology accepted.”

He peered suspicioudy into the darkness. He had an awful fegling she was smiling. He decided to
overlook it. “Some men talk,” he said, “but not me.”

“Y ou told me about that woman,” she challenged.

“What woman?’

“The one you dept with the night before we left New Y ork.”

“Oh, Gwen.”

“That's her name? Gwen?’ she pounced.

“Y eah, that's her name. And | didn't tell you about her. All | said was—"
“But what if 1'd said | did want you to tell me dl about it?’

“Y ouwouldn't have.”

“Butif | did?”

“I wouldn't have told you,” he said impatiently. “What goes on between aman and woman istheir own
business and nobody else's. | don't kissand tell. Got it?’

Sherdaxed. “Got it.”

Now he was annoyed. “But there you were, making damn sure | knew that what's-his-face had dept in
your bed that night—"

“Preston. And it was hisideato make you come up to the gpartment. | didn't want you to know about
my privatelife”

He had to ask. He had to know. No one could have paid him enough not to ask. “Are you redly gonna
marry that guy?’

“ NO,"



“No?" herepeated. “No?’

“No.”

“No?" Her smple answer incensed him. “What do you mean, no?’

“Y ou sound like you had your heart set on giving me away at the wedding,” she snapped.

“No, but | wastrying to get used to the ideathat you belonged to some other guy, and now you'retelling
me—"

“Belonged?’ sherepeated in an awful voice. “Marrying someone and becoming someone's persona
property are two different things, Ransom, and the latter has beeniillega in the USfor over—’

“Y ou know what | mean!”

“I don't like the way you phraseit!”

“Why aren't you going to marry that twit?’

“Because| don't love him!” she hurled a him.

“Oh.” He thought this over and felt rather pleased. “Oh.”

“ Satisfied? Isthat a good enough reason for you?” Now she was annoyed.

“Wadll, don't you think you should tell the poor sonofabitch? He seemsto think you're going to marry
him.”

“I redlly hate it when you use that tone of voice,” she said through clenched teeth. “ And, yes, I'm going to
tell him when | get back to New York.” She paused. “Oh, God. If | get back to New Y ork.”

“You'l get back. | have no intention of dying in Montedora.” He kissed her hand again, trying to reassure
her.

“Andyou?’ she asked hesitantly. “Isthere someone waiting for you back home?’
“A woman, you mean? No.”

“What about—"

“That'sover,” hesad briefly.

“Ove?

“Uh-huh.”

“Y ou dept with her just three nights ago, and now—"

“We said goodbye that night.”

“Oh.” Shethought it over. She had to ask. Nothing could have prevented her from asking. “Was she
someone specia? Did you ... Were you in love with her?’

Shefet him shake his head. She tightened her grip on his hand, fegling the coolness of hisring againgt her
flesh.



“Itwasjust ... Oh, Christ, Maddie, how much deazier do | haveto get in your eyes?’
“Wha?'

“It wasjust sex, okay? | mean, | liked her, but basically, we got together for sex. We were both single,
busy, londy...”

“And randy.” Surprised, shelaughed at hersdlf.

“That, too,” he admitted dryly.

“Just sex,” she murmured. “1 couldn't do that.”

“It's not the best of dl possible worlds,” he conceded, “but | could do it until....”
“What?’

“Until | met you,” hesaidinarush. “1 could ... keep things separated if | needed to. Keep my head clear.
But you ... you confuse everything.”

“I do?" Her voicewasvery smdll.

“Oh, yeah.” Hisresponse was heartfelt.

“I dont meanto.”

“I know. Doesn't make adifference.”

“I knew | confused Preston, because | was so unfair.”
“My heart just bleedsfor him,” hesaid dryly.

“But not you. Y ou never seem confused.”

“Then you're just not paying attention.”

“Oh, | pay atention,” she assured him. “How could | not?’
“Tome?’

“All of thetime,” she whispered, frightened by her own honesty. Why did she haveto tdl him the truth?
Why did she dways give him more ground?

“Maddie, did you...” Hdll, show alittle courage, take the legp, he chided himsdf. “Did you ever think
about me after the night we spent together?’

He could hear his heart thundering in his ears as he waited for her answer. Chrigt, wasit that important?
Y es, he admitted. Yes. It was that important.
“All of thetime,” shewhispered a lagt. “ Did you?”’

He knew what would happen now. He shouldn't be doing this. He should be resting his battered body,
making plans and contingency plans, keeping his head clear for their escape. But dl of that faded into
inggnificance as hefet her shift on the bed.



“Yes” hewhispered. “All of thetime.”
And he reached for her.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Thisis crazy, she thought, welcoming hisweight with open arms and an open heart. Someone could
come through that door at any minute. The guards had no reason to bother them again tonight, but that
didn't mean they wouldn't. And the bed was narrow and sagging, and they were both filthy, and the hot
cdl stank with ancient odors she preferred not to think about. She knew he was more injured than he
waswilling to admit to her, and they were going to risk their livesin afew short hours.

Yes, it was crazy, but she didn't even hesitate as he found her in the dark and kissed her deeply.
| may dietonight.

The redization was sharp and stirring, and thiswas her last medl. If something went wrong, then she
wanted to die with the taste of this man on her mouth, the scent of his skin on her skin, and the fed of his
thrusts till aching sweetly ingde her body.

He hdld her facein his hands. The darkness hid their expressions from each other.
“I wish | could seeyou,” he whispered, arching his hipsinto hers.

Shefdt hiserection tir between her legs, and she ground hersdlf againgt it, so relieved to fed himin her
amsat last. How had she waited so long for this? How had she borne al those nights without him?

Hungry for him, starving for him, she kissed him until she thought her lungswould burgt, then pressed her
face againg hisbare chest, inhaling him with fevered pleasure.

His kisses were demanding, dmost frantic. She struggled wildly to get closer, to have more of him. They
nipped and bit, aggressive and clumsy in their ddlirium. He started pushing her dip-on blouse up over her
arms and head, and she arched her back to help him, longing to be naked with him. Then he sighed and
got distracted. His hot mouth was at her breast and his hands fumbled with her bra, while her arms
tangled overhead in the gauzy deeves of her blouse. Her face was smothered initsfolds.

“Ransom,” she squawked in amuffled voice, choking on fine materid.
“Hmmmm? God, you taste good.”

She moaned when his mouth closed over her nipple, trembled and sighed as he sucked, squirmed under
the rough stroking of histongue. His hand did between her legs. She thought she might suffocate. She
made a strangled sound of pleasure.

“Oh! Sorry.” He pulled the blouse over her head. “My mistake.”
“Y ou used to be smoother,” she chided, catching her breath and going after his zipper.
“I'm under stresstonight,” he reminded her, unfastening her trousers and pulling them down.

“Not on thefloor!” she cautioned, grabbing at her pants before he could toss them aside. “ God only
knows what's been on that floor.”

“All right, dl right.” He shoved dl her clothesinto the corner behind her head.



She sighed with pleasure and relief when he cardlesdy kicked away his mud-caked pants and shefelt the
length of hisnaked body relax againgt hers. The scattered rough hair on hislegs teased her smooth skin.
The dark golden fleece on his chest abraded her breasts, and the contrast delighted her. The smooth
warmth of his back, shoulders, and buttocks drugged her senses as she stroked and caressed and
revelled in him. Hisarmswere like sted bands around her, possessive and impassioned and excitingly
male. His mouth was greedy and wet and restless as he kissed and nibbled and devoured her. Every
touch, every whisper, every desperate sigh took her further and further away from herself as she
journeyed deeper and deeper into him.

“Now,” she murmured. “Now, now, now.”

She was demanding and insistent. She used her hands and hips to show him exactly what she wanted. It
was S0 easy. Shefet so free and uninhibited, so outside of herself and dl the wearisome gtrictures of
being Madeleine Barrington. With the merest touch, he had hel ped her shed dl of that, and nothing was
left but the essentid woman, unburdened and unashamed.

He murmured something unintelligible when she found him with grasping fingers. Breathing raggedly and
kissing her over and over and over, helet her lead him where she would, entrusting himself to her
less-than-gentle handling. He took the long, deep ride she invited him on, finding hisway with no
hesitation or awkwardness, filling her with perfect, sunning intimacy. It was more than she could bear in
slence. But Ransom put ahand over her mouth to tifle her soft cry.

“I don't want them to hear you,” he whispered fiercely, trembling with restraint.

Eyes squeezed shut with that combination of agonizing pleasure and exquisite torment that he himself had
taught her, sherolled her head back and forth, swallowing her moans as he held himsdlf taut and ill
above her.

“Quietly,” heingtructed againgt her hair, his voice asoft growl.

Desperate and impatient, she shifted her hips againgt him, moving with amindless rhythm she couldn't
control. He ruthlesdy pressed her down and held her ill.

“Quietly,” he repested, nipping her ear. “All right?’

Héelpless beneath hisweight and his strength, she squirmed restlessly in the dark, knowing she would
come in amoment, whether he moved or not, whether he expected it or not. She felt her eyesmisting as
emotion and sensation tore her gpart. She wasimploding, heet coursing wildly through her, rushing
toward the hidden core of her body. Her muscles contracted in secret, sacred places, massaging him,
milking him.

“Oh, Jesus,” he choked, as surprised as she had known he would be. “ Jesus, Maddie.” Hiswhole body
shook and logt itsrigidity in asudden, convulsve movement. His hand did away from her mouth and into
her hair.

“Ransom,” she sobbed, unable to stop hersdf. “Ran—"

His hand covered her mouth again, roughly thistime, squeezing her jaw and pressing her head into the
mattress. She wrapped her arms and legs around him, clinging to him, rising off the bed and then crashing
back down into its sagging frame as he thrust into her, his self-control shattered and forgotten.

They struggled together in darkness, her cries silenced by the hand clamped over her mouth, hisown
groans choked back by sheer effort of will. Tears crept past her tightly shut lids. Everything she thought



she knew about hersalf gave way to everything sheredly was, as she heaved and strained and fought for
satisfaction, locked together with this man in the most primitive embrace of her life.

She climaxed with stunning, wrenching force, her limbs meting, her spine arching wildly, her whole body
going blindingly hot in along, violent orgasm. Shefdt him shuddering in her arms, his hips pumping
compulsively as he came, histeeth sinking into her as hetried to stay slent. His pam pressed even harder
over her mouth, smothering her wild moans until they finaly subsided into soft, breathlesssghs. And by
then, he was too wesk to have silenced her anyhow.

When hishand did away at last, she lay quiescent beneath him, dick with swest, gulping for ar as
franticaly ashedid, till holding him so closely she couldn't tell their thunderous heartbests apart.

Sheturned her head dightly. He shifted in the dark, and pressed hisforehead against hers.

After along moment, he breathed, “1 wish | could see you.”

* * % %

She had never known Ransom to be silent for so long when he wasn't actudly adeep. And she knew by
the rhythm of his breath and the occasional caresses he passed down her body that he was wide awake.

They lay together like spoons, her back againgt his chest, hisarms around her, the tickling hair and
velvety flesh of hisloins pressed intimately againgt her buttocks. Occasiondly he stroked a hand down
her hip and thigh, or leaned dightly forward to kiss her shoulder. Every so often, he rubbed hispam
acrossone of her breasts, squeezing gently, lightly tracing the areola. HEd kept her in this dreamy state of
semi-arousal for what seemed like hours. The dow burn he was creating, however, didn't distract her
fromamillion terrifying thoughts and fedings.

“How much longer?’ shefindly whispered, needing to say something, to hear him say something.

Shefdt the ever-so-dight tensing of thelong, lean, muscular body which lay pressed againgt her. He
shifted alittle to study thetiny patch of night sky outside the barred window overhead. The soldiers had
golen hiswatch, dong with admost everything ese.

“Another hour,” hesad, “hour and ahdf.”

Limp with pleasure, she practically purred when he smoothed his hard pam over her ssomach, paused
briefly at thetriangle of hair between her legs, and then massaged her hip.

| may dietonight. But it was amost impossible to be afraid when hisfingers teased her nipples, asthey
were doing now, or when they did away from her breastslike that to knead her neck and shoulders. Oh,
it was definitely impossible to think about fear when shefdt his soft kissesin her hair or on her back. She
pressed her bottom against him and closed her eyes.

But he was so quiet, so unusudly quiet. Was he, for once, as overwhelmed as she was by what had just
happened between them? Could he possibly be scared, too, for a change?

Everything insde her trembled when she thought about sex with Ransom. At its best, she had known sex
as apassionate, pleasurable act—until Ransom. With him, it was something more; and she was someone
more.

Shethought of hersalf struggling blindly with him on thisragged cot in thisstinking cdll, greedy and
shameless and eager. Hungry and yearning and torn apart by emotion. Pierced by tendernesswhen he
kissed her, eroticaly charged when he held her down and smothered her cries, soaring with pleasure and
power when he shuddered and trembled in her arms. Even now, she'd be so much more comfortable



pretending that she wasn't really that wildly emotional, abandoned woman. But she knew heéld never let
her pretend, and she couldn't dip away from him anonymoudy thistime.

Even now, sheld be so much more comfortable pretending it was al him, and nothing to do with her. But
she knew from the things he'd said tonight that this heat between them bewildered him, too. It wasn't just
him or just her; it wasthem.

She wasn't sure what she thought about that. What did it really mean? And why this man, who was so
different from everything she'd ever known or looked for in aman? He was irreverent and impertinent,
frequently ill-mannered, resentful of authority, contemptuous of courtesy, dismissive of elegance, and,
yes, cavalier about sex.

And what about the woman with whom it was*“over?’ Had it redly been “just sex” for her? Or had
Ransom broken her heart? No point in asking; even if he knew, she doubted held ever tell her.

She sghed restlesdy, wishing shefet in control of her reationship with Ransom, and somehow sensing
that her inability to control him was precisdy what made him so specid.

* * * %

Maddeinesrestless sigh cut through Ransom like aknife. Sheld been so silent for so long. Nothing but a
brief question about when they'd leave, and then that sigh.

Did shewant to dip away from him again?
The only thing he hated more than that thought was the heartache and panic he fdlt after thinking it.
Why thiswoman, dammit?

Y eah, the sex was incredible. No denying it. More incredible than before, which he wouldn't have
believed was possibleif he hadn't actually experienced it. It kind of scared him, because he was
honest—and experienced—enough to admit he'd probably never get over it. After this, nothing lse—no
other woman—uwould ever be enough again.

Fuck.
For amoment, he wished he'd never met her.

And then he buried hisfacein her fragrant hair and thanked fate and al the gods and dl hislucky stars
that he'd met her, and that he'd found her again after losing her.

But why her, dammit? Why thiselusive, arrogant, stubborn, and secretly vulnerable woman?Why this
woman, who was never impressed by the things that impressed other women, and who unfailingly zeroed
in on the things he least wanted her to notice?

Hed liketo pretend it was just the great sex they shared that enthralled him, but he was too honest for
that. It wasthe way hefdt after sex that redly terrified him.

Héll, he wasn't some heartless sonofabitch who fucked and forgot women. HEd never been the typeto
just roll over and fal adeep afterwards. And hed dwaysfet some kind of affection, or he wouldn't bein
bed with thewoman in thefirst place.

But he'd never felt so tender that histhroat hurt, so exposed and vulnerable that the wrong look or words
from his bedmate could crush him. Hed never before felt like held be happy to just lie here and hold her
forever. HEd never wanted to ask awoman everything about herself, and just listen to her pillow talk al



night long. HEd never fdt that held gladly give everything, including hislife, just to keep her ssfe—he,
who knew quite well what it meant to put hislife on theline for someone else.

Andwhile helay herefeding likethis, was she lying there wishing she could escape from him again?
God, he wanted a cigarette! But the soldiers had taken those away, too, after beating him senseless.

Thinking of the beating reminded him of his aches and pains. He was hurt worse than held admitted to
Maddeine. And dl of that hugging and heavy breething they'd done tonight hadn't helped hisribs any,
though he didn't regret amoment of it. He inhaled deeply and winced. Y eah, he was hurt, but not enough
to interfere with what he had to do tonight.

Made eine shifted restlesdy, digtracting him. Hisarm tightened involuntarily around her was, asif he
were afraid sheld try to disgppear on him again.

Likelagt time.
He suddenly had to know. He had to ask.

“Why...” He stopped cold, his chest aching. Shit. He ill couldn't say the words, couldn't ask. Not right
now. So he asked instead, “What are you thinking about?’

“| waswondering ... what your first nameis,” Madeeine said, changing her mind at the very last moment.
There were some things she just wasn't ready to ask, she redized sadly. Not now. Not when shefelt so
exposed and vulnerable that the wrong words could crush her.

Shefdt hispuff of laughter in her hair. “Not telling.”

“Comeon.”

“Noway.”

“BU—"

“Forget it. Sex hasn't made me that soft-headed.”

“Hmmph.” After amoment, she asked, “Have you ever been married?’
“Married?” he repested. She heard his surprise.

“Uhrhuh.”

“No. Obvioudy not.”

“There's nothing obvious about it.”

“If I'd ever gotten married, then I'd have awife now and | wouldn't bein bed with you—if we can call
thisthing abed.”

“Y ou could be divorced.”
“No, | couldnt,” he said dismissvely.
“Why not?’

“Becauseif | sworeto love, honor, and cherish awoman until | died, then that'swhat | would do.”



“People change,” she murmured, thinking of haf a dozen divorcing couples she knew. Sometimesit
seemed like she had merdly skipped her first marriage. “ And no one can seeinto the future.”

“That'strue. But | believe in kegping promises. And marriage is a pretty important promise.” He stroked
her hip. “When did Preston ask you to marry him?”

“About amonth ago,” she answered, surprised. “Why?’
“And you've been thinking it over ever sncethen, right?’
“| told you, I've decided not to—"

“What | meanis, you treated it serioudy.”

“Well, of course”

“Maybe you waited because you know marriageisnt like...” He searched for an example. “1sn't like your
ranch here. It's not something you keep whileit's convenient, and then get rid of one day becauseit's
become too much trouble.”

“My ranch!” She sat bolt upright, forgetting their discusson asthe redization hit her. “The Germang!”
“When arethey due?”’
“Tomorrow. Late morning, | think.”

“Depending on when the coup is announced, their flight may not even come into Montedora. And if it
does, they'll turn around and leave as soon as they redlize what's happening. Unlessthey'reidiots.” He
leaned hisforehead againgt her arm and added, “But | don't think they'll find out what's happened to you,
ether way.”

“My family will befrantic,” she sad, findly thinking about something beyond thiscell. “Y ours, too, |
imegine”

Shefelt him nod against her arm. Wondering at her emotions, she kissed hisforehead and stroked his
hair. Amidst her fear and uncertainty and—yes—arousal, she was aware of something strange and

surprising, something she hadn't thought about until now. That eterna sense of doneness, the hollow
burden she had carried dl her life, was missing. Gone. Vanished.

It wasn't just that he was with her now. She realized with amixture of fear and rdlief that, for better or
worse, Ransom redlly knew her. And no matter how uncomfortable and scary and potentialy painful that
was, it was aso, initsway, the most extraordinary fegling sheld ever known. However much it weakened
her in dedling with him, it gave her strength when she thought of everything else she must now face, if she
wasto survive.

“We're gonnamakeit,” he whispered, Stting up next to her. “1 promise.”

She wished she could see his expression, but the soft kiss he pressed to her cheek was warm and
reassuring. It gave her enough courage to push her fear aside and tease him.

“You promise?’ sherepeated. “Didn't you aso promise never to touch me again?’

“Oh, that was different,” he said easily, his hands moving over her boldly as he started pulling her back
down into the mattresswith him.



“Different how?’ She nuzzled him and redized he needed ashave.
“I waslying.”

She heard the laughter in his voice and amiled.

* k x %

Her body was still flushed with pleasure, her heart till trembling with tenderness as she pulled her clothes
on inthe dark. Strange that his extreme gentleness | eft her even weaker than his roughness had. Shaky
and distracted and confused, she tried to concentrate.

She sat down on the cot for amoment. Lying there, once again wearing his pants and shoes, he found her
hand.

“You candothis” hesaid.

“I candothis” She called upon years of sdf-discipline.
He squeezed her hand.

“Areyou ready?’ she asked.

“Yeah.” Assherosefrom the cot, he murmured, “ Take your time. Do it when you're ready.”

* * * %

Alvarez didn't like guarding prisoners, and he especidly didn't like working the night shift. Thiswasthe
dullest assignment in Doragua. And his new partner, Rivera, askinny kid from some obscure mountain
village, was as about asinteresting as overcooked rice. Instead of playing cards or talking about women,
Rivera used these dreary hoursto try to teach himself to read. Held gotten some silly-looking book from
thelocd mission last month, and he routingly spent these dull night-duty hours poring over it, squinting a
itspagesin the dim light given off by the overhead lamp. The only relief from the monotony was when the
kid drove Alvarez crazy by doing his reading exercises aoud.

Alvarez sighed and picked histeeth, trying to stay awake. He much preferred patrolling the streets,
especidly in daylight when the pretty girlswere out, shopping with their mamas or flirting with sngle men
(upon being transferred far away from hisfamily, Alvarez had prudently removed hiswedding ring).
However, without enough money or black market goods to pay the necessary bribes, he couldn't count
on getting the assgnment of his choice. So he was stuck guarding prisoners until his financesimproved.

Bored beyond measure, Alvarez got up and paced around the guardroom. Thiswas the hardest part of
the shift, these empty hours before dawn. No man was meant to be awake and working at this ungodly
timeof night.

He could amuse himself with that pretty blond woman locked up insde Cell Three tonight, he supposed.
When he had rdlieved Blanco from duty, Blanco had said the woman would be easy, if she could be
separated from the man.

Alvarez consdered it. No, he decided, it might be too risky. He wasn't worried about the American man
imprisoned with the woman, despite Blanco's warnings, Blanco was afool and acoward. Alvarez had
aready heard that the American had been too badly beaten during his arrest to cause any more trouble.
Upon seeing the prisoner before the sun went down, Alvarez redlized that it wastrue. There was apile of
bloody rags on the floor, adeep cut on the man'sforehead, and dark, ugly bruises forming on his
battered face and his naked torso. No, he wouldn't be hard to handleif Alvarez decided to take the
woman away from him.



But the Seguridores ... Alvarez dmost shivered. Though he had once shot someonefor caling him a
coward, he was honestly afraid of the Seguridores. Any sane man would be. And their ordersto him had
been very clear: the prisoners were not to be pestered or damaged. General Escal ante—Escalante

himsdl fl—expected to receive them in prime condition.

Evenif you didn't beat them, sometimesit was fun to goad prisoners; it was away to relieve the
boredom. But these were Escdante's prisoners. Special. Off-limits. And so Alvarez had |eft the heavy
stedl door closed, not even peeking at them through the little eye-level security flap. A couple of hours
ago, he'd heard the bedsprings squeaking a bit and wondered if the man was fucking the woman. He had
gotten up to look, but Rivera had timidly reminded him they were told not to bother the prisoners.
Alvarez had fdt like punching him, but he had sat back down, afraid the kid might cause trouble.
Anyhow, the squeaking was over dmost as soon as it began, and the man hadn't made any noise, so
maybe they weren't doing anything after al. The man was probably in too much pain to think about
screwing.

Stll, it seemed a shame to waste such a pretty woman. Someone ought to enjoy her tonight. She'd be
dead in afew days, anyhow. No one came out of Seguridore headquarters once they'd been taken
ingde.

But what if sheressted? What if he had to knock her around allittle? Women could be so difficult
sometimes. Would the Seguridores punish him if the woman got alittle damaged tonight? And what about
Rivera? Would the kid make trouble for him?

Alvarez was scratching himsdlf in indecision when the woman's screams erupted from insde the cdll. He
jumped like a scalded cat. Riveradropped his book. They looked at each other in confusion. The
woman kept screaming. Loud, horrified, avful screams.

Alvarez picked up the flashlight on the desk, went to Cell Three, and opened the security flap. It was, of
course, very dark insde the cell. He couldn't see anything. The woman's screams were piercing. He
started shouting at her to shut up. She came up to the door, still screaming. She babbled a himin English.
He shouted that he didn't understand. Shetried to say something in Spanish. Her Spanish was awful.
Riverawas hopping around behind him, demanding to know what waswrong. Findly, Alvarez heard a
recognizable word come out of the woman's mouth.

Muerto!
Dead!
The American man was dead?

Escdante's specia prisoner had died in their care? Alvarez felt his bowelsturn to water. Fear made him
want to vomit. The Seguridores wouldn't ask questions when they found out. No, they would smply
shoot him.

“What'll we do? Mother of God, he's dead! Oh, no, what'll we do?’ Rivera shouted.

It'snot fair, Alvarez thought desperately. | wasn't the one who beat him!

The woman kept screaming. Muerto! Muerto! Muerto!

Alvarez thought his head would explode. “He's not dead!” he snapped. “He can't bel”

“Y ou said he was badly besten!” Riverafretted. “Hedied! He died, and the Seguridores will blame ug!”



“He'snot dead! She'sjust astupid woman! Maybe he fainted or something.”
“They'll kill us” Riveracried. “ The Seguridoreswill kill ugl”

“Shut up!” Alvarez flashed hislight around the cell. He thought he saw the man lying on the bed. “1 can't
see! | can't see! Thisstupid woman isin theway! Do you speak any English?’

13 NO! ”
“How can wetell this stupid woman to get out of the way?’

Her Spanish wasimproving. She screamed, “Y ou killed him!” with bad grammar but unmistakable
meaning.

Alvarez wanted to throw up. He unholstered his Colt .45 and ordered Riverato unlock the cell door. A
moment later, he shoved the woman out of hisway, telling Riverato keep an eye on her. Sheflung hersalf
at thekid, screaming and weeping. Alvarez flashed hislight toward the bed. The man waslying there, il
and pale as degth.

Oh, God, oh, God, oh, Mother of God, blessed Virgin, please, please let it not be so, please, don't—

He saw the man move suddenly, but he never saw the blow that knocked him unconscious.

* * % %

Madel eine had managed to maneuver the second guard so that his back was to Ransom. Thiswasthe
part of the plan that Ransom hated. No matter how many timeshetimed it in hismind, it alwaysworked
out to eight seconds between the moment he made hisfirst move and the moment he reached the second
guard. And Madeleine was vulnerable for those eight seconds. Anything could happen.

But sheld done everything exactly as planned, and things went as smooth as glass. With his back to the

dark cell and Maddeineswell-feigned hysteriadistracting him, the second guard never redized until the
very last second that something had gone wrong. And then Ransom drove the butt of Alvarez's gun into
his head.

Madeleine's screams stopped abruptly. Ransom stripped the skinny guard of his shirt, holster, and gun,
threw him into the cell with Alvarez, and closed and locked the door.

“That worked like acharm,” he said, rather pleased.
“Oh, my God.”

She looked like she was going to be sick. “Not now,” hetold her, tossing her the cell door keys. “Check
the other cdlls, just in case someone dseislocked up in here”

Pd e and shaking, she did as ordered while he dipped into the skinny soldier's shirt and buckled on his
holster. He secured the Colt .45 to his sde, then searched the room for more weapons and ammunition,
al the while keeping his eye on the door. The guards had left two Russian AK 47slying cardessly against
the wall. Ransom took the loaded magazine out of one, stuffing it into his pocket, then grabbed the other
rifle. The desk yielded up afew useful items: more ammunition, another gun, and cigarettes. Ransom
smelled the packet as ardently asalover, then stuffed it in his pocket.

“Youre stealing their cigarettes?” Madeleine said disbdievingly, coming into the center of the room.
“They solemine,” he pointed out. “ Cdlsal empty?’



“yes”
“Here, takethis.” He handed her the gun held found inside the desk.

“What isit?’ Shedidn't reach out to take it from him.

“A Browning automatic. God only knowswho they stoleit from. It'sin good condition, though.”
“I don't want it.”

“Takeit,” hesad firmly. “If were separated, or if something happensto me, | don't want you to be
defensdess”

“Oh, God,” she muttered, taking the gun with an expression of profound loathing.

He gave her two extramagazines for it, both loaded. He showed her how to load and fire the gun, and
how the safety worked. “Don't am,” heingtructed. “ Just point it like you'd point your finger, and fire. Go
for thetorso.”

“Oh, God.”

Hetold her to stick the gun into her waistband, beneath her loose-fitting blouse. “ Don't let anyone see
you'vegot it.”

“Uh-huh.”

Though the guard held taken the shirt from was painfully skinny, hisill-fitting uniform was big enough for
Ransom everywhere except the shoulders. Considering the time and risk involved, Ransom had opted
againg taking the man's pants. Anyhow, his own were so filthy asto be unidentifiable as civilian trousers,
especidly in the dark. And athough Madeleine's once-expensive shirt and pants were not the usua
costume for women in rural Montedora, they were now o filthy and wrinkled that they shouldn't draw
undue attention to her. Unfortunately, her lovely flaxen hair still shone like abeacon. Before darming the
guards, she had pocketed the least blood-stained portion of his shirt which she could salvage. He
watched with agrimace as she now pulled it out and tied it over her hair like ascarf. He hel ped her tuck

in stray wisps.
“Well?" she asked.

“Keep your eyes down, they're too blue.” He frowned. “Y ou're too fair-skinned, but hopefully no one
will redly notice, if we stay in the shadows.”

Ransom covered his own golden-brown hair with asoldier's cap. His tan and hisfive o'clock shadow
minimized hisforeign appearance, and his green eyeswere at least less unusua down here than
Madeleine's blue ones. If seen, they hoped to be mistaken for a grubby soldier who had sneaked a
woman into the compound and was now trying to sneak her back out. It was aweak disguise, but the
best they could manage under the circumstances. Ransom reminded her that they should stay completely
out of sight, if possible.

She nodded. He could see the tension in her expression and gestures. She was being very brave. He
would give anything to spare her this.

“You can do this.” He kept hisvoice hard.

“I can dothis.” Her voice was threaded with steely determination. “Are you ready?’



“Yeah. Let'sgo.”

Heturned out the light, then cracked open the door. They needed to move fast now, to dip away before
the imprisoned guards woke up and started shouting down into the courtyard. Men al responded
differently to physical damage, so Ransom didn't know if they had five minutes or an hour.

Therewasno onein the dimly lighted hallway.
“Okay,” he whispered. “Now.”

Hetook her hand and led her quickly down the corridor. Following the route she had taken while
Ransom's unconscious body was dragged behind Madeleine hours ago, they turned into amain artery
and continued past a set of windows. They flattened themselves against onewall, hugging the shadows
and scarcely breathing, when asoldier on guard duty strolled past them near the stairwell. When he
disappeared round a corner, they silently descended the steps.

When they reached the main floor, the darm went off, screeching wildly al around them.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Madeleine's heart stopped. She thought she'd die on the spot. She dmost hoped sheld die, because living
was gpparently about to become incredibly awful.

Ransom dragged her againgt awall and froze in the shadows again. Half adozen soldiers came rushing
toward them from different directions.

Thisisit, my God, thisisthe end.

The darm wailed overhead. Men shouted from every direction. There were heavy footsteps on the stairs
above. A half-naked man appeared out of nowhere and ran right past them.

Maddeinesterror was So grest that it took her amoment to realize: he had run right past them. But
surely he had noticed them? They had been caught in the worst possible place, with nothing to hide
behind.

Ransom's grip tightened on her. She sensed his confusion as three more soldiers dashed up the stairs
without even glancing at them.

Theroar of activity increased, and they heard Srenswailing outside the building, too.
“Jesus,” Ransom murmured. He stepped away from thewall. “ Stay here.”
“No! Where are you—"

She stopped speaking as another soldier nearly knocked Ransom over. He barked an order at Ransom,
shoved him, and raced past him.

Ransom turned, grabbed Madd eine's hand, and started heading down the hall. “It'snot us,” he said
exultantly.

“What isit, then?’
“Who the hell knows? God, we're lucky, Maddie!”



She didn't need to ask why. The generd confusion was growing in legps and bounds, and no one could
gpare them more than a brief, baffled glance. They passed severd closed doors and turned into the small
security areathrough which they had origindly entered this building. Chaos reigned. Whatever was
wrong, it was clearly something overwhelming. Nearly a dozen men roamed around, al shouting orders
and explanations. Only a couple of them were fully dressed.

“Doristasl” someone screamed. “Doristas!”

They heard distant gunfire. A few people threw themselvesto the floor, earning the open contempt of
their colleagues.

Ransom's breath caught sharply as he steered Madel eine away from the crowd and into another corridor.
“Dorigtas are attacking!”

“Thegarrison?’

“Probably the district governor's mansion,” Ransom guessed. “It's an easy target, and those shots
sounded pretty distant. The army will have to go defend it. But once this place isthree-quarters empty,
the Doristas may attack it, too.”

“All the more reason to leave.” It was ill prudent to avoid people, too, since Ransom now risked being
suddenly pressed into service with the Montedoran army, if histhin disguise held up in the confusion.

Two soldiers guarded a door near the end of this corridor. They were so agitated they scarcely noticed
Ransom and Made eine approaching. She thought they'd be able to get past these men without much
trouble, especialy if they acted their partswell.

The door the men were guarding opened suddenly. Captain M orena stepped into the hallway. And
looked right at Madeleine and Ransom.

Helost one crucia second when he stared at them in shock. Madeleine never saw what happened next.
She was suddenly kissing the floor, her legs having been kicked out from undernegth her. Therewas
some grunting, and afew nasty smacking and cracking sounds. The AK 47 Ransom had been carrying
hit the floor and skittered away. Morena shouted something. Madeleine raised her head off thefloor. A
limp body flopped down next to hers. She nearly wept with relief to see it wasn't Ransom. She heard
more grunting. Sheer ingtinct made her roll away just moments before four feet shuffled across the spot
where she'd been lying. Her gaze fastened on Morena’s leg as she heard a bone break in someone's
body. A man fdl to the ground screaming at the very moment Morenadrew the familiar, engraved
Bodyguard from its ankle holster.

“Nol” she screamed.

Everything suddenly came into such sharp focus it made her eyes hurt. Ransom whirled and stepped
between Maddeine and Morena. Then he saw the gun and stopped cold.

“Oh, God,” Maddeine babbled, “no, please, no, please, don't!”

Morenawas panting. Ransom didn't even seem to be breathing. Madeeine was choking with terror.
“I would like to ask how you got out,” Morenasaid breathlesdly.

“Please, I'll go back to my cell,” Madeleine begged. “Please don't hurt him.”

“But I'm too busy right now,” Morena concluded with dreadful findity.



Ransom moved. Madeleine screamed. Morena squeezed the trigger.
And nothing happened.

Thelook of utter astonishment on Morena's face was comical. But Madeleine didn't fed like laughing as
Ransom rammed the captain's head into the wall. She stared in numbed silence as Ransom bent over the
unconscious body and took his gun back from Morena

“Comeon.” He hauled her to her feet and dragged her down the corridor.

“Thegundidnt fire,” she croaked. “It didn' fire.”

“Therés got to be another way out of this place.” He shied away from a passing group of soldiers.
“Thegundidntfire” Sheld never get over it. Hewas dive. All because his own gun didn't work.

“Did you see any other entrance when they brought us here?’ He took her by the shoulders and shook
her. “Come on, Maddie. Think.”

“No, no, no...” Her teeth snapped together on her tongue. The sting of pain avoke her brain. Shetried to
pull herself together. Hewasright. She must think. “Therésa...amain ... | don't know ... reception
areq, | guess. Thefront of the building. We went past it when they brought us here. Big pillars.”

“Do we go through the courtyard?’

“No! Um, no...” Shetried to orient hersdlf. “We're on the ... on the right side of the building now. If we
keep going that way, we should parallel the courtyard and come to the front entrance.”

“Good.” Hiskisswasbrief and hard. “ Good girl.”

He turned and ran, taking her with him. The few people they passed in thiswing of the building were too
frantic to notice them. When they reached the vast reception hall she had described, there were more
than thirty people milling around. Ransom ignored the orders that someone shouted at him. He had
dropped the AK 47 during the scuffle with Morenas men, not wanting to bring the house down around
hisearsby firing it if hedidn't have to. Now someone else ran right into him, screamed at him to go get
his fucking rifle, and brushed past Madd eine.

They emerged from the building onto a sweeping driveway with awell-tended lawn. Lights blazed all
around them. Overloaded military vehicles hurled past them, hurrying toward the front gates, which lay
wide open for the men and machines pouring out of the compound.

“Can wemakeit without getting shot?’ Madd eine asked, following Ransom's gaze.

“They're worried about rebels coming in, rather than people going out. Let'sjust try to get lost inthe
crowd.”

She couldn't believe how easy it was. An hour ago, she had haf-expected to die trying to escape from
here. They had plotted and planned down to the last possible detail. And now none of it was needed.
They smply shuffled into acrowd of frightened, deep-drugged, poorly prepared soldierswho hardly
noticed them, and dipped past the front gates.

Maddene's heart pounded. Free. They were free! Now they just needed to get away from these
soldiers.

A shdl went off in the street, sending everyone scattering. Ransom drew her against the side of a



dilgpidated building for amoment, and then they were off and running. The additiona fear of being killed
by rebd firelent wingsto her fegt, and she needed no urging to race madly through the uneven, muddy
dreets.

They didn't stop for breath until they were beyond the town. Gasping for air, Madeleine asked, “Where
do we go now?’

“The pension,” Ransom decided. “Well need whatever help they can give us. We haven't got much
chance of surviving if wejust wander off.”

Madeeine doubted the Gutierrez family would be thrilled to see two fugitives on their doorstep,
particularly since the army and the Seguridores were likely to start looking for them there once things
quieted down. However, Ransom was right; they needed whatever help they could convince the senor to
give them. They quietly approached the inn, keeping an eye out for Stray soldiers and Doristas. After
Ransom had circled the pension and satisfied himsdlf that it wasn't about to be ambushed, he and

Made eine climbed the steps of the veranda and went inside without ceremony.

The building was completely dark. Ransom reached for alight switch at the same moment that someone
told them in terse Spanish not to move. Madeleinefelt the cold barrel of a shotgun pressed againgt her
neck.

“Uh, Ransom...” shesaid in acarefully controlled voice.
“Senor Gutierrez, it'sus,” Ransom said quietly. “Los americanos.”
“Losamericanos?”’

Someone turned on aflashlight and pointed it at them. Then the senor cried with relief, “Los
americanog”

Madeleine found she had underestimated the courage of ordinary people. The senor and hisfamily gave
her and Ransom awarm welcome, apparently as happy as they were surprised to seethem dive and
well. She had aso underestimated the honesty of such poor people. They assured her that her and
Ransom's belongingswere dl intact upstairs. And she knew it would have been as safe for the senor to
stedl from them asit had been for the soldiers.

Ransom told Madeleine to go to upstairs and get clean clothes for both of them, hislittle twelve-band
radio, his spare bullets, dl the money she could find, and—for some mysterious reason—his necktie.
And hetold her to doit quickly. They had to be out of here in twenty minutes, he inssted, no more.

“If the army are able to beat back the rebels, then they'll redize by dawn that we're gone, so we need to
befar away by then,” he said. “If they can't beat them back, then we could get caught in the middle of a
long drawn-out battle here. Weve got to get out of the areawhile everyones still running around like
chickenswithout their heads.”

“Twenty minutes,” Madeeine agreed, taking aflashlight and heading upgtairs.

By the time she came back downgtairs, Ransom had collected food and water for their journey, chosen a
route, and made an offer on Senor Gutierrez's ancient motor scoote.

“A motor scooter?” Madeleine said dubioudly.

“Hewon' sell mehistruck. | tried. He needsit too much. How much money have we got?’



“Between us ... About one thousand dollarsin travellers checks, another thousand dollarsin cash, and
about five hundred dollars worth of Montedoran pesos.”

“I love awoman who comes prepared,” Ransom said. Most of the money was hers. “Let'stry to
conserve the cash. Travellers checksare apain in the ass at the best of timesin Montedora, and without
our passports...”

Madeleine nodded and waited impatiently while Ransom tried to convince Senor Gutierrez to accept
travellers checksinstead of cash for the motor scooter. Even the big banks in Montedora City took up
to two hoursto cash atravellers check, and there were frequently problems; it was much worsein the
provinces. And short of locating and using the black market, which would be pretty risky for foreign
fugitives, Madd einefigured there was no way she and Ransom could cash thetravellers' checks without
identification. Bank services would probably be suspended for awhile, anyhow, considering the current
gtuation.

My God, she suddenly thought, will we survivethis?

Y esterday, Montedora had been an unstable country with internal unrest; now it was on the brink of civil
war. Things had happened so quickly she couldn't processit. Veracruz had been quietly overthrown by a
madman, and the Doristas were at this very moment launching their most ambitious attack to date.

What will happen to us? How will we get out of here?
She clenched her teeth and tried to repress the wild voice of fear dhrilling inside her skull.
Ransom will know what to do. He dways knows.

She twisted her hands together, somach churning, steeling hersdf not to flinch at every sound of distant
combat while Ransom haggled with the senor. Soldiers could come and occupy the building at any
moment. Doristas could swarm into thisend of Doraguain just seconds. The gunfire sounded alittle
closer now.

Come on, come on, come on.
“Es0 bagta,” Ransom said with conviction.

Senor Gutierrez didn't think the offer was enough, though, and the haggling continued. Madel eine ground
her teeth together. She was serioudy considering kicking both men by the time they finally agreed ona
price and shook hands.

“Well?" she prodded.
“One hundred dollarsin cash, and five hundred in travellers checks,” Ransom told her. “ Start Sgning.”
“What?" Maddene's eyesbulged. “1 could buy aticket homefor that!”

“Not a this particular moment, you couldn't,” Ransom pointed out. “He says, quite rightly, that the
travellers checksare likely to be usdessto him.”

“But ... Oh, the hell withit!” She pulled out her checks and started signing.

“Be sureto write your passport information on the back,” Ransom trandated for Senor Gutierrez. “Just in

“I'will, I will. Tell him to go get the motor scooter ready, and to make sureit'sfull of gas. And to give us



ajug of extragas, too.” She glanced up and said, “What are you grinning at?’
“You. You're garting to sound more like yoursdlf, milady.”

She glared a him briefly, then signed more checks. He went into the kitchen to quickly wash up and dip
into his clean clothes. When he came back, his shirt tails hung outside of hiskhaki pants. The Colt .45
was stuck through his belt and concedled by the billowing shirt. His necktie was nowherein sight, she
noted with sartorid rdief. He suggested she go change while he loaded their few possessions onto the
scooter and made sure it was ready to go.

Once briskly washed and restored to some semblance of her usud salf, Madeleinetied aclean silk scarf
over her blonde hair, stuffed most of their money into her underwear, and went outside to find Ransom.
She heard a sudden explosion in the distance and resisted the impulse to cower and hide. She forced
hersdlf to keep moving. They had to get away. She rounded the corner of the inn and found Ransom
warming up the scooter and talking with Senor Gutierrez.

She stopped and stared. “Y ou just bought that for six hundred dollars?’

“It'ssturdier than it looks,” Ransom said. “ Come on, get on behind me.”

“Y ou paid sx hundred American dollarsfor that?’

“Yourich peopleredly day me.” He shook his head and asked, “ Does the money matter so much?’
“Y ou've been had, Ransom.”

“Need | remind you that we didn't have time to shop around?’

“Next time we buy something, I'll do the bargaining.”

“Your Spanishislousy.”

“But it's better than your business sense”

Hesghed. “1 will gladly fight about thiswith you later, okay? But for now, can we please concentrate on
escaping?’

He had apoint. She climbed on behind him. The seat was hard and narrow, and the little motor scooter
scarcely seemed big enough to carry the two of them. Senor Gutierrez took her hand and wished her a
safe journey. She supposed he had no reason to fed guilty; if thetravellers checksturned out to be
uselessto him, then the cash price they had paid might not even cover the cost of areplacement. HEd
taken agamble tonight, in more ways than one. If the army or the Seguridores came back here, Gutierrez
would claim that Madel eine and Ransom had threatened the family a gunpoint, then stolen the scooter
and other supplies. But there was no guarantee that he'd be believed. And even if he was believed, there
was gtill no guarantee that the soldiers wouldn't take out their frustrations on him anyhow.

So Maddeine returned the old man's grip with afirm squeeze and heartfdt thanks. Then she hung onto
Ransom as the motor scooter rolled unsteadily into the muddy road.

Ransom turned away from the town and the battle, going back aong the road they had originally taken
into Doragua. How long ago that now seemed; so much had happened since then. Not the least of which,
she mused, was the change in her relationship with Ransom. Well, there was nothing like imminent desth
to break down socia redtrictions, inhibitions, and good intentions, she supposed wryly.



And they weren't safe yet, she acknowledged, asthey fled into the dark night of the Montedoran jungle.

* k% k %

They'd been on the road for about twenty minutes when they came to a stretch of such vast, muddy holes
that even the little motor scooter couldn't safely skirt them. Ransom stopped the sputtering motor, and
they got off and walked, pushing the scooter along the very edge of the jungle.

The absence of human habitation and the canopy of trees made it very dark here. Ransom had turned off
the scooter's headlight to conserve the battery, and Madeleine stumbled aong wearily, unable to see
where she was going.

Thejunglewasfull of noises at night, noises she had never before noticed or serioudy thought about.
Shrieks, screams, grumbles, rumbling, shuffling, scurrying, and snapping. Increasingly uneasy, she edged
closer to Ransom.

“You all right?" he asked softly, keeping up afast pace as he pushed the motor scooter.

“Nerves” she admitted.

“Still got your gun?’

That didn't help her nerves. “Yes” Shefdt theweight of it in the smdl of her back, tucked into her belt.

A sudden scomping on their right made them both jump. Then Ransom said, “ Just an animd. Running
away.”

“A very ... biganima, do you think?’

“Nah. Mogt of the big animals are extinct, very rare, or too smart to come near people. Nobody in
Montedora has ever opened up anature reserve, you know; they shot most of their wildlife years ago.
Therest of it hides deep in the jungles and mountains.”

The chattering of amonkey made her jump again. “ Are you sure?’
“Monkeyswon't bother you,” he said camly.

She suspected he didn't know what he was talking about and was just trying to reassure her. So she
changed the subject. “Where are we going?’

“Wall...” She heard his sigh and redlized he had been thinking about this non-stop. “We can't reach the
western border unless we go back through Doragua, so that's out. Besides, it's probably too far away,
and we'd have to cross too much open territory to get there.”

“Okay.” She consdered their other options. “And aslong as Escalante isin control of Montedora City, |
suppose we can't go back there.”

“Right. And since there's no border there, there's nothing for us there anyhow. We can't fly out of the
airport without passports.”

“Can we cross a border without passports, though?’

“I figure well have to snesk past the Montedoran border guards, then fling ourselves on the mercy of
gther the Brazilians—’

“Tothenorth.”



“Or the Argentines.”

“To the south.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Meaning we have to go through the mountains, one direction or another.” It wouldn't be easy.
“LasLunasor LasVerdes. | favor going south.”

“LasVerdes” shesad. “Bandits.”

“I know.” She could hear that he was ill wrestling with this problem, looking for another dternative.
“But the Dorigtas are based in the Luna Mountains. Even before tonight, those mountains were thick with
army patrols searching for Dorista groups. After tonight, it'll be awarzone.”

“What about the Verde Mountains?’

“Banditry isaconcern, but it'san old story in those hills. The army may even divert some of their forces
from there to fight the Doristas, and since we want to avoid thearmy...”

“| see.” Shethought about his prediction. More troops sent to fight the Doristas?“ Y ou think this attack
tonight isthe sart of acivil war?’

“Yes, Maddie,” he admitted reluctantly. “That'swhat | think.”

“Oh.” She stepped in some mud. He caught her arm before she could fall. Abandoning her pride, she
dumped againgt him, her arms around his neck, her belly pressed againgt him despite the discomfort of
his gun poking into her abdomen.

“I hope I'mwrong,” hemurmured againgt her hair, holding her tightly with onearm.
“But you don't think s0.”

“No,” heagreed. “And it'll only get worse when the country finds out Escalante has staged a coup. The
Seguridores will have even more power than ever, the army will split up into factions with divided
loydties, and the rebelswill see achance that may never come again.”

“But didn't Escalante guess thiswould happen?’

Ransom shook his head. “He must have underestimated the Doristas strength. No one knows for sure
how many of them there are, how much support they have, or how well armed they are. Until tonight, I'd
have said they weren't ready to attack atown with an army garrison.”

“Civil war,” she repeated, frightened. Their fate was even more uncertain than it had been afew hours
ago. If the country was plunged into chaos, there wouldn't even be anyone for her father, or Marino, or
even the State Department to contact about their disappearance. She ground her teeth and sought some
messure of courage. “All right,” she said at last, drawing away from Ransom. “All right. We go south.
Through Las Verdes. To the Argentine border.”

Shefdt him reach up to touch her cheek. Then he turned and started pushing the scooter forward again.
His voice was dightly husky when he spoke. “We should stay off the main roads, so well belesslikdy to
encounter military checkpoints.”

1] Ri gl,]t-”



“A few more miles down thisroad, well cometo a crossroads. According to Gutierrez, we can head
south from there.”

“Doyouthink...”

“What?’ he prodded.

“I waswondering if we might have any luck after sun-up. Finding atelephone, | mean.”
“Tocdl the States?”

“yes”

“It'sworth atry. | don't think anyone can help us much while were here, but maybe they could make
things easier for uswhen we reach the border.”

“What about trying the US Embassy here?’ she asked.

“Wed have to go back to Montedora City to get to the embassy,” he pointed out. “ Or call them and
then find some place to hide while we waited for them to pick us up and try to sneak us back to the
embassy for asylum—or out of the country somehow—if they don't evacuate as soon asthey redize
what's happening. Escalante hates Americans so much that the embassy staff may be no safer than we
are by thistime tomorrow.”

It didn't sound any more promising than their heading for the border on their own, so shelet it drop.

He added after amoment, “ There must be Catholic missions out here, Red Cross workers, flocks of
foreign journdists, UN observers... if only we could find out where.”

“| take it Gutierrez had no idea?’
“No. He only knew of one Catholic mission, right in Doragua.”
“Oh.”

Shetried to keep the fear out of her voice. She wanted him to respect her. He didn't need ahysterical
client on hishands. And his honesty about their Situation meant alot to her, because she knew he didn't
liketdling her dl thisany more than sheliked hearingit.

Walking through the dark, they suddenly seemed terribly, terribly alonein the world.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Helooked terrible in the daylight. He needed a shave, one eye was blackened, his jaw was bruised and a
little swollen, and the cut on hisforehead stood out angrily. Since Madeleine's own cut feet and scraped
kneeswere now feding the unpleasant sting of infection, thanksto filth and the prolific bacteria of this hat,
humid climate, she decided that they must buy some antiseptic today. That cut on hisforehead |ooked
bad enough without becoming infected, too.

Ransom's eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot. His hair was more unkempt than usual, and she could
tell by theway he held himself that hisribs hurt. How this man had made passonate love to
her—twice—after the beating he'd taken baffled her.

She added aspirin or some other mild form of painkiller to the mental grocery list she was preparing.



Considering how much cash they were carrying, shopping shouldn't be a problem when they findly
reached atown. Whether the supplies she wanted would be avail able was another matter.

Bottled water was high on her list of requirements. They were drinking sparingly, but they'd need more
than the single bottle they'd taken with them upon fleeing Doragua. They obvioudy mustin't drink from
rivers and ponds, and she was a so reluctant to risk amoebic dysentery or worse by drinking untreated
water from pumps and wells. But plenty of drinking water was essentid in this climate. Dehydration could
st infadt, and it would weaken them more than anything they had so far endured.

The scooter labored dowly asit carried them up into the Verde Mountains. Listening to it squeal and
grind, Maddleine wondered how long the sorry-looking thing would last; and would they walk the rest of
the way to Argentina after it died on them?

When they reached aridge overlooking avillage, Ransom drew the scooter to ahalt and stared down at
the town.

“We need to buy somethings,” Maddene said ingtantly, getting straight down to business. “Water, some
kind of antiseptic, agpirin or something for you—"

“| don't need—"

“Yes, youdo,” sheinsgted. “More gasoline, aflashlight, jackets or ponchos or something, sinceit'll get
colder at night now that we're higher up—"

“Jesus, you'd think they had a K-Mart down in that village. Anything else on your shopping list, milady?’
“Food. I'm hungry.”

“Soam|,” headmitted.

“So what arewe waiting for? Let'sgo.”

Hedidn't start the motor again, just kept staring down at the village. Something was worrying him.
“What isit?’ she asked at last.

“I don't know.” He shrugged. “Maybe it just seemstoo quiet, after everything else we've seen. Stay close
to me, keep your gun handy, don't talk to strangers, keep your eyes open, and don't leave the scooter
done”

“Anything dls?

He didn't answer her. Instead, he pulled the stolen Colt .45 out of his belt and checked it. The he bent
over and checked the engraved .38 which was concealed benegath his pant leg, strapped to his
ankle—she saw with amused surprise—by hiswine-colored necktie.

“Why are you even bothering with that gun?’ she asked impatiently. “It's pretty, but it's broken,
Ransom.”

“No, it'snot.”
“But it didn't fire when Morenatried to shoot you!”

“It'smy back-up gun,” he said absently, tightening the makeshift ankle holster. * For when things go
wrong. I'm not going to carry aback-up gun that can be used on me.”



“| don't understand.”

He gripped the barrel of the gunin hisright hand. “Thering,” he said crypticaly. She glanced briefly at
the ample ring she had noticed before, remembering that he had first worn it after arming himsdlf a the
Montedoran airport.

“Thering?" sherepeated blankly.

“I had aMagna-Trigger safety ingtalled on thisrevolver. 1t only fires when the user iswearing a specia
magnetic ring.”

She stared a him. “Y ou're putting me on.”

He grinned at her expression. “No. It's something built into the grip. Customized.”

“It sounds like some toy on the back of acereal box.”

“It saved my lifelast night,” he pointed out.

She sobered as sheredlized how truethat was. “Yes. Yes, it did.” She stared at the ornate little gun with
new respect. “My God, Ransom, | thought 1'd die on the spot when he pulled that trigger.”

“I thought you thought I'd die on the spot.”
“Wdll ... despite our persond differences, I'm rather glad you didn't,” she admitted.
“Aw, now don't go al mushy on me, Maddie,” he chided wryly.

Their eyes met, and shewas glad to see him look briefly amused and energized. Shefelt asudden
impulseto kisshim, to lavish alittle affection on him. It was an unfamiliar urge, outside of her norma
range of emotiona expression. She was a reserved woman—or had been, until she met him. And shefdt
... shy, too. They'd been sexudlly intimate, true, but their strange relationship hadn't provided for the usua
physical contact most couples experience before they start having sex—casud kisses, hand holding,
snuggling, discreet caresses. She suddenly felt as shy about touching him as she would about taking off
her clothesright then and there. And with Ransom, one thing tended to lead to the other so quickly...

Redlizing the silence between them was thickening, shefindly said coolly, “Y ou're not planning to shoot
anyonethismorning, areyou?’

“It wouldn't be my first choice, no.” His smile had disappeared and his expression was blank and
unreadable. “Remember what | said and stay out of trouble.”

“Uh-huh.”

* * * %

Strangersin atiny, isolated village like this couldn't avoid attracting attention. The way the men ogled
Madeeine bothered Ransom even more than the fact that they'd definitely remember the two of them if
any Seguridores came by to ask about the missing americanos. Even in the sengible shirt and dacks she
was wearing, with ascarf covering her glorious moon-spun hair, Madeleine looked as out of place here
as an orchid among weeds. Nothing could hide the sculpted el egance of her face, the fairness of her skin,
or her unconscioudy aristocratic manner.

It was the same manner which had automatically clicked into place the moment he had thought about
kissing her while they were sitting on the scooter and overlooking this village an hour ago. Damn her, she



didn't need to disappear in order to dip away from him. She was doing it even now.

He knew she needed him too much to go back to their former, hostile relationship. Anyhow, they knew
each other too well now. Even when he didn't like her, he till liked her (for al the sense that made), and
he had afeding sherather liked him, too. But her ladyship was apparently regretting that she had
succumbed to her anguished last-med mentality before facing desth last night and had had sex with him
again. Redly shamdess, wild, animdigtic, mind-blowing sex. At firg; later, it had been so tender and
gentle he had trembled like avirgin discovering passion for thefirst time.

Shit. He knew he shouldn't have done it. He knew it even while he was doing it. He'd recognized her
mental state. She wasn't trained to face Stuationslike last night, and he was. She had lost dl judgement
by the time they reached for each other. His judgement had been perfectly intact, and he never even once
suggested she might want to look before she legpt.

Hisfather had dwayswarned him that sooner or later you pay for everything, and the old man wasright,
asusud. Because now Ransom was going to pay al over again for deeping with that damned woman.
And he wasn't gentlemanly enough to endure thistorture with good grace, either. Why the hell couldn't
Madeleine just drive some other man crazy when she had these emotiond crises, and leave him aone?

Of coursg, like the dog in the manger, he'd kill any other man who tried to touch her when she was
fedling weak and irrational—or even strong and rationd. Y eah, held il like to get his hands on her
fiance, he admitted to himsdlf. Ex-fiance. Never-was-fiance. Christ, Ransom thought with redoubled
irritation, that poor schmuck was probably as hopelessy bewildered by Madeleine as he was. Maybe he
should just let these horny Montedoran villagers have her.

Recognizing that he was being atrifle bad-tempered, Ransom pulled out the money Madeleine had given
him, paid for the supplies he had been able to gather in this pitifully poor town, and carried them back to
where Madeleine waited in the road with the scooter. He was fedling the full effects of yesterday's
beating now, and the ache which began in histoes and continued straight up through hisbody until it
reached thetips of hishair didn't improve hisrapidly deteriorating mood. Nor did the frustrations of the
Montedoran telephone system. He hadn't been able to get a phone cal through to Montedora City, let
aonethe USA. It didn't surprise him, since rumors were aready spreading through thisisolated village
that there wasfighting in the capital today. No one seemed to know any more than that, though.

He was scared. Gut-churning scared. Right now, there was no one in the whole world but him to protect
Maddeine. If anything happened to him, shed be done and hel pless here. At the rate they were going, he
couldn't get her across the border for two more days. God, if anything happened to her ... He couldn't
even let himsdf think about that, any more than he could afford to let himsaf wonder what was going on
in her mind right now when she thought about last night. And he knew she thought about it. He could see
her thinking about it.

Dammit, he had to stay focused. Hed never lost hisfocus before meeting Madeeine. But now, when it
mattered more than it ever had before, emotion was clouding his judgement and dulling hisingtincts. He
must concentrate and keep her safe.

Tired and in pain, hungry and thirsty, frightened and afraid of hisfear, and feding rgected by the one
woman who could redly make it hurt, he was spoiling for afight by the time he reached the scooter and
met Maddeine's gppraising gaze. Gritting histeeth with growing fury, he slently dared thisimpossible
woman to make just one comment about the supplies he'd scrounged up, and hed—

“Whiskey?’' she said dishelievingly. “Isthisyour ideaof an antiseptic? And what about bottled water?
And wheres—"



“No onein thistown would waste haf aweek's pay on abottle of water when they can get it from a
pump,” Ransom snapped, pointing to a public pump thirty feet away. “Even if some trucking company
was stupid enough to haul bottled water out to such agodforsaken spot. And | couldn't find any
antiseptic ether, milady, but whiskey will do. If you're going to keep nagging, I'll want a<tiff drink every
S0 often, anyhow.”

“Water from apump?’ she said doubtfully.
“It'sthat, or do without.”

With reluctance written al over her face, she handed him their two water bottles and said, “Well, then go
ahead and fill them.”

“What am |, abutler?” He found her unguarded reaction to this savo very satisfying. “Youfill it. I've got
to get gasfor the scooter.”

“Very well.” Madeleine made sure her tone positively froze the air around them as she took the bottles
back from Ransom. “Go on, then. I'll meet you at the gas pumps.”

Helooked over his shoulder. The pumps were at the other end of the village. She could see doubt creep
in as he consdered it; he had tried to keep her in Sight the entire hour they'd been here.

“Goon,” she prodded. “Exercise your vile temper on someone else for achange.” Sheturned her back
on his scowling face before she gave into the temptation to kick him. God, he could be aggravating when
he wanted to be!

“Don't belong,” he ordered.
She didn't even acknowledge that she'd heard him.

Half thevillage, it seemed, turned out to watch her use their pump. She apparently made afascinating
gpectacle as shefilled her bottles. Not so fascinating that they let her do it for free, however. After getting
her water, she was informed that there would be afive dollar charge, snce she was not alocal taxpayer.
Recognizing this strategy from many meetings with corporate sharks, Madel eine bargained the
self-appointed loca “water officia” down to about thirty cents worth of Montedoran pesos.

Having concluded her business, she started walking toward the gas pumps at the other end of the village.
Two young men got in her way. She held her head high and tried to walk past them. They blocked her
path again. Using her best glare, she frodtily told them to get out of her way. They grinned, one of them
reveding surprisingly good teeth; the other was missng two teeth. The women and children who'd been
dogging her hed's drew back. The men who'd been ogling her now watched with tense interest. She
suddenly sensed what had been bothering Ransom when they rode into this village, what was apparently
bothering him till. People here were not like people in Doragua. Oh, there were some curious,
good-natured women and children; but there was strong, seething hostility among the men. And for eons
beyond counting, men had expressed hogtility toward women with sexud violence.

Madeleine was suddenly afraid.

Could Ransom hear her if she screamed? Would screaming be the wrong thing to do? Would it escalate
agtuation which could somehow be diffused? Ruthlesdy suppressing her fear, she once again told the
two men to let her pass.

They laughed, which made her belly clench. Then, to her relief, she saw Ransom coming toward them,
riding the scooter along the muddy road. She took a deep breath and waited, refusing to let herself back



away when one of the men moved in on her. Backing away from abully just encouraged him to come
closer, shetold hersdlf, hoping she was right. He was awfully close by now.

The scooter stopped. Ransom got off and came up to Madeleine, his posture relaxed, his attitude casual.
“Problems?’ he asked.

“I wasjust coming to find you,” she said, hating the breathless quality she could hear in her own voice.
“Shdl we go then?’

“Yes.” She cradled the bottles against her chest.

When hetook her free hand, shefdt al the tension that he was hiding from everyone dse. He stared
down her two would-be assailants and courteoudy asked if there was something they wished to discuss
with him.

Therewas.
Changing tactics, they now said they wanted his scooter.

Keeping histone and manner pleasant, Ransom told them that it wasn't for sale. In English, he quietly told
Madeeineto get on the scooter and be ready to go. Feeling like she might be sick a any moment, she
followed hisingructions.

The confrontation became more ind stent. Madel eine had trouble following the particulars, but she caught
the gist of it. The young men claimed the scooter was clearly the property of alocd, just as Ransom was
clearly foreign. He must have stolen it, they said. They would take it back to itsrightful owner.

Madd eine listened with growing dreed, silently begging God not to let the rest of the village get involved
inthis scene. As pitiful asthe scooter was, she and Ransom would be lost without it. Besides, it was
obvious that the scooter wasn't the redl issue. These men were smply probing for asign of wesknessin
Ransom; if they found one, they'd descend like ravening wolves. And she and Ransom had no hope of
escaping an angry mob dive—unlessthey shot some of them, which she couldn't imagine doing.

For one awful moment, the more aggressive of the two men seemed ready to fight. He stood
nose-to-nose and toe-to-toe with Ransom and goaded him with al the insolence he had at his command.
Maddeinefelt her own figtstightening with the urge to wipe that nasty, mdicious grin off the man'sface.
But Ransom refused to riseto the bait. And finally, to Maddeinesrelief, the two bullies backed down.
Something, in the end, convinced them they were about to bite off more trouble than they could chew.
Ransom had managed to diffuse the Situation.

Keeping acareful eye on the retreating bullies, he got onto the scooter behind her and quietly told her to
drivelike hell.

* k% k %

Not wanting to leave an easlly detected trail, they avoided people and townsfor the rest of the day,
either bypassing or speeding through any populated areas they encountered. Exhausted from their active
night and increasingly uncomfortable due to the hard, narrow seat of the scooter, aswell asthe rough
roadsthey traversed, they findly pulled off the road before sundown when they came upon asmall
abandoned group of brick buildings set well back from the road.

“It was probably a school,” Ransom said. “A lot of them have had to closein the past decade. Wait
here”



Madeleine stayed with the scooter while Ransom investigated the sad, forgotten little schoolrooms. Since
they were dready quite overgrown by jungle, he checked them for snakes, burrowing animals, rotting
wood, crumbling roofs, and other hazards.

The equatoria sun, so merciless by day, was now sitting low on the horizon, getting ready to dip behind
the mountains. It cast awarm golden sheen across the sky, gilding thefat raincloudsin fiery colors; it
looked like thered be another storm tonight. The surrounding mountains were lush, green, and wild, and
the air here was crisper, cooler, and more enervating than the thick, heavy air down in Montedora City
or the Caentura Valey. At moments like this, Montedora seemed to be, once again, acountry full of
green promises and fresh possihilities.

A rustling in the nearby trees startled Madeleine. She looked up and saw a bird spread its glorious wings
of scarlet, indigo, orange, yellow, and blue asit flew across the clearing. It perched on asun-kissed tree
limb and seemed to preen especidly for her. Made eine laughed.

Ransom returned and looked at her curioudy. “Y ou look awfully happy, considering our circumstances,”
he said without hest.

“Look,” shesad. “Isnt it beautiful 7’
Hefollowed her gaze. “ Scarlet macaw.”

“Y ou know birds?’

“I know dl sorts of things, Miss Barrington.”

“But birds?| didn't know you had it in you, Ransom.” It felt good to banter with him after the tense day
they had spent riding through the hills.

He shrugged. “Well, I've been in South America on more than a dozen different assignments, for Joe
Marino and for the Secret Service. | got interested in the things | saw. All over theworld, actualy.” He
glanced at her, agleam of amusement warning her before he said, “Would you like to hear about some of
the adult entertainment in Japan?’

“Not just now,” she said in her most queenly manner. It drew agrin from him.
“It was very educationd,” he offered temptingly.
“Saveit for amoment when I'm desperately bored.”

Asif piqued a being momentarily ignored, the scarlet macaw flew directly over their heads, letting the
sun'srays shine on its multi-colored wings with breathtaking effect. After thisimpressve display, it
perched on the roof of one of the school buildings.

“Find anything?’ she asked.
“People wereliving here not too long ago.”
That made her uneasy. “Do you think they'll be back tonight?’

He frowned absently, looking around. “No. I'd say the place hasn't been used for afew weeks, maybe
longer. And there wasn't anything left behind to indicate they were coming back.”

“Bandits?’ she asked, the possibility ever-present in her mind.



“Probably.” He sighed. “But | don't think we should risk going to aninn, and | don't think we should
deep inthe open; it lookslikeit'sgoing to rain tonight.” He studied the surrounding areafor amoment
before concluding, “This placeis probably our best bet. But we should keep awatch tonight.”

“I'll gofirg,” shesaid. “Youll drop if you don't get some rest soon, Ransom.”
“I will not drop.” He looked offended. “I'm fine.”

Sheignored this patently untrue assertion and said, “Come on, let me have alook at you.” She pushed
him gently toward the scooter.

“Oh, please, don't make me St on that thing again.”
“Just for afew minutes, while| check you out.”
“You'renot anurse,” he grumbled. *Y ou said yoursdf you don't know anything about—"

“I can certainly pour whiskey on afew cutsand look at your bruises,” she pointed out sternly. “ Take off
your shirt.”

“Right now?’
Sheeyed him. “Asyou once said, I've dready seen everything thereisto see.”

Herolled his eyes and started unbuttoning his plain cambric shirt, then laid aside the .45. He couldn't
suppress adight grimace when he shrugged out of the shirt. Nor could Madeleine suppress a gasp when
she saw the huge bruises which had fully blossomed on historso.

“Oh, my God! Doesit hurt?’

He scowled at her. “Of courseit hurts. Of all the stupid questions.”

“Do you think we should ... | don't know ... bind your ribs or something?’

“I'd much rather you didn't touch my ribs at al. Now are you satisfied? Can | get dressed again?’
“When did you become so modest?’

He put his hands on her waist, tilling her when she would have turned away. “On the other hand...” he
murmured lazily. “Wanna show me your bruises?’

She shook her head. “Mine aren't as bad as yours.”
He congdered this. “Then do you maybe just want to take your shirt off for me?’

Her breath caught in her throat. Her eyeslocked with his, and what she saw there made her blood thrum
in her veins. She put her hands on his shoulders, feding hard muscle benesth smooth skin. “1 don't think
you'rein any shapeto, uh...”

“Fool around?’ Hetilted hishead. “Well, maybe not,” he admitted reluctantly. Then he surprised her by
asking, “Areyou relieved?’

“What?’

“Y ou heard me.”



“I heard you, but | don't underst—"
“Dontyou?’

“No.” Wondering what he was getting at, she said with quiet honesty, “1 waswilling last night. | was
willing every timewe've ever ... dept together. Y ou know that.”

“Willing?' herepested flatly.

“All right, morethanwilling. | was...” Shefdt her cheeks flushing under his searching scrutiny. Shewasn't
comfortable talking about sex. She never had been. “Y ou know how | was.”

“And how are you now?’
Increasingly uneasy about this conversation, shetried to squirm away. Hisgrip on her waist tightened.
“Don't try to get away from me,” he growled. “Not again.”

Hiswordsfell upon her like abucket of cold water. Ashamed, shelooked away. “Look, I'vetold you |
was sorry. Do you want meto tell you again?’

Shefet the growing tensonin him. It was awful, asif it caused him actud pain. She heard the control he
forced into hisvoice when hefinaly said, “I want you to tell mewhy you did it.”

Her bresth quickened. “Why I...”

“Why you walked out on methat morning.”

“I...” What could she say? How could shetell him? God, how could she put it into words?“1...”
“What?" he ground out, pulling her closer.

“You'reangry,” she breathed in bewildered surprise. She hadn't expected it, not after last night.

“Jesus Christ, Maddie, of course I'm angry! And aso...” He stopped himself and tried again. “What was
it about me, or that night, that sent you running away like that? Were so afraid I'd talk? Did you think I'd
blackmail you? What wasit?’

Thistime she did pull away, and he didn't try to stop her. She turned her back on him and fumbled for the
whiskey. Her agitation was showing; she never fumbled. She felt his gaze burning into her back.

She took the whiskey and some toilet paper he'd purchased and turned to face him. She said quite
clearly, “1 don't want to talk about it.”

“Tough shit. | do.”

She wrapped sometoilet paper around her hand and made an efficient pad with it. Then she recklesdy
poured whiskey all over it. “What doesit matter now?’ she said dismissively.

“Ow!” He winced when she dapped the whiskey-soaked pad against his forehead and started cleaning
his cut. “ Give meadug of that, would you?’

1] Ha,e.”

He took a short swallow from the bottle, then said, “It matters because | can't forget about it, and
because I'm deeping with you now.” When she didn't respond, he grabbed the hand tormenting his brow



andsad, “Oram1?

She didn't know what to say. She stared at him mutely, wishing held let it go.
“Islast night al shewrote, Maddie?” he prodded.

“Areyou leaving it dl up to me?’

“Y ou can be as scathing as you want, but I'm not going to drop it.” He took the soaked pad away from
her, stood up, pushed her into his place on the seat of the scooter, and examined the scrapes on her
elbows. “ Are we reserving the possibility of sex solely for those moments when you're having alife
crigs?’

Sheglared at him and tried to pull her arm away. He didn't let her. Then, with more relish than she
thought appropriate, he dapped the soaked pad on her inflamed abrasions. She winced. “Ow!”

“Y ou werealittle drunk and depressed and londly the night we met,” he said camly, cleaning her €lbow.
“Y our guard was down.”

“Youvesadthat | wasa'perfect stranger’ that night.” He met her gaze squarely. “And you're alot more
comfortable with strangers than with people who know you well, aren't you?’

“That isnot—"

“Not that | imagine anyone redly knowsyou well,” he continued, picking up her other arm and examining
that elbow. “And last night...” He shook his head and started cleaning the scrape.  Last night might not
have happened if the circumstances hadn't been, uh, extraordinary, to say the least.”

“And | haven't made any excusesfor it, have |?’ she challenged. “I haven't tried to pretend it didn't
happen or clam | wasn't—"

“Why the hell would you need to make excuses about it?” He was clearly getting very, very angry.
Finishing with her elbow, he squatted down to push up her loose-legged trousers and look at her knees.
“I'll bet these hurt.”

“They do.”

He got therall of toilet paper and made another pad. He soaked it with whiskey, then handed her the
bottle. “Here. Have adug of this” Shedid. Then hewarned, “ Thisl| sting.”

“And youll enjoy it.”
“To be honest, yeah, | will.”
“Ouch!”

“Told you s0.” Concentrating on histask, he continued, “ So what do you want to do? Keep me handy
for your occasiona dark nights of the soul—"

“That'snot fair!”

“—or congder the possihility that Since we have such great sex together, maybe we should do it more
often. Even when we're not both miserable or afraid of dying.”



Cornered, shelashed out, “Is sex dl you can think about?’

“No,” he shot back, “but it comesto mind alot when I'm with you. And you think about it just as often
as| do. Don't pretend, Madeleine; | cantdll.”

Sincethiswastrue, she prudently changed the subject. “What are you doing?’ she demanded when he
untied her shoe.

“Reax. I'm just checking the cuts on your feet.”
“Oh.”
“Don't change the subject.” His gaze was piercing. “Wdl?’

Shefdt her lower lip tremble. His eyes narrowed, but he didn't back down. Knowing held never reent
after dl hed sad, shegavein. “All right.” Her voice was low and thready. “All right.”

Hewaited. “Go on.”

Shecleared her throat. “ Thisis hard for meto talk about, Ransom.”

“All right.”

Seeing her nervousness, he went back to taking off her shoes and socks and examining her feet.

Looking at hiswind-blown golden-brown hair made her long to touch it. Suddenly she thought, Why
not? They were lovers, weren't they? Shyly, she reached out and stroked his hair. He ftilled for a
moment, then continued dabbing at her cut feet with the soaked tissue.

“I'd never done anything like that before,” she began.
“Sex with astranger, you mean?’

She smoothed his hair. “Wdll, yes, there was that. But | knew about that when we went up to your room.
| mean, | was shocked at mysdif, but | had accepted theideathat | was doing this crazy thing.”

He started pulling her socks back on her feet. “What else, then?’

“| was...” Her voice trembled away. She snatched her hands away from him and clenched them tightly in
her lap. “1 was never like that before,” she said at last, aware of histenson. “The thingsyou and | did,
thethings| fdt, thethings| said and asked for ... No one had ever ... | mean, | had never...”

She watched in shaken silence while he put her shoes back on her feet and tied them. Her sensible yet
elegant shoes, now smeared with mud and dust and god-only-knew what else.

Still crouching before her, he looked up and met her gaze. And now those emerald green eyeswere
unusualy soft and serious and—she redlized with astonishment—vulnerable.

“Me, neither,” he said quietly.
“No?’ she asked with barely enough breath to carry the sound.
He rested one hand on her thigh. “No.”

“I thought...” Nervous and embarrassed, she forced hersdlf to continue. “1 thought maybe you were
adwayslikethat.”



“Not like that. It was special.” Herose to hisfeet and then perched next to her on the hard scooter sest.
His manner had changed since the sart of this painful discussion. He was gentle now, approachable.
“And | wanted to wake up with you. That morning and ... other mornings, too.”

“I c... 1 couldn't,” sheblurted.
Hetook her hand in his. “Why?’

“| was so embarrassed. [—I didn't know myself. | didn't know the woman who had beenso ... 0 ...
who had been like that with you. With a stranger. With anyone. It wasn't me.”

“Yes, itwas” heingsted. “It was one of the very best parts of you.”

Suddenly needing to tell someone—to tell him—about those devastating moments, she said, “I woke up
at dawn. | could see you, see the way we'd wrecked the room, see myself inthe mirror...” She shook her
head. “I didn't know you. | didn't know mysdlf. | wasso ... | was so shocked. | couldn't believe what |
had found in mysalf, what you had found in me. | was scared.” She remembered dawn creeping across
the shabby room, the stranger in bed beside her, unfamiliar street sounds coming through the window.
“Scared and embarrassed and ashamed and horrified...”

He squeezed her hand. “I wish you had woken me. | wish you had told me.”

“How could 1?1 didn't know you. | didn't know you at al, Ransom.” She took a deep breath and
admitted, “And thetruthis, | never did intend to tell you my name. When | went to your room, | had
aready decided that if you ingsted, I'd make one up. | never wanted anyone to know that Madeleine
Barrington had had aone-night stand.” Sensing hishurt, shefindly looked at him. “I'm sorry.”

He met her eyesin sad acknowledgement, then gently brushed her hair off her face. “ That night, | thought
we had agreat beginning. But maybe it was the worst beginning we could have had.”

“Maybe. | don't know. Maybe it would have just happened the next time we met, becausel ...
Whenever | seeyou, | want...”

“Sodol,” hewhispered. “All thetime.”

Hedidn't move at dl, and she knew he wastrying to let her decide, without pressure, what she wanted
their relationship to be. And she suddenly knew that she didn't even need to think about it.

“My name,” she said dowly, “is Madeleine Elizabeth Barrington. I'm thirty-oneyearsold. | live at 74
Eagt—"

His kiss stopped the rest of her words.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

They lay together indde one of thelittle brick buildings, listening to the rain outside. It was coming down
in sheets, and the roof leaked. They had scrambled around wildly when the storm began, seeking an
idand of drynesswithin the schoolhouse, laughing as cold water hit their naked bodies every timethey
settled in anew corner. Now, sprawled out in the last remaining dry area, they held each other and
talked in lazy whispers. They had found afew candles someone had |eft here, and they'd lit one so they
could see each other. Ransom had bought two ponchos when stocking up on supplies this morning; they
had spread one across the hard wooden floor and were using the other as a blanket. But it was cool a
night thishigh up, especialy with therain, and only Ransom's body heet kept Made eine warm enough



now.

“Y ou know,” he murmured, “you're so rich and | make decent money, and yet we've only ever made
lovein hovels”

She smiled and burrowed closer to him. She liked hearing him say “madelove’ and didn't wonder why.
It just sounded right. “I wouldn't exactly cal the Hotel Tigreahove.”

“Oh, wouldn't you, Lady Maddeine?’

“All right, it'sahovel.” Shewastoo content to argue.

After amoment, he said, “I'm sorry about this morning.”

“Which particular part of thismorning?’

“The part where |l left you donein avillage | knew was dangerous.”
“Oh, that,” she said dismissively, eyes closed.

Hejostled her. “Yes, that. Y ou could have been hurt.”

“Y ou sopped anything from happening.”

“Wadll, there are somefightsthat it's smarter to avoid. But the point is—"
“Y ou were angry about something or other—”

“| wasthinking about sex,” he admitted wryly.

“And so you—"

“Made astupid mistake. And risked your safety.” He was Slent for along moment before adding, asif to
himself, “1've got to keep my head clear.”

She propped hersdlf up on an elbow and looked down into hisface. “And will it stay clear...” She kissed
him lightly. “...now that you know...” Shekissed him again. “...that you can have me...” And again.
“...whenever you want me?’

Hisanswer was slent, but very satisfying.
She winced when he was done. “Y ou heed ashave.”
Heran ahand over hisjaw. His eyeswidened. “1 sure do. Sorry.”

She gtretched languidly, then lay with her cheek againgt his shoulder. Hisfingers gently kneaded the back
of her neck. She practicaly purred with pleasure.

“Do you have afamily somewhere?’ she asked after awhile. “A mother who worries about you?’
“| did have amother,” hereplied. “She died along time ago.”
She did her arm around hiswaist, careful of histender ribs. “When?’

“When | wasakid.”



“Do you remember her well?’

“Kind of.” He sighed and added, “My dad loved her to degath, | remember that. HE's never reemarried.”
“Therésjust you and your dad?’

“And my little brother. He's a sportswriter now.”

“And this?’ she asked, fingering the old scar she had noticed the first timethey'd ever dept together. A
patch of slvery skin on hisbely. “What'sthisfrom?’

“Oh, that. | was shot there.”

“Shot!” She sat bolt upright and stared, appalled.

Hegrinned a her. “It'sdl right. | lived.”

“Who shot you? How did it happen? My God, you were shot?’

“My very firgt day on active duty with the Service,” he said ruefully. 1 set anew record.”
“What happened?’ Sheresisted the handswhich tried to pull her back down. “Tell me.”

“I joined afield office out west. The guys picked me up at the airport. But instead of taking me straight
back to the office, they took me on acal to investigate some counterfeiters. Things went wrong, and |
didn't duck fast enough.”

Therewas moreto it than that, of course, and sheforced it out of him. Funnily enough, heliked telling
her. Heliked talking to her. And listening to her. And lying quietly with her in hisarms. And looking at
her. And just knowing she was near.

Astherain pattered around them, he told her things he hadn't talked about in years, and even afew
things held never told anybody before. He told her what he could remember of his mother, aswell as
stories about hiswild teenage years—including a couple of minor arrests during college that the Secret
Service never found out about. And about the chain of maturing experiences that led to his decison to
apply to the Service asayoung man.

“Itwasamission | believed in. Not just protecting the President, which was pretty important in itself, but
also protecting his opponents. | helped keep dissenters dive, and surely that's what the American political
system isal about—chalenges and choices a every free eection. Candidates on the far left and far right
al had aright to be heard, and | was part of the team that made sure they lived long enough to have their

sy.

And, of course, she asked why he had findly quit after nine years. The answer was both smple and
complex: burn-out.

“It was dl the accumulated years of alifestyle that Ieft no room for alife. Changing my deep cycleevery
three weeks, combining that with jet lag from hopping acrosstime zones al around theworld on a
weekly, or even dally, basis. Y ears of waking up every day and wondering, ‘What timeisit? Morning or
night? What day isit? And wherethe hell am |7

“I missed every important event in my family for years. | was home so seldom that my phonewas
disconnected onetime and | didn't know about it for two months. And women...” He shook his head. “I
once dated awoman for ayear and only actualy got together with her eight or ten times that whole year.



“I could have asked for adesk job or afield office assgnment,” he admitted, “but | was a speedfresk in
those days. | wanted to guard the President and hisfamily. | wanted to ‘ get that gun’ before it took him

He shrugged, stroking her smooth back. “And so | burned out. Resigned. Went home to my father's
house and just fished for three months. Nothing else. Just dept ten hours anight and sat by the lake with
my rod dl day.”

Hetold her about finally answering Joe Marino's phone calls after three months of ignoring them, feding
ready at last to return to the world after hislong, peaceful rest. He'd been successful a Marino Security
and loved hisjob. “1 fed like hdl about this busnesswith Doby Dune, though.”

“Maybe Marino's lawyers can work it out.”
“I sure hope s0.”

And, because he wanted to know everything about her, he asked about her past, her work, her
memories and plansand life. And he no longer wondered about her loneliness on the night they'd met.

“Y ou know,” he pointed out, when shetold him al about her family, “you could disappoint them—adl of
them—and they'd go on living, Maddie.”

“Ah, but would 1?7’ she asked with new honesty. “How would | get along if they al found out | wasn't...”
“Perfect?’

“Wdl ...yes”

“I know you're not perfect, and | let you have your wicked way with me anyhow.”

“Areyou suggesting | do thiswith everyone?’

Helaughed. “No.”

“Wdl, then—"

Herolled her over onto her back and met her gaze in the candldight, serious now. “Y ou don't need to be
perfect,” he said forcefully. “ Don't you know what an amazing woman you are?’ She gazed back at him
uncertainly. “1 don't know any woman who could handle dl the things I've seen you handle, Maddie, and
that includes handling me at my wordt. Y ou've got guts and brainsand heart. If | wasever introuble, I'd
awayswant you on my side. And | know damn well that you make mistakes and do thingsyou're
ashamed of and lose your temper and get scared. But it doesn't make you any lessamazing to me.”

Her answer was better than words.

* * * %

The mid-morning air was fresh and crisp, heavily scented with rain and greenery. Ransom awoke dowly,
sretching with contentment, wincing dightly a his many aches and pains. Then he reached for Maddleine
without even thinking about it, asif he dwayswoke up next to her.

The space a his side was empty.

His eyes snapped open. Y es, she was definitely gone. He sat bolt upright, experiencing ahorrible flood
of dgavu.



“Maddie?” he caled hoarsdly.
“Out here!” she called back.

He sagged with rdlief, heart gill pounding. Madel eine appeared in the doorway amoment later, fully
dressed. Shewas smiling.

“I decided to let you deep. Y ou were dead to theworld,” she said.

He looked around groggily. “ Shit.”

“Has anyone ever told you how charming you arefirgt thing in the morning?’ she asked.
Heignored her wholly unjustified sarcasm. “We were supposed to keep watch last night.”
“Oh.” She shrugged. “Wdll, asyou can see, were dill dive.”

He shoved aside the poncho covering him, stood up, and walked naked to the door.
“Where are you going?’ she asked as he passed her.

“Totakealesk.”

“Don't you want your clothes?’

“Why?" he shot back. “ Do we have vistors?’

“I wish we had some coffee,” she muttered as he walked away.

He had a cigarette when he returned to the schoolhouse, and that made him fedl better. He got dressed,
then went outside and washed his face and handsin apuddle of rainwater. When he made some mildly
civil remark to Madeleine, she offered him the rest of the bread he/d bought yesterday, aswell asan
orange.

While he ate, she scattered the remains of her own bread across the schoolyard as an offering for the
scarlet macaw. It watched her with interest, then swooped down and examined her leavings.

Ransom drank some water, then unpacked the twelve-band radio. They listened to an English language
news broadcast while Madel eine continued watching the bird.

Word of the rebdlion had findly reached the outside world. The Dorigtas had taken the town of Doragua
after afull day of heavy fighting, the BBC informed the world.

“I hopethe Gutierrezes are dl right,” Maddleine said.

“They're not army, government, Seguridores, drug dedlers, or the upper crust, so the Doristas will
probably leave them a one—except for possibly taking some provisions from them,” Ransom replied,
tossing some bread toward the macaw.

Escaante had seized power in aslent coup, the news broadcaster said. The Presidential Guard, having
been formdly dismissed, had mounted a counter-offensive on the Presidential Palace last night, inan
attempt to free Veracruz. Fighting continued today. Casudties were heavy, and no one now knew the
fate of Veracruz and hisfamily.

“Jesus,” Ransom said.



“It'sso hard to believe,” Madeleine said pensively. “ People we saw a couple of days ago might be dead

He took her hand. She scooted closer to him.

It was believed that the Doristas, upon learning of the chaosin the capita, would use this opportunity to
launch the nation-wide rebellion which pundits had been speculating about for months now. Asfor the
LPM, Montedora's secondary, hard-left rebel faction, no one knew their plans, their strength, or their
deployment at thistime, though it was a safe bet that their response to Escalante's coup would be violent

opposition.
“What amess,” Ransom said, turning off theradio at last.
“| wonder what's happened to Martinez,” Madeleine murmured.

Ransom recalled their conversation with the nervous minister. “He's halfway to Wyoming by now, if he's
smart. Come on, let's hit theroad. | want to cover as much ground as possible today, and the roads will
be bad.”

“Theroadswill be bad,” Madeleine repeated. “What a surprise.”
He smiled and helped her to her feet. “Got your gun?’

She nodded and patted the automatic, which was concedled benegth the billowing poncho she had
donned in the cool morning air. “I'm amost getting used to it.”

“Good.” He draped his own poncho over the scooter seat. “ Too bad we can't take the bird with us. |
think he hasacrush onyou.”

The macaw preened nearby, occasondly eyeing Maddeine asif to make sure he till had her attention.

Ransom started |oading up the scooter. He noticed Madd eine walking off toward the bushes. “Where
areyou going?’

Shelooked over her shoulder. “To take aleak.”

It made him laugh to hear her clipped, aristocratic voice utter those words. “Here. Don't forget this.” He
tossed the toilet paper to her, reminding her to bury it when she was done, rather than leave litter in the
jungle. She nodded and disappeared.

He'd had no coffee this morning, he longed for adecent meal, his body ached, and they were still along
way from home, but Ransom felt greeat today, al the same. He didn't bother to wonder why. Somehow,
a thismoment, hislifejust fet right.

But he wanted to get to that border. He wanted to be there now. If Escalante was under attack in the
capitd and Doraguawas now in the hands of the Doristas, he and Madeleine probably didn't haveto
worry about the army and the Seguridores anymore; they'd be too busy fighting acivil war to pursue two
escaped Americans. But Ransom knew how fast law and order broke down in asituation like this.
Madeeine wouldn't be safe until he could get her to the Argentine authorities. And the knowledge of her
vulnerability here was like aspur in hisgut, urging him to haste. He wished desperately there were some
way to get her to safety immediatdly, evenif it meant staying behind without her.

However, he till saw no dternative but to ride to the border on this coughing motor scooter and these
muddy roads. And the sooner they got on the road, the—



Helost histrain of thought the moment he heard Madd eine scream.

He never remembered racing across the schoolyard or plunging into the bush directly behind thelittle
buildings. He never remembered anything before the moment he saw Madd eine struggling with ahairy
young Montedoran.

He pulled out the Colt .45 before they even saw him and shouted, “Let her go! Now!”

Something crashed into his skull. He cursed himsdlf for anidiot, for alovesick fool. He knew better than
to smply plunge ahead without checking for ... He hit the ground and lost consciousness.

* * * %

Madeleine was holding Ransom's head in her |ap when he woke up. Hed only been unconscious for a
few minutes, and she prayed to God that he wasn't badly hurt. He wasn't bleeding, but she knew that that
didn't mean anything.

He opened hiseyes dowly, looked up into her face, and murmured, “My head.”
Someone immediately poked him with arifle.
“How areyou?’ Madeleine asked worriedly.

“Helpmesit up.” Heredized he was lying on the hard ground of the schoolyard. Someone must have
dragged him here. Once he was propped upright, he looked at the two men guarding them. They were
dressed in an eclectic array of rags and they carried—what € se?—AK 47s. “Oh, Christ,” Ransom
muttered, wanting to lie back down.

“We seem to me waiting for someone,” Maddeine murmured.
“Who?’
“El Martillo,” shereplied.

The name drew areaction from their captors. Ransom ignored them. “The Hammer? That doesn't sound
very encouraging.”

“No, it doesn't.”
Helooked searchingly at her. “ Areyou dl right? Did they hurt you?’

“No. Scared me, mostly. | never even saw thefirst one until he grabbed me.” She frowned. “ Do you
think they're bandits?’

At the mention of aword he recognized even in English, the older of the two men expostulated angrily in
Spanish. Histhick, guttura accent was hard to understand, but the gist of it was clear: they weren't no
ginking bandits.

“Not bandits?” Ransom repested, eyeing therifle pointed at hisbelly. “That leads to one rather obvious
concluson.”

“Dorigas?’ Maddeine ventured.

This produced an even angrier response from their guards. Clearly, the notion that they could be stinking
Doristaswas an insult very nearly worthy of murder.



“My mistake,” Ransom said gpologeticaly as arifle poked him in the shoulder. “Hey, don't point that
thing a her! | meanit.”

The younger guard blinked at Ransom'stone.

Madeeine said nervoudy, “Please don't antagonize him.”

“Jesus, look at him. He's probably about sixteen years old. What amess.”
“They'reLPM, aren't they?’

“Looksthat way.” He asked them. The young one confirmed this before the other man told him to shut
up.

“What do you think thismeansfor us?” Maddeine asked with studied neutrdity.

“Wel, LPM are hard-left fanatics, but their only known leader never expressed any anti-American
sentiments before the Seguridores killed him,” Ransom mused. Of course, maybe the guy just never had
time to express such sentiments before he was butchered. In an effort to sound optimistic, Ransom
added, “ So let's hope we can talk our way out of thiswhen El Martillo gets here.” His head ached, and
he couldn't seem to pull histhoughts together. “It's vagudly starting to make senseto me.”

“What is?’

“Remember that village yesterday? Such extreme hodtility to city people, foreigners, and anyone with

“YS?’

“Wel,” hesaid dowly, “with the Doristas dlready so influentia in the north, it makes sensethat thisarea
would be prime recruiting ground for the LPM. Those villagers probably—"

The older rebd told them to stop talking. The younger one noticed the macaw perched in anearby tree,
and heraised hisrifleto shoot &t it.

“No!” Madeleine cried, legping up. Ransom grabbed at her at the same time that both rifles were levelled
on her. “No, don't!”

“Maddiel” Ransom snarled.

The rebels shouted orders at her. The bird left its branch and flew overhead. Madeleine pointed to it and
begged them not to shoot it, feding it was her fault that the cresture was il hanging around. Redlizing
what she meant, the boy who had been about to shoot the bird now smiled condescendingly and agreed
not to kill it. The tension dissolved, and Madeleine let Ransom drag her back down to her seat inthe
mud.

“Dothat again,” hegrowled, “and I'll shoot you mysdlf.”
“You could,” she said quietly, keeping her eyes on their guards.

The moment she said it, he felt the weight of the .38 stragpped to hisankle, so familiar that, in his groggy
date, he hadn't even noticed it until now. “They didn't search me,” he whispered increduloudy.

“No. Or me,” she added significantly.



Heblinked, “Youve still got—"
13 Yall

He couldn't believe their luck! No wonder the LPM rebels weren't anywhere near as effective asthe
Dorigtas. “All right. Heres what we're gonnado. Y ou—"

Hewasinterrupted by a strange animdigtic cal from the jungle. The rebels perked up excitedly, and one
of them answered it. A moment later, three more scruffy-looking armed men came out of the jungle. The
rebels greeted the newcomers enthusiastically, asif they hadn't seen each other for along time. Ransom
guessed they hadn't. The eusiveness of LPM probably meant its members lived a scattered life,
congtantly on the move. He certainly hadn't counted them among the dangers he and Madeleine were
likely to encounter; he hadn't even known they were based in Las Verdes.

“They seem to have forgotten us,” Madeleine murmured, watching the reunion. Smiling and greeting each
other, these men didn't seem al that threatening now, and she harbored afaint hope that they'd let her
and Ransom go.

“Oh, shit,” Ransom blurted amoment | ater.
“What?" Shefelt the blossom of hope start to wither.
“Look at them. Don't you recognize them?’

“Recognize...” Suddenly, shedid. “ Those are the three men who ate at the Penson Doraguaour first
night there,” she whispered.

“Uh-hun.”

Their young captor gestured to them amoment later, explaining how he had discovered Maddeinein the
bushes. The moment the leader of the group—E! Martillo—looked at them, Madeleine knew he
recognized them. His expression hardened with hatred.

“What were they doing in Doragua?’ Maddeine wondered.

“Probably coming back from the capita after looking for another way to hit the President,” Ransom
muttered.

“Werein alot of trouble, aren't we?’
“I can't believe my luck.” Ransom sounded outraged.

El Martillo and histwo companions came forward and studied Madeleine and Ransom. The Hammer's
Spanish was as clear as Madeleine remembered it, enabling her to understand what he said; it occurred
to her with some surprise that he must be an educated man. His comments, however, were extremely

discouraging. He said that he had met these two oligarchic pigs before, and he congratulated his men on

capturing them.
“Now wait aminute,” Ransom began in Spanish.

“Youthink | do not remember?’ El Martillo sneered. *Y ou had an arrogant lackey with you then, asilly
young braggart who openly boasted of his association with that murdering swine Veracruz and the whore
he cdlshiswife”

He prodded Ransom with hisrifle. Ransom didn't react. El Martillo loomed over him and snarled, “He



also boasted of your association with Veracruz.”

The two men who had captured them looked stunned, then gppalled, then positively venomous.
Madeleine became very, very scared. The two men started speaking s multaneoudy, suddenly excited
and bloodthirsty. With cold fury and scathing bitterness, El Martillo repeated for them everything Miguel
had said about Ransom in his good-natured effort to charm the provincid Gutierrez family. And upon
redizing that they had captured aman who was not only afriend of Veracruz, but one who had actualy
made him harder to kill, the rebel s now demanded the honor of killing their captive.

“Oh, my God,” Madeleine moaned, terrified beyond rational thought.

One of the men who had been at the pension grinned and said something to his companions that made
them dl look at Madeleine and laugh. Then he reached out and traced the neckline of her poncho with
the barrd of hisrifle. Cold terror immobilized her as he leered at her while fondling her with hisweapon.

Ransom said something so insulting and vulgar to the man that al laughter ceased immediately. The man
forgot about Madeleine and hit Ransom. Ransom barely blinked. He said something elseto them dl that
made El Martillo furious, though Madd eine didn't understand the vernacular. The youngest rebd, flushing
with insulted manhood, kicked Ransom. Made eine screamed and flung hersdlf across his prone body
even as struggled to Sit up again.

“Please,” she begged them, “please don't do thisl” Her meager Spanish deserted her, so she begged
Ransom, “Don't make them hurt you!”

Heignored her, pushing her aside as he sat up and delivered a blistering commentary in flawed Spanish
about how pathetic he found their obscure, cowardly, ineffectua so-caled rebe army, and how dl redl
men in this country became Doristas. Madd eine thought El Martillo would kill him on the spot.

But then The Hammer remembered his debt to the two men who had captured Ransom and said to them,
“I have notimefor this. Kill him now.”

“No!” Maddeine screamed, clinging to Ransom once again. It took two men to pull her off of him. They
hauled her to her feet and dragged her severa yards away.

The boy raised hisrifle and pointed it at Ransom. Madeleine went still with horror.

“Oh, comeon,” Ransom said, clearly enough for Madeleine to understand, “not in front of the woman.
Do you redly think shelll et you fuck her with my brains splattered al over her poncho?’

And asterrified as she was, she caught the significant glance Ransom sent her and redlized that,
appearances notwithstanding, he was orchestrating this entire scene. Only he hadn't had timeto tell her
her role! What did he want her to do? Oh, Chrigt, what should she do?

Hewas gtill sitting on the ground. His hand was close to his ankle, where the .38 was concedled. She
reasoned it out in a plit second, and redlized what he needed from her. There were five men. He couldn't
takethem dl at once. So, with a screech of sheer hysteria, she started struggling wildly with the two men
who held her, taking dl of their attention. She kicked out wildly, and one of them dropped hisrifle.

Ransom made his move. Made eine heard the shots. Deafening. Earth-shaking. Terrifying beyond belief.
Two fast shots, then awhole round of confusing explosions from different weapons. She was down on
the ground now, smothered benegth the body of one of El Martillo's companions. When shefelt him try
to rise, S0 that he could shift hisrifle and join the fight, she clung to him. He fought her off. She heard him
curse and then felt his hand scrabbling at her somach. He had felt the gun concedled there and was trying



to get a it through layers of rough poncho material.

Therewasalot of shouting. Madel eine choked on muddy water, rolling over and over in various puddles
as shefought for surviva againg this brutdl stranger. She saw hisfist coming straight at her, heard the dulll
smack of flesh againgt flesh, and saw blood splatter. Her blood. Shefelt no pain, only blind fury. Her
knee found his groin with satisfying force, and while he was helpless with pain, sherolled away and
climbed to her feet.

“Thejungle, Maddiel Run! Run!”

It was Ransom's voice. Blinded by sweet and dirt and blood, she obeyed, turning around and running
graight into the bush. Shetripped and fell, then hauled hersdlf to her feet and plunged ahead. After a
moment, she redized he wasn't right behind her. She stopped and scrubbed at her tearing eyes. There
was no way she was leaving without him. Where the hell was he?

She went back the way she had come, able to see alittle more clearly now as she crouched behind a
leafy bush. Two bodieslay inert in the schoolyard. Ransom fought El Martillo; both of them were
unarmed. The man she had left lying in agony was now fumbling one-handed for hisrifle, which lay
severd feet away from him; his other hand till clutched his crotch. Trembling wildly, Made eine pulled
the Browning from her belt, undid the safety, and fired at the man. She missed, but she got hisfull
attention; and she nearly dropped the gun. It felt like awild thing trying to escape from her hands, asif it
had suddenly cometo life.

Recail, she redlized with distant surprise, never having fired agun beforein her life. So that's recail.
And the noise. It made her earsring and her legs shake.

She hdld the gun moretightly, afraid it would jump out of her grip, and fired again, keeping the man
pinned where he was.

She only counted four men, sheredlized, firing again from her leafy shelter at the edge of thejungle,
keeping her enemy separated from hisrifle. Where was the fifth man? She wiped at the blood il
dripping from her nose as she looked for him.

Finding his advantage, Ransom did something horrible to El Martillo's knee. The Hammer screamed and
wallowed helplesdy on the ground.

“Ransom, come on! Over herel” Madel e ne shouted.

Ransom rolled to hisfeet and ran. Someone pesked out of the nearest school building and fired hisrifle.
Thefifth man! He had aclear shot at Ransom, who was running toward Made eine, unarmed. Shefired
rapidly, again and again. A cloud of acrid smoke rose around her as she emptied the magazine.

The man on the ground heard the pause when she ran out of ammunition. So did the fifth man. He
stepped out, raising hisrifle just asthe man on the ground finally reached hisand seized it. Madeleine
fumbled for the spare magazine in her pocket. Her hands were clumsy with fear and inexperience.

Shefinished loading the Browning just as both rifles sent a barrage of bulletsinto the bush.
“Go! Go!” Ransom shouted, just steps away from her. “Run!”

Sheran. The sound of gunfire followed her. Through its deafening roar, she heard Ransom'sloud, heavy,
harsh grunt.



She turned around just as his body crashed to the ground.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Madeleine's hands operated independently of her mind. Sheraised the gun astwo of the rebels tromped
into the junglejust ten yards behind her. Both men fell back when she fired, ducking out of sight. She
risked aglance at Ransom.

To her passionate relief, he was hauling himsdlf to hisfeet. Hisface was contorted in pain, and there
seemed to be an enormous amount of blood in hislap dl of asudden, but hewas dive. Relief made her
stupid, and she stared a him as men shouted just afew yards away.

“Where's the other magazine?’ Ransom demanded, taking the gun from her. He turned and fired twice
more, slencing the raised voices coming from just beyond the trees.

She pulled the last spare magazine out of her pocket and handed it to him as hefired again. Then he
shoved her and said, “Let'sgo. And don't turn around again. Just keep going.”

Breathless as she shoved her way through the thick bush, shetried to protest, “But—"
“I've got the gun now, okay? Y ou just keep going.”

She wouldn't, but this wasn't agood moment for argument, so she just kept plunging ahead, franticaly
wondering about hisfresh wound, heedless of the branches and bugs hitting her in the face, careless of
the thorns scratching her arms and tearing at her clothes. Sherisked a glance over her shoulder and saw
that he was limping so heavily he dmost seemed to be running on one leg, propd ling himsalf forward by
pushing againg trees and thick plant stalks.

It was her painful bresthing, rather than her other senses, which finaly made her redlize they were running
uphill. She stopped for amoment when Ransom did, finally hearing what held heard; people crashing
through the jungle behind them. Shoving her ahead, he crouched low and fired until the magazine was
empty. The crashing stopped. He reloaded the gun, then turned and followed Madeleine again, gesturing
that they should be as quiet as possible now.

When they reached the summit of the hill, he steered her to the left and dightly downhill, into the thickest
jungle growth in sight. She heard more shouting behind her, but it was farther away than before.

“Werelosing them,” she whispered, afraid to hope.

“Keep going.” He steered her in anew direction.

“But your leg,” she began, horrified by how much blood there was.
“Kegpgoing,” hegritted.

After ten minutes, the cameto narrow river. “Y ou shouldn't get into thiswater with an open wound,” she
protested as he plunged unsteadily into the moving water. He pulled her in with him. “Ransom!”

“I'mleaving atrail of blood, Maddie,” he panted. “If they pick up onit, they'll find us. But this,” he
gestured to the water which was carrying away his blood, “will be harder to track.”

“Oh, God,” she moaned, thinking of parasites, amoebas, infectious diseases, and predators as she
followed him through the wais-high weter. 1t seemed agood quarter mile before he findly hauled himself



up on the opposite bank and led her into the bush again. He was pale with blood loss, drenched,
shivering from the cold water, and swesating. Madeleine decided it wastime to put her foot down. “Were
stopping now,” she said in avoice that had made CEOs and corporate lawyers al over Americado her
bidding.

“ NO' |als_n

“Youll dieif we don't stop the bleeding,” she snapped, pushing him down againgt afallen log, so worried
about him that she forgot to check it for snakes and other hazards. The fact that he was so weak she
could push him down scared her even more.

The river water had cleared away enough blood that she could now see where the wound was. A bullet
had pierced hisinner thigh from behind.

“At least the exit wound isn't bad,” he said, looking down at the front of histhigh.
“It'snot?’ sherepeated dishelievingly. It looked horribleto her.

He shook his head. “ Probably a seven-point-six-two millimeter bullet. Missed the femur and the
artery—and, thank you God, my balls.”

“And what aloss to womankind those would have been,” she said, striving for adry tone. Shefailed
miserably, but he smiled weskly even s0. She met hiseyes steadily. “I don't know anything about this.
You'll haveto tell mewhat to do.”

He looked down at the wound again, which was gill bleeding profusdly. “ Put pressure on it to stop the
bleeding. Then well need to make some kind of pressure bandage.” His eydids drooping with
exhaugtion, hetried to think. “Here, well haveto use my shirt.”

“Let'suse my shirt. I've got this poncho.”

“No, | don't want you wandering around shirtless when wefindly meet more people,” he said wearily,
dripping off hisshirt. “ Damn, thisis my favorite shirt, too.”

That'swhy she had chosen it for him the night they had fled Doragua. “Ransom...”

“God, | wish I'd been able to bring those cigarettes with me. Here,” he said hoarsely, looking worse than
ever. He handed her his shirt. “ Since thisll hurt me alot worse than it hurts you, just think of al those
times you wanted to hit me and didn't.”

Redlizing that he wasright, that she'd have to hurt him, she clenched her teeth and muttered, “1 can do
this”

“God, | hate getting shot,” he ground out as she applied pressure. “1 redly, redly hateit.”

“WEell haveto stay herefor awhile, you know,” she said, trying not to look at his agonized face. “ Y ou'll
just start bleeding if we start walking again.”

Heignored her words, staring hard at her. “What happened to your face?’

“What?" She glanced down and saw the dried blood on her blouse. “Oh. That man hit me. It doesn't
hurt.”

“YO'I ”



“It doesn't hurt,” she repested, scrubbing self-conscioudly at her face. “How many ... how many of them
areleft?’

He didn't have to ask who she meant. “El Martillo won't be walking any time soon. One of the men | shot
is probably dead. The other may be,” he shook his head. *but I'm not sure. But he won't be running
through the jungle today, that's for sure.”

“That leavestwo.”
“Uh-huh.”
She swdlowed. “Have you ever ... ever killed anyone before?’

“No.” Hedidn't look away. He let her see what was there; the mingled revulsion and acceptance. “No,”
he repeated, “but | spent years being prepared to do it, Maddie.”

“Areyou—"

“I'mdl right,” hesaid. “Or | will be. That'sthefirg thing you learn about agun, you know. How easy itis
to kill someone. Y ou learn to respect that.”

“Oh, God, Ransom.” She started shaking again. She tried to concentrate on the problem at hand, tried to
force the schoolyard scene out of her mind. “1—I think the bleeding is dowing down. Tell mewhat to do

Following hisinstructions, she baled up the shirt against the wound as best she could and tied the deeves
tightly around hisleg. The pathetic, blood-soaked bandage would do him very little good, she redlized,
fighting tears.

He stayed il until she was done with her task. Then he handed her the gun. “Takeit.”
“No, you—"
“Tekeit.”

She did so with great reluctance, tucking it through the back of her waistband, benegth her shirt.
“Where'syour .387°

“I dropped it back in the schoolyard. It's empty anyhow.” He grabbed her hand with sudden, surprising
grength. “Listen, Maddie. If you hear them coming, you've got to leave without me.”

“No. | won't.”

He buried hishand in her hair and gripped the back of her neck, rough where he had dways been gentle.
She met hiseyeswithout wincing or blinking. “You haveto,” he said fiercdy. “They'll just kill us both.”

“I won't leave you,” she repeated stonily. “And you can't make me.”

He amost laughed, but it turned into another grimace of pain. “Theresno point in both of us—"
“Or even one of us—"

“I can't run anymore.”

“| can seethat.”



“Damnyou, just dowhat | tell you!”
13 No.”
“You can't let them get you,” he said desperately, weakening even asthey argued.

Redlizing how thiswas taxing his strength, she sat next to him, eased him into her arms, and said, “ Just
rest now, al right?’

“Maddie...”
“Shhh.”

She kissed his sweat-soaked hair and tried to soothe him. When he went still, she wasn't sureif he had
falen adeep or passed out.

* * * %

He dept for over an hour. When he awoke, he insisted they move on. She protested, knowing he would
start bleeding again, but he was adamant.

“They've probably given up looking for us by now,” he admitted, “but we've got equally serious
problems. Were lost, Maddie, and we've got no supplies. We need drinking water, and | need help. If
we st around here so that | don't bleed to degth, then I'll certainly succumb to infection. But by thetime
that happens, you'll be too dehydrated to get out on your own. Weve got to find afarm or village as
soon aspossihle”

Redlizing he wasright, she relented, only delaying their departure long enough to look for abig, sturdy
stick he could use as acane. When heroseto hisfeet and put weight on the wounded leg, she saw swesat
bead hisforehead. Hetold her held be dl right and irritably insisted they get going. She guessed thét his
leg hurt far more than he was willing to tell her; she vaguely remembered some long-ago classroom where
she had learned about the bundles of nerves running down the insde of the thigh.

Not knowing thisregion, they decided to try to head toward where they thought the road ought to be,
hoping that the LPM rebels wouldn't be travelling that same road. Although the thick jungle disoriented
his sense of direction, Ransom figured the road should be due west of where they were now; they
adjusted their course as the sun started lowering in the afternoon sky.

Their progress was laborious. Ransom's wound and growing weakness kept his pace dow, and they
were both hampered by the thick bush. Madd eine finally understood why heroesin jungle movieswere
aways hacking their way through everything with amachete. She couldn't see three feet in front of hersalf
half the time, and they were both covered in scratches and welts from al the thorns and branches and
sharp-edged leaves that |ashed out at them as they passed. Madeleine forced Ransom to don her
poncho, seeing the abuse that his bare torso was taking—on top of the bruises | eft by the beating he had
endured. He resisted at first, and only the argument that she couldn't afford to let him get any weaker
managed to sway him. She didn't like him going bare-chested in this climate, anyhow. It was cooler this
high up, and very damp. He's soon take a chill, the way he was swesting.

She studied him during their increasingly frequent rest stops. He looked terrible, worse than she could
have imagined. Beneath histhree-day growth of beard, hisface was drawn, sweaty, and haggard. He
was S0 palethat his cuts and bruises stood out sharply. His eyes were glassy with pain and—she
feared—the sart of afever. He, who was o fit he seldom drew a deep breath for anything besides sex,
was breathing hard dl of the time now. Wading through the river this morning had washed a considerable
amount of the blood out of his pants and left them amurky, muddy color; but she could still seethe red



stain dowly spreading around the shirt she had tied over hiswound.

She wanted to fling hersdf at him and weep. But she knew how much he appreciated her stoicism, and
how a show of weaknessfrom her would only require more strength from him, so she confined hersdlf to
seeing to his comfort whenever possible.

Unwilling to risk drinking from the streams they occasiondly encountered, Madeleine realized they could
keep their bodily fluid levels up by consuming fruit. She collected whatever fruits she could find asthey
tramped a ong—mostly mangoes—and forced agrumbling Ransom to eat one every time they stopped
torest.

“| hatethese things,” he said. “They're so sweet and messy and—"
“And full of sugar and vitaminsand fluid,” shesad. “Eat it.”

“| want acigarette”

“Eat your mango.”

Afterwards, they'd be sticky from mango juice, and flies and other insects would buzz around them until
they found apuddle or stream in which to wash.

By sunst, they ill hadn't come to the road, and Madeleine wondered if it really was where they thought
it was. It was s0 hard to get your bearings when you were surrounded by bush everywhere you looked,
even overhead! And the thought of spending the night in this damp, misty, chattering jungleterrified her.
But, with her own vision failing as darkness descended, and with Ransom badly in need of ret, she knew
that they had no choice. Summoning her resolve, she announced that they were stopping for the night.

“I can keep going,” helied.
“I can't,” shelied. “ And who knowswhat wed walk straight into in the dark?’

He relented, too exhausted to argue anyhow, and started helping her search for alikely shelter. They
findly found alittle dome of bushes growing together, with soft earth benegth it. After ensuring that
nothing dselived there, Made einelined the ground with enormousflat leaves, then urged Ransom to
comeingdeand lie down.

“And eat this” she added, handing him amango.
“Oh, Chrig.” Hetried to shove it away.

“Eat it,” she ordered inflexibly.

“I'm going to turn into amango soon,” he complained.

“It could be adigtinct improvement,” shetold him.

* * % %

The macaw swooped overhead, itslovely scarlet and indigo wingsblurring in hisvision asit flapped and
fluttered. The woman at his side admired it, but he was busy admiring her. She was so lovely, even with
blood on her face.

Blood?
Why was there blood?



Hetried to ask her, but he couldn't get enough breath to speak. His chest burned as he ran, and he
couldn't get enough air.

They were running? Running. Running. Trying to escape.

The macaw followed them, circling and plunging. It turned into a vulture and swooped down on the
woman. Heran fagter, trying to reach her, but he couldn't bresthe and his leg wouldn't work. Paralyzed,
he watched in horror as the vulture turned into aleering Montedoran, carrying agun and dressed in rags.
The man attacked the woman. She fought back wildly, but without sufficient strength or skill.

Desperate to save her, Ransom shouted with terror as he tried to force his unresponsive limbs to move.
“No,” he moaned, trying to reach her.

“Rensom.”

“No!”

“Shhh. It'sdl right.”

It'snot dl right, dammit!

“Wake up.”

“No, no...”

“Ransom!”

He awoke gasping for air. A whimper caught in histhroat, humiliating him. His heart pounded so hard it
hurt.

“Oh, God, oh, God,” he murmured brokenly, burying hisface against her.

They were lying somewhere dark and damp, smelling of earth and greenery. Her arms were around him,
and she was stroking his back. Ashelay panting and shivering with reaction, she dipped one hand
between them to unbutton her blouse and unfasten her lacy bra. He gratefully pressed his face between
her bare breasts amoment later. She didn't smell as sweet and clean as usud, but she smelled like her,
and that was what he needed right now.

“Tell mewhat you dreamed,” she whispered, stroking hishair.
“l wastryingto ... trying to get toyou ... and | couldn't move.... | couldn't help you...”

“Jugt adream,” she murmured, shifting to hold him more comfortably. “Y ou help me every time | need
you.”

“I couldn't get to you, | c—"
“But you dwaysdo,” shewhispered. “Y ou dwayswill.”

He recognized she was humoring him, soothing him; helet her. He needed it. And he redlized she was
seeing him asno onein hisadult life ever had—helpless, scared, weak. And helet her. Hetightened his
arms around her fiercely and rubbed hisface againgt her soft skin, heedless of his scratchy beard.

After afew minutes of her stroking and murmuring, he camed down enough to ask arational question.



“Whendid | fdl adegp?’

“The minute you lay down.”

“Oh. Hasit beenlong?’

She shrugged. “A few hours. | doubt if it's midnight yet.”

“Areyou dl right?’ he asked. “Y ou were bleeding.”

“Just my nose. It'sfine.”

He shivered. “ Aren't you cold?’

“Areyou?’ she asked.

“I'mfreezing.”

“Your skinishot,” shesaid dowly. “| think you have afever.”

“Great.”

She chuckled at the disgust in histone. “But you're starting to sound more like yoursdlf.”
“Y ou could try to make that sound like a compliment.”

“No, | couldn't.”

“Hmph.”

They lay slently for awhile. Then she said, “Y ou know, there's something | keep wondering.”
“What?’

“What's your name?’

“Y ou know my name.”

“Your first name.”

“I'm not gonnatdl you. Y ou'rejust malicious enough to put it on my tombstone.” Hefelt her stiffen and
realized what a bad joke that was, under the circumstances. He burrowed closer, seeking her warmth,
and sad, “Well find theroad in the morning.”

“Uh-huh.” He had afeding she didn't believe him. After along, slent moment, she sighed, “I'm sorry. I'm
redly sorry.”

He frowned. “ About what?”

“Everything. About leaving you aone at the Hotel Tigre. About bringing you back to Montedorawith me.
About—"

“Maddie, it's—"
“About your getting shot.”

“That's hardly your fault,” he pointed out.



“Butl ... Oh, God...” Hewas surprised to hear tearsin her voice. “I was so mad at you when we left
New York, | told Preston | hoped you'd get shot by rebels,” she blurted guiltily.

“Youdid?
13 Yaﬂ

Y eah, she was definitely near tears. And if he was kind and understanding, it would probably only make
her fed guiltier. So hesaid, “ Jesus, | can't believe you said that!”

“Wadll, you were being so awful to me,” she said, sounding atrifle defensive.

“A little, maybe, but, | mean, what kind of a person are you?’

“Thekind who doesn't like be goaded and bullied,” she said. Y eah, she was definitely defensve now.
Hetried to hide hisgrin. “Goaded and bullied? Oh, come on.”

“Y ou were the one who threatened to tell people about us. Y ou were the one who said you could prove
you'd seen me naked because you knew about the birthmark on my bottom. Y ou were th—"

“It'saredly sexy birthmark,” he drawled.

He heard her sharp intake of breath when he fondled her bottom. A moment later, she laughed shakily.
“Why don't you just et mewalow inmy guilt?’ she asked ruefully.

“Not in the mood.”

“Wdl, I'm sorry, anyhow.”

“They didn't shoot me just because you once upon atime wished for it, Maddie.”

“No, but ... Doesit hurt?’

“Of dl the stupid questions,” he grumbled deepily. “ Of courseit hurts. | can tell you've never been shot.”
“Wdll, no, actudly.”

“It hurts” Heleft it at that. Why mention that hisleg throbbed like it wanted to fal off, or that ared-hot
poker seemed to be piercing histhigh again and again and again?

“A farm or avillage won't be enough,” she whispered. “We need ared doctor and real medical
fadlities”

“Onething at atime,” he murmured, drifting away. Hewas so tired, so incredibly tired. Even listening to
her wore him out. Snuggling into her as he gingerly kept his thigh from touching anything, he dipped over
the edge again.

* * * %

She made him take off his pants at dawn so she could get agood look at the wound. She didn't know
anything about such things, but it looked awful to her: angry, oozing, and swelling. Considering the wound
and the hot flush covering his skin, she had no doulbt that infection had aready set in.

He was dower today, and obvioudy in even more pain. Putting his pants back on was an orded. Within
ahalf hour of their setting off, he was drenched in sweet and breathing like he'd just run amarathon.



Maddeine helplessy watched him struggle to master hisweakness and conced his pain from her. The
terrible, insdious fear that he wouldn't make it started settling into her bones, chilling her with cold dread.

Redizing that, at thisrate, dehydration was amore serious concern than additiond infection, sheinssted
he drink from the next stream they found. The water was moving duggishly, but it was cold and clear,
and she harbored some faint hope that it bore no parasites or disease. Fedling lightheaded, she decided
she'd better drink, too.

A couple of hours|ater, he seemed to have reached the end of hisrope. He sat down, refused the mango
shetried to force on him, and regarded her with serious, glassy eyes.

“When you find theroad,” he said between long, exhausted bregths, “don't get into avehicle with more
than one man in it, unless there are women, too. Or women and children.” He closed hiseyesfor a
moment as awave of pain washed over him. “Y ou know. A family.”

“When we find the road,” she corrected, her ssomach churning. She knew what he was about to say, and
shedidn't want to listen.

“I might not be there.”
“Then neither will I.”
He sghed sorrowfully and findly said it. “I can't go on, Maddie.”

She could see what it cost him to admit that. She could see that the wound was bleeding again. She could
see him closeto collapse.

“Then nather can|,” shesad smply, meaning it.

He seemed too tired to discussit for amoment. Findly, he said, “L ook, if | wait here, and you leave a
trail that you can follow back to me after you've found help—"

13 Nol”
“Maddie, you—"

“No! I'm not going on without you. I'm not leaving you here. I'm not discussing it.” Her voice shook, but
not her resolve.

“You haveto,” he said, too weary to get mad at her. “I'm sorry,” he added.

“Saveit. I'm not going.”

“I'm not giving you achoice,” he explained. “Y ou're going on without me.”

“What are you going to do? Pick me up and hurl me through the bush?’

“I'min charge,” hereminded her. “When it comesto your safety, you agreed to do what | tell you.”

“I don't remember ever agreeing to that, regardless of what your contract with my father says. Besides,
wouldn't you say these are rather extraordinary circumstances?’

“Maddie, you haveto doit,” he said gently.

“Why?’ she demanded. “Why do | ‘haveto’ to go off and leave you to die?’



He held out his hand. She was so accustomed to his forcefulness and aggression that it took her a
moment to realize he was asking her to hold it. She scooted closer and took his hand.

“Don't let mefail,” hewhispered.
“What?’ Shedidn't understand the non-sequitur. Wasthe fever affecting hiswits dready?

Hisface paled, and she knew he wasin the grip of another wave of pain. Then hesaid, “I came hereto
protect you. The moment ... I knew who you were and that you were coming back here ... | would never
have trusted anyone e se to take care of you.”

Her throat fdt tight. “Ransom...”

“Only reason | came,” he murmured. “To keep you safe. Please...” He held her hand againgt his burning
cheek and closed hiseyes. “Please day safe”

“WEell both stay safe,” she said firmly. “We must be close to the road by now.”

“Maddie, | can't help you anymore.” Hisvoice was thin, wispy, unfamiliar. “I can't protect you.”
“Then I'll protect you,” she said fiercely.

“Chrigt, do you think that'swhat | want?’ His snap lacked itsusud crackle.

“Apparently not, but you'l just haveto let go of some of your pride.” Her snap was as sharp asever. She
was amogt pleased to see him glare at her. Fighting al the softness she longed to give him, she forced
stedl into her tone as she added, “Now shall we just St here and wait to die? Or are you going to make a
little effort, get off your butt, and keep going?’

“God, you are so fucking stubborn!” But he was pushing againg the ground, trying to get back on his
feet.

“I prefer to think of it asresolute.” She helped him get up, relieved that this criss was passed, terrified
about what the next one might bring.

“Y ou can think whatever you want, but you have the disposition of amule.”

She dmost smiled. Right now, aflare of temper from him was even more wel come than tender words.

* k k %

The blood loss and infection continued to weaken him, however. He soon couldn't walk aone, and they
made dow progresswith hisarm draped over her shoulder and hisweight dragging her down. A lifetime
of sdf-discipline kept her going, but she knew her body would eventudly quit under the strain, especidly
without sufficient food and water.

When hefinally collapsed, they both fell down. Shelay there winded and dazed, too exhausted to even
examine him for the first few moments. When shefindly rolled over to look a him, he was unconscious.
She knew, with a certainty sherailed against having to accept, that he wouldn't go any further.

“Ransom,” she breathed, devastated, lost.

He no longer looked like the smooth seducer from the Hotdl Tigre, or the quietly aert bodyguard who
had saved so many lives from aterrorist attack, or even the deadly combatant who had engineered her
escape from certain death. Her chest hurt as shelooked at him and saw how much it had taken to bring
this man to hisknees. She brushed his hair off hisforehead and smply stared, too stricken to know what



to do now.

And perhaps because she, like he, was now pared down to nothing but the essentid, basic qualities of
her character, striving for nothing more glorious than survivd, shefindly knew what her misconceptions
and preconceived notions and stubbornly narrow salf-image had kept hidden from her: sheloved this
man with al her heart.

Now that she acknowledged it, she couldn't imagine why she hadn't redlized it sooner. What other
explanation could there be for dl the passion and honesty and acceptance between the two of them?In
the short time sheld known Ransom, she'd shared more with him than with anyone e sein her life.

Therewas no one e se like him, never had been, never would be. Not for her. He was the one. How
tragic, how brutadly unfair, that she should only redizeit ashelay dying in apatch of mud, hungry, thirsty,
feverish, and in terrible pain, thousands of milesfrom home.

She was s0 exhausted, she couldn't even weep as her heart was breaking. She could only stare dumbly
a him, wishing she could give her lifefor his. She would do anything for him, anything. But she couldn't
think of asingle damned thing that was within her power now.

“Oh, Ransom,” she whispered in stark misery. She dipped her hand into his unresponsive one. She
gripped hard, needing him, needing his strength and resolve and endless courage. Lipstrembling, she
whispered, “ Please, don't let mefail you. Please.”

He never moved, never sirred.

But amoment later, she heard the faint rumble of acar engine.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Madedeine blinked, not believing her ears.

Anengine? A car!
“Theroad,” she choked, sumbling to her feet. “ The road!”

She didn't even redlize she was running until she tripped over atreeroot and fdll flat on her face. She
jumped up without even pausing and kept heading straight for that sound.

“Help! she screamed, not sure how far away the sound was, terrified that the car she heard might pass by
before she reached theroad. “HdlllIp!”

Asit happened, she nearly got hit by the vehicle—an ancient pick-up truck with less-than-reliable
breaks. It rounded a bend just as Madeleine ssumbled into the road, which was so narrow that she didn't
seeit until she had plunged right into the middle of it. Shejumped just in time to avoid being hit, then
turned and ran after thetruck asit skidded to a shuddering hat in the dick, unpaved road.

“Help! Help! Please, you must help usl” Madeeine cried, running to the driver's window.

Thedriver, agrizzled old man, looked at her with obvious aarm. The young man next to him got out of
the truck and rounded the hood. They both looked wary and shocked. Redlizing she had to get control of
the Situation, Madeleine tried to coax some Spanish out of her hysterical mind.

“Ayudame! Por favor, ayudame!” Please, help me!



The young man got agood look at her head-to-toe appearance and seemed appalled. He said something
to the old man, who nodded and tried to ask her who she was and what had happened to her.

“Americana,” she explained, gesturing to herself. She nodded when he asked if bandits had done thisto
her. Why bring paliticsinto it, after al?

The two men exchanged some more comments. Madeleine redlized they were father and son. The
warning that there were bandits around here frightened them, and they urged Madd eine to get into the
truck so they could depart immediately.

“No, no, mi esposo,” sheingsted. My husband. The lie would Ssmplify matters, she decided.

She pointed into the jungle. The two men looked at her doubtfully. Afraid they'd refuseto help her, she
suddenly plunged agrimy hand into her pocket and pulled out about fifty dollars worth of Montedoran
pesos. She hed it out enticingly, seeing their faceslight up with interest, and repeated that she wanted her
husband. After brief discussion, the son decided to go into the jungle with her while the father
ostentatioudy pulled out his shotgun and said he would cover them.

Made einetried to guess how much ground she had covered in her frantic dash for the road. One
hundred yards? More? She suddenly redized that she hadn't paid any attention to where she'd left
Ransom. Terrified that she might not be ableto find him again, she tore through the jungle with cardless
haste, leaving behind her companion as she ran forward shouting Ransom's name. All the trees and plants
looked indistinguishable now. Which way should she go?

Mercifully, Ransom groaned in unconscious pain. Made eine scrambled wildly toward the sound, tears of
relief streaking down her face when she dropped to her knees by his side. Shetook hishand, kissed it,
and looked up at the young Montedoran.

“Thisismy husband,” she said. “He'svery sick.” She pointed to the wound in histhigh. “Necesitaun
medico.” He needs adoctor.

“S, senora”

She had trouble understanding his accent, but she redlized he was promising to help her. She nodded
gratefully, accepting hisreassurance. Then she helped him lift Ransom and drape hisinert body acrosshis
shoulders. All the way back to the truck, she chanted prayers of thanks and of hope. Please, please, let
him live, please, let him live.

The young man shouted something to his father when they reached the road, and hisfather opened the
truck'stailgate and helped them lay Ransom down in the flatbed. It smelled like live chickens, but
Maddeine supposed it smelled better than she did right now. She climbed in with Ransom and held his
head in her lap asthetruck set off.

* k k %

They were on the road for nearly two hours before Madeleine saw the refugees and began to understand
the scope of what was happening in Montedora. When the little road they were on met up with another
road coming from the east, their progress was dowed to a crawl. The road was packed with thousands
of refugees heading west with whatever worldly goodsthey could carry.

Donkeys, mules, horses, and occasionaly men hauled carts loaded with family possessions. Some people
travelled in battered cars or on motorbikes, but most were on foot. Babies and toddlers were carried by
their mothers and older ssters, but small children had to walk. Everyone Madeleine saw |ooked stoic and
tired. No one paid any attention to her, and she redlized that asfilthy and ragged as she was, and



travelling in this old truck, she undoubtedly looked like one of them. Even the color of her hair was dulled

by dirt.

The young man who had helped her stuck his head out of the truck window to chat with her every so
often. His name was Pedro, and he and his father—Tito—lived in San Remo. Maddeine didn't
understand what kind of business they were involved in, though she gathered that they had intended to go
to Montedora City; when the fighting had broken out, they had immediately turned around and headed
back home. Thetrip was apparently afinancial loss. He thanked her for the money she had given them,
adding gdlantly that they would have helped her even so.

Madeleine nodded and smiled. The thousand US dollars that she had stuffed ingde her underwear clung
damply to her skin. It was averitable fortunein Montedora, she knew. Aslong as she didn't et anyone
sted it from her, she ought to be able to get whatever help she needed.

When Pedro asked her about herself, she relied upon her poor Spanish as an excuse to keep her answer
vague. She'd been accompanying her husband on abusinesstrip, she said. Now she just wanted to get
help for him, and to go home. Pedro nodded sympathetically.

“Where are these people coming from?” she asked, gesturing to the sea of refugees around them. She
had heard him occasiondly exchanging news with people walking aongside the truck, though she hadn't
understood anything.

The army was splitting into factions, Pedro told her, someloyd to Veracruz, othersto Escdante. They
werefighting east of here now, and, of course, didn't care whose villages they destroyed, whose homes
they burned, or who they shot in their effort to conquer each other.

“Ransom wasright about the army, then,” Maddeine murmured, tightening her hold on him. Still
unconscious, his skin was burning hot. “Necesitaun medico,” shetold Pedro.

He nodded and said something. She had to ask him to repest it. Then she said, “A misson?In San
Remo?’ When he nodded again, she asked how soon they would be there.

He gestured to the muddy road and the throng of people congesting it, and he shrugged. Madeleine
gritted her teeth, knowing that nothing she could say would make a difference to their speed.

* * * %

They finally reached San Remo at sunset. It wasasmal, unremarkable town set in alush valley, but it

had apparently undergone some changes since Pedro and Tito had |eft it acouple of days ago; they
seemed shocked by what they found there. Refugees had been streaming into the area since last night,
and rumors said their numbers would incresse tenfold asfighting continued east of here. Within days, they
would outhumber the inhabitants of San Remo.

The Catholic mission was the destination of most people pouring into San Remo. As Tito drove her
there, Madeleine could see hundreds of people camped around the misson'swalls. Some erected smple
sheltersto mark their space and protect themselves from rain, but most hadn't yet had time to do this.
The noise and confusion was overwheming, but nothing compared to what was actualy going oninsde
the mission. Tito drove the truck right up to the gates. Madeleine watched Pedro get out of the truck and
speak to a couple of teenage boys guarding the entrance to the mission. Beyond the gates, she could see
adense crowd of milling people. Many others were lying down, right there in the middle of the courtyard.
And children—there seemed to be more children here than in al of Montedoral

The two teenage boys came back to the truck with Pedro. Made eine tensed, recdling the LPM rebels
and feding afraid, but their manner was serious and gentle. They took onelook at Ransom, conferred



together, and then studied Madeleine. Then one of them spoketo her.
“You are American?’

“Yes” shesaid with rdief. “Y ou spesk English!”

The boy smiled modestly. “A little. Y our hushand is ... shooted by bandits?’
“Yes. Yederday. He needs medical attention or he will die”

The other boy shook his head and said something she didn't understand. The two of them started arguing.
Pedro interrupted them and dedlivered an impassioned speech. Seeing that nothing was being solved,
Maddenesaid, “1 can pay for medica help.”

“Payment isnot—" The boy was interrupted by his companion, who seemed to be saying something
negative again. Something about too many people. The boy cut him off and told Madeeine, “ Y ou will
need to speak to Sister Margaret.”

“Whereis she? Can | speak to her now?’
“I' will bring you to her.”

She heditated, afraid to leave Ransom. Seeing this, Pedro reassured her; he would watch over her
husband until she returned.

Jorge, the boy who spoke English, led her into the mission's main courtyard. His gloomy friend stayed
behind to guard the busy gate. Once ingde the walls, Madd eine sarted to redlize the extent of the
problem. There must be ahundred sick people lying around the courtyard. The mission apparently wasn't
prepared to handle adisaster of thissize. Some of theinjuries Madeleine saw as she passed through the
crowded courtyard looked superficia, but there were severa people who looked as bad as Ransom.
Fear tightened her belly as she redlized that he probably couldn't get priority trestment here.

She followed Jorge through a confusing series of courtyards and small buildings. He asked for Sister
Margaret everywhere they went, and they aways seemed to have just missed her. Sster Margaret,
Madeeine reflected irritably, must be one hell of asprinter; Madeleine was getting breathlessjust looking
for the damn woman.

There seemed to be an inordinate number of children here; they were everywhere she looked. Jorge told
her that the mission was an orphanage. The mission had been overcrowded even before the refugees
garted arriving, hetold her, and they Hill hadn't figured out whereto put al these people. The children
werewilling to vacate their dormitoriesfor the wounded, but Sister Margaret hadn't figured out where
they would deep instead. And with so many strangers descending upon the town, she wasn't willing to let
the children run wild.

“How big isyour hospita?” Madd eine asked, following him into yet another courtyard. The misson was
old and smple, but big and well-tended.

“Twenty beds”

“Oh. | see”

“And the specidity hereisthe maternity.”

“Maternity?’ she repeated after he finished asking yet another person if they knew where Sister Margaret



was.

“Yes. The hospital isredly for mothers, to help them have safe pregnancy and to have ababy safe.” He
showed her into a schoolroom. “Otherwise, the work hereisto care for orphans and teach them school.”
Hisface brightened and he cried, “ Sister Margaret!”

“Yes, yes. Just aminute, Jorge,” said atiny, ancient woman with astrong Irish brogue.

M adel eine approached the woman and stared at her with something approaching awe. She couldn't be
fivefeet tal, and her tiny figure was s0 adorably chubby that she looked like a cartoon character or a
doll. Her curly, pure white hair was cut short, and most of it was modesily covered with a utilitarian blue
veil. Her caf-length dress was made of smilar materid, now filthy and wrinkled. As Made eine watched,
thistiny woman gave ingtructions to ayoung man three times her sze. He waslying on the floor, covered
in swest, and clearly in terrible pain. He nodded and grunted something at her. Then Sister Margaret
placed adainty, sensibly-shod foot againgt hisribs, grabbed an arm which lay at an odd angle, and
yanked with dl her might. The man screamed horribly—and then stopped, blinking with surprise.

A didocated shoulder, Maddeineredized.

By the time the man's face cleared and he said his shoulder had stopped hurting, Sister Margaret was
aready turning away to Sign some papersthat one person handed her while smultaneoudy giving orders
to ayoung nun waiting nearby. She dedlt with four more peoplein that efficient manner, then started
heading out the door. Jorge ran after her, asdid Madeleine.

“Sigter, Sigter!” Jorge cried.
“Yes?' shesaid over her shoulder, not even pausing.
“Thislady needsyour help. Sheisalost American, and her husband dies.”

That was gpparently surprising enough to get her full attention. Sister Margaret turned around and |ooked
at Madeleine. After aquick assessment, she said, “Whereisthis husband?’

“Outsdethe gates,” Madeeine said quickly. “He's been shot. HEs very ill. Wewere lost in the jungle for
over aday, and hell die without medica attention.”

Sister Margaret nodded briskly, instructed Jorge to get help and bring Ransom into the mission, and told
Madeleine to come with her. While dealing with adozen other people and problems, the Sister extracted
the sdlient details of Maddleine's story from her.

“The Argentine border?’ the Sister said while cdming ahystericd child. *Y oull never makeit now.”
“I know. Can we contact the American embassy?’

“Not until communications to the capital have been restored. Nor can you contact the United States until
then. Not from here, anyhow.”

“|sthere someone here who can help my husband?’

“I can.” Maddeine didn't doubt it, but her heart sank when the nun added, “But I'm afraid that we've
aready run out of amost dl of our supplies. And what'sleft must go on afirst come, first serve basisto
thosein need.” Her features softened for amoment as she added, “I'm afraid thereésalong list ahead of
yw.”



“I can pay you,” Madeleine said desperately.

Sister Margaret shook her head. “ Donations are ways needed, but | can't allow you to buy your way
past other people who a so need medicine and bandages, Maddeine.”

Abandoning all pride, Madeleine seized the old woman's arm and begged, “Please, help me! Please. |
lovehim.”

Sigter Margaret sopped moving and focused al her attention on Madeleine for amoment. Her pae gray
eyeslooked sad for abrief, unguarded instant. “ Yes, | can seethat you do.” She sighed. “But look
around you. Lifeis cheap here. Before your husband dies, many other women will lose their men. And
worse—their children.” Her voice roughened for amoment as she added, “1've made it my lifeswork to
changethat. And | can't.”

“ BLIt—”

“Wemust pray,” Sister Margaret said, managing to make this sound like a practica suggestion. “ And not
for amiracle, either. Just that fresh supplies can get through to us.”

“Does anyone even know you need supplies?’ Madeleine demanded.

“No.” The nun'svoice wasflat, but Madel eine recognized how scared she was. “ Communications were
cut before | could tell anyone.”

* * % %

Ransom was dlotted a space in the corner of asmall, airy classroom. Madeleine redlized wryly thet it
was the nicest place they'd been in since leaving Montedora City. The walls were covered with cheerful
pictures painted by the children, and big windowslet in air and light, while heavy avnings shielded the
room from direct sunlight. She pulled the poncho off Ransom and tried her best to make it into alittle bed
for him.

Although shewas on awaiting list for antibiotics sheldd probably never receive and painkillerswhich hed
aready run out, Maddeine did at least have accessto water. And although bandages were a a premium,
someone did find afew rags she could use. A child who should have been too young for such
responsibilities offered to stay with Ransom while Made eine went outside to bail her ragsin acommuna
pot. Shereturned ahaf hour later with clean rags, boiled water, and drinking water.

She hung two of her rags up to dry, planning to use them as bandages in the morning. Then shewrestled
Ransom's pants off his lean body, relieved that he wasn't awake for this process, asit clearly caused him
pain even in his unconscious state. The wound looked even worse tonight, and histhigh had swollen
more. It was a good thing she'd never been squeamish, she thought, and started cleaning the wound.

When she was done, she gave him a sponge bath. While she was bending over him, she heard Sister
Margaret's voice from behind her.

“What'sthat beneath your shirt? That lump?’

Made eine fdt the weight of the Browning in the small of her back. She reached under her shirt and
touched it self-conscioudly, then looked over her shoulder at the nun. “A gun.”

Sister Margaret held out her hand. “Y ou'd better giveit to me.”

Maddeine glanced & Ransom. “Hewouldn't like that.”



The Sister glanced at him, too. “Hewon't be needing it for awhile, and | will not have agun around al
these children.”

“I wouldn't et any of them—"

“What if one of them takesit away while you're deeping? What if he gets ddlirious and triesto take it
fromyou?’

It was harder to give up the gun than Madeleine would have expected. She was still afraid, having been
subjected to so much violence recently. But, redizing that Sister Margaret was right, she handed it over.

Sister Margaret unloaded it with practiced ease, asif shetook guns away from people every day, then
bent over to have alook at Ransom. She touched the skin around the wound. A dark, strong-boned
hand suddenly grabbed her wrigt, surprising her.

“Ransom!” Maddleine cried. His eyes were open!

“What the fuck isgoing on?’ he demanded blearily. Then he noticed Sister Margaret's costume.
Madeleine had seldom seen him look so stunned. “I mean, um...” Helooked back at Madeleine.

“ThisisSigter Margaret,” Madeleine said helpfully.
“How do you do?’ the Sister said blandly, examining the wound again.

“Hi, 1...” Ransom looked down and drew in a deep breath. “ Chrigt, I'm practically naked, Maddie! And
who are dl these people?’

Shed left his briefs on for decency's sake, but he clearly didn't fed that was enough to be wearing in front
of anun and dl the other adults and children currently residing in the schoolroom.

Sister Margaret, however, had no timefor this uncharacteristic display of modesty. She pulled asmall
bundle of dried leaves out of her pocket, handed them to Madeleine, and briskly explained, “Boil these
for about twenty minutes, then wrap them in acloth and apply it to the wound.”

“A poultice?” Maddeine guessed.

Sister Margaret nodded. “ It will help draw out the infection. I'm sorry. It'sthe best | can offer you right
now. But it can be quite effective.” She briefly gave Maddeine additiona instructions about keeping the
wound clean and warned that delirium might st inif they couldn't bring hisfever down.

The rest had apparently done him some good, however. After Sister Margaret strode off to investigate
some other problem, with the Browning tucked firmly into the pocket of her habit, Ransom asked
Madeleine where they were. She briefly recounted finding the road, the journey to San Remo, and the
problems they now faced.

“At least no onewill shoot us here” she concluded.

“Unlessthe army extendstheir battle to thisarea. They won't attack the mission, but they won't take
painsto avoid destroying it, either,” he muttered. “God, I'm thirsty!”

She opened asmal bottle of water she had gotten earlier. “I'm told that this has been treated,” she said,
helping him drink. “Are you hungry?’

“No. Does anyone around here have a cigarette?’



“I'll ask,” she promised dryly.

Just the effort of talking and drinking seemed to have exhausted him. He fell back into arestless dumber
within afew minutes. Madd eine asked another child to watch him, and then she went into San Remo in
search of food. They wererationing food at the mission and would run out if they didn't get more soon.
Madeleine decided not to help deplete their supplies, since she had enough money to buy her own food.

A deepy town like San Remo would normally be closed down by thistime of night, but nothing was
normal now, and the streets and stores were as busy asif it was Saturday morning. Supplies were
dwindling fast, and Madeleine was glad she hadn't waited until morning to go shopping. Since Ransom
wasin no shape for solid food, Madeeine bought canned broth, bouillon cubes, tea, honey, and the last
bottle of fruit juice she could find. Sheinvestigated the loca pharmacy for anything that might help
Ransom. Not much was left, but she came away with some aspirin and a bottle of Listerine, which wasa
good al-purpose disinfectant. Her own cuts and scrapes stung, and she knew she shouldn't neglect
them.

Suddenly fedling hungry enough to eat a boiled shoe, she bought some solid food for hersdlf and sat
down right in the middle of the street to eat it. She doubted that anyone at home would recognize her if
they could see her now.

The thought brought a sudden wave of homesi ckness upon her. She thought of her family, her apartment,
her office, her favorite restaurants, Central Park, Chateau Camille. She thought of Caroline and
Charlotte, and she didn't want that silly argument sheld had with them before leaving New Y ork to be the
last thing they remembered about her. She had so much to tell them. She wanted them to know how
much she loved them, how hard she had tried to be the best sister she could, and how she had
consgtently failed them without even redizing it. From now on, she wanted to be someone they could
redlly talk to, not just look up to.

She knew her father would be stricken with guilt right now, desperate for news about her. And that her
mother would fredly inflict more guilt on him, franticaly running from her own fear for Maddeine, finding
it too painful to endure.

If she got home, Madel eine decided, there were alot of things she would start doing differently. She had
seen and experienced too much in Montedorato simply fall back into old habits.

And what about Ransom? Assuming they eventually got back home, what would he want from her?
Gresat sex inthe midst of their busy schedules? A brief affair? A long affair? She didn't think he would
smply forget about her once they were back in New Y ork; he hadn't forgotten last time, after dl. She
might not even worry about what he wanted, except for one problem; she had fallen in love with him, and
shewas garting to redize that she wanted awhole hell of alot from him. And if she had worried because
he had known about her shameful secret Sx months ago, it was nothing compared to the vulnerability she
felt now that he held her fragile heart in his hands. He could bresk it so easily, she knew; but she wouldn't
takeit back from him, even if she could. She wouldn't run away from legitimate pain anymore, or keep
people she cared about at a convenient distance.

She returned to the mission as soon as she was done eating, conscious that Ransom needed her. Sister's
Margaret's help would, of necessity, be limited to advice and occasiond visits. Other than that, Ransom
was completely dependent upon Madelein€'s care. She felt inadequate and desperately wished she knew
more about medicine.

Despite being cut off from the outside world, Madeleine harbored a hope that someone would send
supplies soon, before Ransom got any worse. With dl the refugees streaming into thisarea, surely



someone—the Red Cross, the UN, someone—would learn what was happening in San Remo before
long.

But how would the supplies get here? She understood |ogistics and operations far better than physiology,
and she pondered the question as she returned to Ransom's Side. He was resting fitfully, his skin flushed
and hotter than ever. She decided it was time to make that poultice and went back outside.

A young girl saw her looking for asmall pot in the kitchen yard and offered to help her. Maddeine
accepted gratefully and watched in Sllence as the girl went about preparing the poultice with gpparently
experienced hands.

It would be hard to bring supplies overland, Madel eine reflected, yet the enormous quantity of food and
medicine and other supplies needed here, aswell asthe lack of aloca airgtrip, would probably make
overland ddivery necessary. If they came across the nearest border—A rgentina—they'd il take afull
day to get here after entering the country. Maybe longer, considering the condition of the roads, the
cumbersome weight of the trucks, and the unpredictable outbreaks of violence throughout Montedora
now. Add on thetime it would take to mount such an operation, aswell asthetime it would take various
organizations to even redlize the scope of the assstance needed in San Remo ... Maddeine felt panic
dirring in her somach again, threstening to bring up the food she had recently consumed. Could Ransom
hold on that long?

Sternly suppressing her fear, she accepted the young girl's offer to apply the poultice for her, led her back
to Ransom, and watched everything she did, trying to learn. Ransom woke up long enough to tell her
what aterrible idea he thought thiswas.

“Would you like me to pour some Listerine on your wound instead?’ she suggested.

Heglared at her. With his growing beard, cuts and bruises, and glittering eyes, helooked terribly fierce.
Thegirl glanced doubtfully at Madeeine.

“You're scaring her,” Madeeine chided.

Hisgaze did to the girl. He said something in Spanish that made her giggle. When Madd eine suspicioudy
asked what he had said, hetold her, “1 said you were a shrew and awitch.”

“Here, drink this” she ordered, ignoring the girl'sgiggles.
“What isit?’

“Juice”

“I don't want—"

“Y our body needs help. Drink it.”

He was too wesk to lift his head without help. Sheforced half apint of juice down histhroat, bit by hit,
before he quit.

When thelittle girl left them, Ransom wearily groped for Madeleinés hand, then said, “1'm sorry,
Maddie. Hell of athing for you to wind up waiting hand and foot on me, cleaning up al my blood
and—"

“I don't mind,” sheinterrupted, seeing how hisweakness shamed and frustrated him. “I just want you to
get better.”



“I'll befine, now that were not on the run.”

Hewas lying, and they both knew it, but she didn't bother to contradict him.

* k k %

He was much worse by morning. He was swesting heavily again, but the fever wouldn't bresk.

Madeleine sponged him down again and again, to no avail. He started shaking with chills, and by
mid-morning, ddirium had set in. Shivering and twitching and sometimes struggling violently, he moaned
and muttered unintdlligibly, restless and tormented. Sometimes he shouted. Madeleine understood aword
here and there, but none of it seemed connected or made any sense.

The fighting was closer today. She could hear shelling in the distance. Some of the refugees packed up
and moved on, even as new ones streamed into San Remo in a constant flow.

“Maddie...” Ransom moaned.

“I'm here,” she said, as she said every time he called her name. “I'm right here.”

His eyeswere open thistime. He seemed to be looking at her. “Y ou've got.. get away...”
“Shhh...” She bathed his hot forehead with a.cool cloth.

“Please ... sofe...”

“Weresafe,” shelied, hoping he wastoo ddliriousto hear the shdlling. “Were safe.”

When hefdl adeep again, shefindly gaveinto tears.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Like everyone dse that evening, Madeleine heard the helicopter as it approached San Remo. For a
moment, she was afraid they were going to be bombed. But then she redlized it was only one helicopter,
and shelet herself hope.

Ransomwas soill by now, shewas afraid to leave his side for more than aminute or two, so shewaited
for the children to bring her news. After ahdf hour, one of the boys came running back into the
schoolroom.

Journaligts, the child cried. Foreign journdistsl They had flown in from across the border. Therewasa
camera, the boy told her, and he had waved &t it. He might be on television!

“Trust journdigtsto be on the scene like vultures,” Madeeine murmured, having no particular fondness
for the media. However, shefet aglimmer of hope. Now that someone was reporting the chaos at San
Remo...

She gasped as the redlization struck her. Of course! She didn't have to wait for help to reach Ransom,
she could take him to where the help was.

“Where arethe journdists now?’ she asked the child.
“Somewhere outsde with Sster Margaret.”

“Stay with the senor. Watch him, okay?”



“S, senora”
“I'll be back. Don't leave hisside”
“No, senora”

She went running off to find Sister Margaret, and to make the journaists an offer they couldn't refuse.

* * * %

The journaists wouldn't help her. The helicopter was dready carrying the heaviest |oad safety permitted,
they told her, and couldn't take on two extra passengers, or even one. However, with so much at stake,
Madeleine wasn't about to give up. She used years of experience, the influence of the Barrington name
and millions, and her own considerable powers of persuasion to convince them. But athough they were
interested to find a Barrington—and a pretty one, a that—in this godforsaken spot, the journalists
couldn't be convinced.

But Maddeine studied the quietest of the journaists, anewcomer named Lyle Higgins, and recognized
the eager light of ambition in his eyes. He was young and hesitant, and he wanted to be daring. He was
shocked by the scene at San Remo, and he wanted to be shrewd and world-weary. He was obscure,
and he wanted to be notorious. So Madeleine offered him an opportunity he had never dreamed of,
pointing out that acivil war in this forgotten backwater to which he had been assigned was his big chance
to make anamefor himsdf in hisbrutally competitive professon. And he could cover it first-hand,
gtarting right now. All he had to do was save a hero.

“Ransom is the man who saved dozens of people from aterrorist bombing a acafein the capitd just a
few daysago,” Maddeine explained, getting Higgins away from his colleagues o she could talk to him.

“The bombing that LPM claimed credit for?’
“LPM?" sherepested. “Redly? We never knew—"
“He'sthe guy? Everyone waslooking for—"

“He saved Martinez's life, and Veracruz personaly commended him the next day. He's a so a personal
enemy of Escaante, and was arrested without charge within hours of Escaante's seizing power.”

Higginswhigtled, furioudy scribbling notesin his notebook. “But how—"

“He'saformer Secret Service agent: an American hero, ready to give up hislifefor the Presdent.” She
moved in for thekill. “ And what agtory it would make, Higgins, if you saved hislife.”

Heblinked. “What?’

“Change places with him.”

“Wha?’

“Hell dieif he doesn't get trestment. He's very ill, and supplies can't reech usintime.”
“A lot of peoplein Montedoraare dying,” he pointed out, trying to sound tough.

“I' know. I've seen them,” she said tonily. “Thisisthe onel can save.”

“| don't think—"



“You'l put him on the helicopter in your place, and your colleagues will take him back across the border
with them. Y ou save hislife, and you stay here for afirgt-hand account of the misery and deprivation that
pervades San Remo until the arriva of the relief trucks.”

“There may not be any rdlief trucksif that fighting keeps getting closer,” he pointed out as another shell
went off in the distance.

“Wdl, if youre afrad—"

“Damnright, I'm afraid! Any sensible person would be!” But his pride was clearly stung. “And you
can't—"

“I thought you wanted to be awar correspondent.”
“I'm just arookie with no authority to do something this crazy!”

“Do you think Dan Rather and Connie Chung just sat around on their butts when an opportunity likethis
came up?’ Seeing his expression, she pressed her advantage home. “ This story could make you amedia
darling. Y ou'd be brave, dashing, daring, resourceful, making aspur of the moment decision to risk your
own lifeto save adying hero. Or,” she added, scuffing the ground with the remains of her shoe, “you
could just forget about it and leave now.”

He regarded her suspicioudy. “And you'd tell the whole world about this moment as soon as you got
back home, wouldn't you?’

“Wadll...” Sheamiled seetly a him.
Hedghed. “I think | hate you, Miss Barrington.”

“I sometimes have that effect on people.”

* * * %

A bird swooped overhead. Its scarlet and indigo wings burst into flame as an explosion made his head
ache. Oh, how his head ached! And hisleg, hisleg, hisleg.... Thrab, throb, throb ... KABOOM! in the
distance, and ka-boom, ka-boom, ka-boom in his body. Children running around, chattering, the
chattering of birds, twitter, twitter, the sound of aroller coaster, he wasfaling now, faling ... Theroar of
the New Y ork subway. A dragon breathing firein the dark tunnels. Someone pulled agun and shot him
inthe belly! The pain, oh, God, the pain ... The pain in those eyes. He watched the eyes of the crowd.
Eyes, eyes, those sociopath eyes, those strange eyes looking right at Barbara Bush. He was worried
about those hostile eyes boring into her. Don't shoot, man, he thought, don't shoot, don't pull agun, don't
move too fast, don't do anything, I'll have to fucking kill you. Don't make me do it, man.

“I'll fucking kill you,” he muttered.

“What did hesay?’ A stranger'svoice.

Then her voice. “Hés delirious. Pay no attention. Come on. Lift him.” Her voice. Hisonly lifeline.
Then those hard eyes, staring, threatening. “Fucking kill you!” he warned.

“Uh, how ddliriousishe?’

“He doesn't know we're here. He's dreaming something. Comeon, lift him.”

She touched him. He knew her touch, the cool, gentle strength of her hands. She touched him, and now



he remembered. He knew what he had to tell her before he died. He'd tried before, but it was so hard,
50 hard to speak with the vultures swooping down with blood red wings, with explosions and chattering
and dl the guns and strange eyes, and the pain, the pain, the pain ... But he had to try, he had to tell her,
because held never have another chance.

“I'l...” Histhroat was o dry. Desert and jungle mingled in hismind. Running. Running. Must save her.
Must tell her, so she'd dways know.

Water trickled down histhroat. He choked on it.
“Jesus,” someone murmured, “how did he get like this?”
“Infection. Germs breed quickly here,” she said.

“L ...Love..” Hetried again. “LIIl...”

“What's he saying?’

“I don't know.” She sounded so weary.
“Soundslike‘love.”

Hefelt her hand on hisforehead.

| loveyou.

He opened hiseyes. Theroom spun wildly. Her hair flowed and swirled. Her eyes glowed.
Then he saw the men looming over him. Over her.

Two men! Sensing he was too wesak to protect her, he lashed out at them even so. One of them
screamed. He heard it with satisfaction.

“Ransom! No!” she cried, forcing him to lie back again.

He struggled, desperate to save her. The effort was too much. Darkness enfolded him, leaving him alone
with hisnightmares.

* k k %

It took some talking to convince Higgins associates to take Ransom with them after that brief and
terrifying attack he had attempted in his ddlirium. Hed actudly hurt one of them, though not serioudly.
However, once he was mercifully unconscious again, they carried him out to the helicopter and strapped
him into one of the seets. Madeleine gave one of the journdistsinformation about how to contact her
father totdl him shewasal right.

“My father will be able to give you Marino's phone number, and Marino will have dl of Ransom's
passport and medica information. Oh, and one morething.” She stared hard at the journdists, who were
clearly eager to get back to Argentinato turn in their reports before San Remo became old news. “| have
never before abused the privileges of my family name. But if Mr. Ransom doesn't get hep intimeto save
him, then | will personally seeto it that none of you ever works again. And believe me, gentlemen, a
Baringtoncandoit.”

She didn't care what they thought of her. Only he mattered now. She never really got to say goodbye to
him. His head lolled forward in unconsciousness, and he wastoo far from the door of the helicopter for
her to even touch hishand. Shetook along last look at him, then allowed Higginsto draw her away from



the helicopter so it could take off. Tears streaked her face as she watched it fly away.
“Hell makeit,” Higgins said reassuringly. “He looked like one tough sonofabitch to me.”

She gave awatery smile. “Hed be flattered by the description.”

* k x %

Consdering the enormous amount of work that needed to be done at the mission, Madeleine volunteered
her servicesto Sister Margaret as soon as Ransom left. She aso turned over al of her
money—American cash, Montedoran cash, and remaining travellers checks—to the Sster. Margaret
reflected wryly that this money would be agodsend if there was anything left in San Remo to buy, but the
town was cleaned out. Using alittle ingenuity, Madeleine asked Margaret for alist of the most urgently
needed supplies and then began scouring the town and the ever-growing refugee camps for ablack
market. Shewas partialy successful, although it was clear that the disaster was too new and had
happened too fast for most thingsto be available here, evenillegdly and a exorbitant prices.

Thefighting moved southeast, and reports on the twelve-band radio in Sister Margaret's office said that
the Argentines had closed their border with Montedora for the time being. 1t was the BBC which
reported that aformer American Secret Service agent, now acting as a private security consultant, had
been brought out of San Remo by journdists; though wounded and serioudly ill, the man was now rapidly
recovering in aNew Y ork hospital. Madd eine wept with relief.

LPM rebels passed through San Remo, fleeing the fighting. Madeleine would have preferred to stay out
of aght until they were gone, but she had to stay closeto Sister Margaret and keep the old woman from
getting hersalf killed. Margaret furioudy opposed these armed, wild-eyed rebels asthey raided the
mission for food and medicine. One of them hit Margaret hard enough to draw blood. Made eine bitterly
regretted that she'd let Margaret take her gun away from her; she honestly could have shot these brutes
without regret.

“Cowards, bullies, and murdering fanatics” Margaret said after they left. “They arentt like the Doristas.”
“Y ou know the Doristas?’ Madel eine asked, washing away the blood on the Sister's face.

The old woman nodded. “| have defied the Church and given them aid many times. Half themenin San
Remo have gone off to join the Doristasin the past year. They arejust ordinary people who want a
decent life.” She accepted adrink of water, then continued, “ They aretired of the poverty and misery
brought upon them by the excesses of this country's salf-gppointed leaders; and they aretired of seeing
anyone who questions the government being hauled off by the Seguridores, to disappear forever.”

“Do you think the Doristas can win?” Madeleine asked.

“I only know that they will never sop trying.”

* k k %

They saw morejourndists at San Remo before they saw supplies. However, everyone who arrived,
including a Red Cross representative, assured them that help was on the way. The delay was now only
dueto the fighting south of here. Trucks were waiting just across the border, and they would enter
Montedora as soon asthey believed they had a reasonable chance of reaching San Remo. Meanwhile, a
few daring helicopters flew across the combat zone to bring the most urgently needed medical suppliesto
the bel eaguered town.

“You know,” Sister Margaret said to Madeleine one evening asthey watched another journdist fly away
to make hisreport, “you could have gone with him.”



Madeleine kept her eyes on the departing helicopter. “I'll stay until the relief workers arrive.”
“What about your husband?’

She glanced at the old woman. “I think you know we're not married.”

“All the same, you worry about him congtantly. It'sin your face.”

“He's safe and recovering. That's what matters most. | just worry becauseit's my nature.”
“Hewill worry, too.”

“I told that journdist to call New Y ork and tell my family I'm al right. They'll tell Ransom.”
“Buty—"

“Areyou suggesting I'm no longer needed here?” Madd eine asked.

“Y ou know how much you're needed,” Margaret said as they turned to go back to her office. “1 will not
feed your vanity by saying more.”

Maddeine smiled. “I've never been oneto shirk my duty, Sister. | will leave when the relief trucks
arive”

* k% k %

Escdante's army supporters eventudly fell back, heading east again, while the Veracruz faction went
west to re-group. During the [ull, the supply trucks crossed Montedora's southern border and headed for
San Remo. They arrived aweek after Ransom's departure. Things had gotten very grimin San Remo by
then, but Sister Margaret managed to prevent afood riot through the sheer force of her persondlity. So
many people had aready died, and so many more would. But now there was help and hope.

While asssting the Siter in organizing the many newcomers, Madeleine hungyrily absorbed whatever
news she could gather.

The LPM, whose numbers had been serioudly depleted by anill-considered assault on Escalante's army
forces during the recent fighting, was now humbly requesting an aliance with the Doristas, who were
ignoring them. The Dorigtas, meanwhile, were rgpidly gaining territory in the north, taking advantage of
the way Escalante's and Veracruz's factions were busily destroying each other.

The Presidential Guards had suffered heavy casudtieswhile rescuing Veracruz, who had survived and
fled the country with hisfamily. Martinez wasin Brazil, reportedly petitioning the United States for
political asylum. Escal ante secured the capita, and communications were finaly restored.

It took Madd eine three hours to get aphone call through to her family, but shefinally managed it. Her
mother wastearful, but it wasthe relief in her father's voice which brought tearsto Maddeine's eyes. Her
first question was about Ransom's hedlth.

“He'sfine” her father said. “Released from the hospital two days ago. Still weak, according to Joe
Marino, but able to walk.”

“Redly?” Moretears streamed down her cheeks and she laughed with relief.
“He, uh, he seemsto blame himsdlf for what happened down there, Madeleine.”
“Thet'sridiculoud”



“I saw him at the hospital when hewasfirst allowed visitors. He said that he shouldn't have gotten
wounded, shouldn't have let you stay with him, and shouldn't have let you send him away.”

“Hewas unconscious at thetime. It'snot asif he had any choicein the matter.”

“All the same ... He's been very concerned about you. Asked meto cal him at work whenever | receive
additiona news about you.”

“He'sback at work?” she asked, annoyed with Ransom. He should be resting!
“Since being released from the hospital, and againgt doctors' orders.”
“Naturdly,” she muttered.

“For your mother's sake, by the way, | thank you for the messages you've had journalists pass dong to
me while you've been in San Remo.”

“Of course, Dad.” Sheknew full well hewasn't redlly just thanking her for her mother's sake, but she let
him maintain hisstoic image.

“And theré's money waiting for you in Argentina, to help you get whatever you need for your journey
home.” He gave her the necessary information. “When will you leave?’

“Probably the day after tomorrow.”
“Can't you leave any sooner?’

She explained about the chaos currently reigning at the mission, with so many eager relief workers, fresh
supplies, vehicles, and refugees ftill pouring into the devastated area. “ Sister Margaret ill needs my help,
Dad,” she concluded. “1 can't leave her right now.”

“Wall, yes, | can seeyour point. You've dwaysdoneyour...” She heard him clear histhroat roughly.
“Excuseme”

She amiled. “Besdes, I'll still keep my promise and be homein timefor your birthday party.”
“Oh ... Yes. Actudly, we had decided to cance it, considering—"

“Oh, no, Dad! Y ou mustn't. Well have adouble celebration now. Y our birthday and my homecoming.
Pease”

“Of course, Maddleine. If that'swhat you want.”

“Itis. And be sureto invite Ransom when you talk to him again.”
“lwill.”

“Andtdl him1..”

“y e

“Tel him| sad helo,” shefinished lamely.

“Of course.”

“I'll call you from Argentina,” she promised, knowing he would continue to worry.



“Yes. Don't forget, honey.”
She smiled as she replaced the receiver. He hadn't called her that in years.

* k k %

Madeeine's departure, so long anticipated, was now breaking her heart. It was so hard to say goodbye
to the brave people she'd met here, so hard to walk away from those who still needed her, and so
terribly hard to turn her back on the complex tapestry of Montedora.

“I meant to say goodbyeto Higgins,” Madeeine said as Sster Margaret escorted her to awaiting
helicopter.

“Hésfar too busy,” the Siter replied dryly. “I'll tell him for you.”

Madeleine smiled. Higgins had indeed put these past ten days to good use, making a prominent name for
himself. He was the source on what had been happening here since the start of the crisis, and he knew
dozens of locdls, refugees, orphans, and nuns on afirg-name basis.

Asthey paused before the helicopter, Sister Margaret pressed arosary into Maddeine's hand. “1 have
little enough to give,” she said, “and | know you aren't Cathalic, but | owe you morethan | can say. This
was my grandmother's, and | brought it with me from Ireland over fifty yearsago.”

“Margaret...”
“Vayacon Dios”

Maded eine hugged the tiny old woman fiercely, grunting at the strength of Margaret's arms around her
ribs. Shetook one last look a San Remo, then turned away to begin thefirst leg of her journey to a
familiar place and anew future.

* * % %

A couple of days later, Ransom replaced the receiver on the telephonein his office and lit up acigarette.
Barrington had called to tell him that, after more unexpected delays, Madeleine wasredly on her way
home at last. She would arrive just afew hours before abig party being given at the Barrington family
home out on Long Idand. Barrington had reiterated hisinvitation to Ransom, and Ransom had again
hedged, saying hewould comeif hisleg wasn't bothering him too much.

Heflexed the leg now. It was tender, tiff, and alittle weak, but getting better every day. No, it wasn't his
leg that would keep him away from Madeeine tonight. Not by along shot.

His somach churned when he thought about going to that party. For thefirst timein longer than he could
remember, hefdt indecisve and nervous. It wasn't like him, and it appalled him.

He ground out his cigarette after just afew puffs, then restlesdy lit another one only a couple of minutes
later.

He had to see her, to talk to her. He wanted to be with her more than he wanted to go on breathing.
Hed nearly left for Argentinatwo days ago, but Joe had stopped him. But now that she was so near ...
Now he was scared. There was so much at stake. How could hetalk to her a abig party, surrounded
by people? What if sheld been re-thinking everything? Hed hardly turned out to be ahero, after dl, he
thought with heavy sdf-disgud.

The phone rang again, surprisng him. He picked it up.



“Yesh?

“A cal from New Orleans, Ransom,” said his secretary. “ Someone who clamsthat it'sdl hisfault that
you were wounded in Montedora.”

Hefrowned, knowing it was his own damn fault. “Who isit?’
“He sayshisnameisMigue Arroyo.”
“Jesus, he'saivel” Ransom sagged into hischair. “Let metak to him.”

CHAPTER TWENTY

Maddeine studied hersdf in the full-length mirror in her old bedroom at Chateau Camille. She was
wearing an elegant evening gown; Caroline had thoughtfully stopped by her gpartment this morning to
pick it up for her, while she was ngpping at thirty thousand feet somewhere over Brazil. The gown was
one of her favorites, asimple, form-fitting, cream-colored satin confection which left her arms and
shoulders bare. It usualy suited her. But dthough daily application of Listerine had helped hed the cuts
and abrasons shed collected in the jungle, many of them gtill showed faintly pink against her white skin.
There was one on her left arm and another above her breasts that |ooked particularly unattractive.

“Oh, it never even occurred to me,” Caroline said, looking doubtfully at Madeeine. “ Sorry. | should have
brought you afew dresses and let you choose.”

Madeleine turned her back to the mirror and looked over her shoulder. “ Oh, well. Nothing to be done
now. It'l haveto do.”

She saw both of her ssters blink with surprise at her casud tone. Caroline and Charlotte had hardly left
her side since shelanded at JFK this afternoon; her parents were now downdtairs, welcoming the first
few guests of the evening. The Barringtons were normally not ademongrative family, but Maddeine's
homecoming had been warm and emotiond, thawing the chilliness that had existed between her and her
sstersonly acouple of weeks ago.

“We could put some concedler on those scratches,” Charlotte suggested.

Maddeine studied her reflection doubtfully. “I think that might just make them look worse. Anyhow, it's
no big ded.”

Carolinelaughed. “I don't believeit! I've seen you get rid of shoes that were one shade lighter than your
dress, and I've never known you to leave this room without every hair in place, but now that you look
like you've been beaten with arose bush, you don't even—"

“I can't swest the small stuff anymore,” Madeleine said distractedly. “Aslong as | look good enough for
... | mean, aslong as hell think I'm ... Well, he just gets annoyed when | look perfect, anyhow.”

“Who?’
“Ransom.”
Caroline glanced a Charlotte, then asked, “Ishe coming?’

Made eine fumbled with astring of pearls. Charlotte offered to fasten them for her. Madeleine met
Caroling's eyes and admitted, “I don't know. He didn't give Dad afirm answer.”



“So cdl the guy. It'snot like you to just twiddle your thumbs and hope for the best,” Caroline said.

“I tried,” Madeleine admitted. “He wasn't in his office, and they wouldn't give me his home phone
number.”

“It meansalot to you, that this guy should cometonight,” Caroline observed.

“Yes”

“Madeeine, are you and he, uh...” Charlotte glanced a Caroline and tried again. “1 mean, isthere—"
“Yes” Maddeine dumped into achar and blurted, “I'min love with him.”

“Madeleine!” Charlotte embraced her. “ But that's wonderful!”

“Hah! Y ou don't know him. He can be s0 ... difficult when he wantsto be.” Shetook Charlotte's hand,
gripping it tightly. “When | was down in Montedora, | thought | knew how things would go when | got
home. What 1'd do and say, what held do. But now that I'm here...” She shivered. “I'm so nervous| fed
likel'm going to besick.”

Exposing her vulnerability to her younger Ssters was something she hadn't donein well over twenty
years. And they lost no timein showing her that they valued her trust. They asked her about Ransom,
about how she had fdlen in love with him, and assured her that he undoubtedly returned her fedlings.

“Unlesshesajerk,” Caroline added, making Made eine laugh.

For thefirg time ever, Maddeine told the story of how she origindly met Ransom, including the fact that
she dept with him and walked out on him. Both her ssters were openly astonished by this story, trying to
rearrange their menta image of Madeleine to auit this new information. Charl otte found the story
ddightfully sordid; Caroline crowed with delight.

Maddeinewryly accepted their teasing, finaly redizing that she hadn't done the most terriblething inthe
world that night. At worst, she had made a mistake. And Ransom was right; people made mistakes all
thetime, after dl, so what was the big ded ?

“And to think that | dwaysthought you...” Carolinesvoicetrailed off. She sat bolt upright. “Ohmigod!”
“What?’" Madeleine asked.
“Preston! What are you going to do about Preston?’

“Preston.” Madeeine repeated. “ Oh, no! | completely forgot about him.” She hadn't thought of himiin ...
shedidn't know how long.

“He'sbeen cdling Dad every day for news about you. He wanted to come to the airport with us, but
Dad convinced himto let the family have a private reunion before tonight's bash.”

“Ishe coming here?” Madd eine asked weerily.
“Y es. Do you want me to keep him away—"

“No,” Madeleine said quickly. “He deserves better trestment than he's ever had from me, and | want to
let him off the hook as soon as possible. I'll talk to him tonight.”

Their mother knocked on the door and stuck her head into the room. After about of mild hysteria over



Madeleine's scratches, she whirled on Caroline, who was sill wearing her jeans. “Why aren't you
dressed yet? People are dready arriving!”

Carolinesighed. “I'll go change. Excuse me.”

Eleanore pursued her out the door, urging her to do something with her hair, too. “And you have such
lovely hair, dear, | don't know why you never—"

“Go tend your guests, Mother,” Caroline snapped.

Charlotte and Madeleine smiled ironically at each other asthe door closed behind their mother. Charlotte
picked up abrush and looked in the mirror as she touched up her own hair.

“Mother's gill furious a Carolinefor her campaign against Randal Cosmetics”
“Isthat continuing?’ Madeleine asked, putting on some eye make-up.

“Oh, yes. With avengeance.”

“Doesit bother you?” Madeleine asked.

“I haven't redlly had timeto pay attention to it.” Charlotte paused before admitting, “1've been pretty sick
while you were away, Madeleine.”

Madeleine paused. “Oh?’

Charlotte bit her lip, keeping her eyesfixed on the mirror. “I've been diagnosed with anumber of
problemsdl resulting from ... from bulimia.”

“Charlottel”
“So | haven't redlly discussed Richard's business problems with him, and 1—"
“Charlotte! Bulimia? But how ... | mean, what—"

“Trying to get thin. Trying to stay thin. Trying to ... Oh, God! Y ou know how 1...” Her hand shook. “Y ou
were right, Madeleine, when you said |—"

“Oh, don't, Charlotte. Please.”

“I'veredly messed up my body and my hedth by—"

Maddeine embraced her. “ Oh, Charlotte, Charlotte, I'm so sorry.”

“I'm scared,” Charlotte whispered, trembling. “I'm afraid | won't be able to stop.”
“Yes youwill,” Maddeinesad fiercely. “You can.”

“Only Caroline and Richard know,” Charlotte whispered. “I don't want anyone else—"

“No, of course not,” Madeleine murmured, hugging her, hoping Richard Randal would be supportive of
hiswife. “Thank you for teling me.”

Charlotte fought back her tears. “1 fdt ... Tonight | felt like | could tell you.”

Madeeine hugged her harder. “I'm so glad. | want to be someone you can tell anything to, Charlotte.



Anything.”

Madeleine pressed her sigter for details about the treatment she was seeking, fedling helpless but knowing
that she couldn't “fix” Charlotte. They talked until their mother came back and ingsted they join the party.
And Madeleine redlized that a glorious part of being so imperfect was that the people she loved were
willing to share their own imperfectionswith her.

* k x %

Ransom arrived a Chateau Camille around 9:30 that night. The party wasin full swing, with aband
playing oldiesfrom theforties, food and champagne flowing fregly, and overdressed guestsfilling the
mansion to capacity. Ransom entered a vast reception room and looked around for Maddleine. A lovely
young blonde woman caught his eye and approached him. She was accompanied by another woman
who would be pretty if she weren't so painfully skinny. Something about them looked familiar, and by the
time they reached hissde, heredized hed seen their picturein Barrington's office.

“You'reher ssters,” he said without preamble.

“I'm Caraline. Thisis Charlotte. And you,” said the blonde one, “ must be Ransom. Madeleine said you
looked dangerous.” She nodded with apparent approva, then glanced down at histhigh. “How'sthe

leg?’
“Okay.” Aching abit. Heignored it.
“Maddleine didn't think you'd be wearing atie,” Caroline observed. Charlotte tried to hide asmile.

“Uh, your father told meit wasaforma affair.” He plucked self-conscioudy at the bow tie that was
grangling him. “Wherés Maddie?’

Charlotte blinked. “ She letsyou cdl her Maddie?”’
“To her face?’ Caroline asked.

Hegrinned. “Whereis she?’

“With Preston,” Charlotte said.

Ransom frowned. * Preston?’

“Uh-huh.” Caroline studied him, amusement dancing in the blue depths of her long-lashed eyes. “ Surely
he doesn't worry you?’

He scowled at her. “No. But your sister does.”
Shegrinned a him. “My money's on you, Ransom.”

Charlotte pointed to a set of double doors. “They're in the adjoining room. Just through there.”

* * % %

Maddenes private tak with Preston had lasted about twenty minutes. She had apologized profusely for
her behavior, assured him that she found neither his character nor hisvirility lacking, and explained that he
deserved awoman who could love him with al her heart. He was, of course, determined to be a
gentleman about the whole thing, and the entire scene had been far eesier than she actualy felt she
deserved. She was nonetheless quite relieved when it was over. Now, in the civilized spirit of “no hard
fedings', she was having aglass of champagne with Preston and her father when Ransom walked through



the door.

The sight of him, S0 eagerly awaited and nervoudy anticipated, unravelled her wits. She choked on her
champagne, dropped her glass, and created a small scene as Preston gently patted her on the back,
people watched with concern, and a caterer came running forward to clean up the mess.

She felt his presence a her side even before her watering eyes cleared. “ Y ou camel” she blurted, making
afoal of hersdf.

“Ransom!” Her father shook his hand warmly. “I'm so glad you decided to join us”
“Thank you, Sir,” Ransom said. “1 hope | ook as good as you on my sixtieth birthday.”
“Yourewearing atux,” Maddeinesad in disbelief.

He shifted self-conscioudy. “It'srented.”

“It looksit,” shetold him.

“Don't be such asnob.”

Preston’s eyes bulged with shock at their rudeness. Her father smiled. Looking from his daughter to the
man whom he had hired to protect her, he said dryly, “I'd like to talk to you sometime about some
security ideasfor Barrington Enterprises.”

“Uh-huh,” Ransom said, not taking his eyes off Maddeine. Those glittering green eyes burned straight
through her. She couldn't have looked away if abomb went off nearby. He didn't look tender, though; he
looked ready to fight.

“But, of course, thisisaparty,” Barrington said.

“Yes,” Maddeine murmured, staring at Ransom. His bronzed skin and gold-streaked hair showed the
effects of the Montedoran sun. His bruises had faded and vanished, but the cut on his forehead was
turning into yet another permanent scar. Overall, though, she wasrelieved to see him looking so hedlthy
and strong. Of course, he was alittle thin at the moment; they'd both lost some weight during their
adventuresin Montedora. But he looked awfully good to her, rented tux and al.

“Why don't we get together to discuss some ideas next week?” Barrington suggested.

“Yeah, sure,” Ransom murmured. God, she looked beautiful, more beautiful than he remembered. She
was wearing sometight, satiny thing that echoed the moon-spun color of her glorious hair. Her eyes, now
free of fear and exhaustion, were hypnotic. He couldn't have looked away even if the sky suddenly caved
in. Emoations burned through him, contradictory and incendiary.

“Meanwhile,” Barrington said, his voice dry and amused, “1'm sure you and my daughter have alot of
catching up to do.”

It hurt him to see the pink scratches still blemishing her perfect skin. It reminded him of how much danger
sheld been in; of how much danger shed put herself in. And that reminded him of al the things he had to
say to her. He could throttle her for what she'd done!

“Come, Preston,” Barrington said. “1'm sure we're needed somewhere.”

As Barrington hauled him away, Ransom heard Preston object, “ But surely you're not going to leave her
aonewith that fellow, sr? Didn't you seethe surly look in hiseyes?| redly don't think—"



“I do,” Barrington interrupted.

“Helooks awfully threatening, Sir,” Preston fretted.

“Shecan handle him,” Barrington indsted, dragging him away.

“Didn't you givethat guy hiswaking papers?” Ransom demanded in alow voice.
Madeleine nodded. “Tonight. That doesn't mean he doesn't ill care what—"
“Aslong as he knows to keep his distance.”

“Heknows,” she said coolly. “Some men are gentlemen.”

“Some men arewimps.” Ransom ignored her scowl and decided they'd better get the most important
subject on the tableright away. “ Do you have something to tell me?’

She looked gartled. “Wdll ... yes.”

“Where can we talk?’

Shelicked her lips. “Um ... Therésasmall stting room at the end of—"

Hetook her arm. “Let'sgo.”

“Doesyour leg ill hurt?” she asked, hesitating.

“Only when people keep asking about it.” He propelled her through the double doors.
“But yourelimping!”

“| was shot two weeks ago,” he reminded her tersely.

Madeleine realized he was determined to be as disagreeable as only he knew how to be. Sheignored her
gsters knowing gazes as she led Ransom out of the main reception room. Wondering what had put him
in this abrasive mood, she was increasingly nervous as they pushed their way through the crowded
corridor. She risked asking, “What happened with Doby Dune? Is he going to sue?’

“No, he decided it would make him look bad in the pressif the full story came out, which Marino's
lawyers assured him it would if he didn't drop the whole thing.”

“Look bad?Y ou mean the part about him being abusive to his girlfriend?’

“No,” Ransom replied with evident disgust. “ The part where it took one punch to make him squed like a
schoolgirl.”

Madeleine sneered aristocratically. “Men.”
“Sometimes| actually share that sentiment, Miss Barrington.”

“Redly?’ Her nerves were releasing her tension as anger now. “And what about you, Ransom? Blaming
yoursdf for getting wounded in Montedora. Of dl theridiculous—"

“|sthisthe room?”

“No, the next door down.”



“Itismy fault.” He propelled her past more guests. “1 knew better than to try to run clear acrossthat
schoolyard, unarmed. El Martillo'srifle was lying not three feet away from me. | should have picked it up
and taken out those last two men.”

“Y ou don't know that that's how it would have happened if you'd gone for the gun!” Shelet him shove
her through the door of the Sitting room, then whirled on him as he locked it behind them. “ Anything
could have happened!”

“I made mysdlf atarget when |—’
“Then blameme! | was the one who shouted at you to run to where | was waiting.”

“That'swhy | didit,” he said, hisvoice heavy with self-condemnation. “1 heard your voice, and | forgot
everything | knew. | could only think of getting to you. Maddie...” He shook hisheed. “I lost my head,
and you could have been killed asaresult.”

She stared at him. “My God, isthis what you've been stewing about for the past two weeks?’

“No,” he snapped. “1've been ‘ stewing’ about what I'd say to you when you finally got home—if you got
home. What were you thinking of, to put me on a hdlicopter bound for Argentinag, and then stay there,
right in the middle of—’

“Y ou weredying! It took the supply trucks another week to reach us! Y ou couldn't have lasted—"
“Clients,” heinterrupted, “get protected and preserved by their bodyguards, not the other way around.”

“| can't believe you're saying thisto me! | can't believe that you, even you, have the utter unmitigated gall

to—
“I know.” Helooked alittle guilty. “I'm being ungrateful. It's not that | don't—"

“Grateful?” she said in an absolutely awful tone. “Do you think | want your gratitude, you sonofabitch?”
Heblinked. “Now, Maddie—"

“I'd have done anything for you—anything!—and al you can do islecture me about what's appropriate
for your goddamn clients and talk about gratitude! Sometimes you make me so mad, | don't need to
wonder why two peoplein thisworld have already felt compelled to shoot you!”

“Youre...” Hecleared histhroat. “'Y ou seem alittle emotional,” he ventured.

“A little?’ she snarled, wanting to hit him.

“I've heard about hormonal changes happening early on, but | never—"

“What hormona changes?’

“Y ou, uh, said you had something to tell me.”

“S0?’ shechdlenged, hardly interested in telling him now, while he was being so difficult.

Hefrowned at her tone. “L ook, I'm willing to be as understanding as| have to be, Maddie, but don't
pushit, okay?’

“Understanding? About what?’



“The next ninemonths” he said gently.

That stopped her cold. She stared at him in stunned silence. Then she looked down &t her flat belly.
“What on earth makes you think I'm pregnant?’

He started to look alittle uncertain. “Y ou said you had something to tell me.”
“Yes, but not that. Ransom, 1—"

“We didn't have any condomswith us. It doesn't take a geniusto figure out—"
“I'm not pregnant. Definitely not. | can guaranteeit.”

Helooked sharply at her. “Y ou've had your period since thelast time | saw you?’
She flushed, as startled as ever by hisfrankness. “Yes. Last week.”

“Oh.” Their eyeslocked. “ Then what did you want to tell me?’

“Thisisn't exactly how | pictured it.”

“Too bad.”

“Maybe we could—"

“Tell me.” Ransom's stomach churned as he waited for her to speak. Would she say it had dl beena
mistake, that it was dl over between them? What would he do? What could he do? Jesus, he didn't want
to live without her. He'd missed her so much these past two weeks, it was like starving dl of thetime,

“|tsjust that...” she began.

“Go on.” Hisvoice was clipped, impatient. If she was going to cut his heart out, best to get it over with
fast.

She clasped her hands. “I, uh...” She cleared her throat and plunged ahead, meeting his hard gaze. “I
loveyou.”

He couldn't have been more stunned if sheld flung abucket of cold water at him. “What?’

Not at al the reaction she'd been hoping for, Madeleine noted sourly. Hurt, she repeated, “1 love you,
dammit.”

They stood staring at each other in tense slence. Damn him, Madd eine fumed. He must know how hard
thiswasfor her! Why didn't he say something?

“Aw, Maddie,” he shook his head, and adow, tender smile touched his mouth, “you redly know how to
takedl thefight out of me.”

“Isthat dl you haveto say?’ she snapped.
He grinned. “Not by along shot.”
“Ransom...” Her heart pounded painfully as she searched his expression.

He crossed the room to her. * Actions speak louder than words.”



Shewasin hisarms before she took her next bresth. His kiss wasfierce and possessive, telling her
everything she needed to know, offering her everything she so wanted from him. Then he buried hisface
in her hair. She clung to him, murmuring to him, listening with blossoming joy to the endearments he
whispered as his arms tightened desperately around her.

“I was so afraid for you...”

“I missed you so much...”

“I couldn't think about anything d<e...”
“Day and night....”

They kissed again, the warm melding of theirs mouthstrying to satisfy al the longing and hunger of the
past two weeks. Their whispers grew breathless and dazed as their hands found familiar waysto delight
and entice.

“Wait,” he said as she fumbled with the buttons of his rented shirt. “Wait aminute.”
“No,” shesghed. “Now.”

He stilled her seeking hands. “Maddie, | know I've never said or done the things that a guy probably
should...” Hetook her by the hair and tilted her face up until their gazes met. “But, uh...” He swallowed.
“Will you marry me?’

She studied hisintent, uncharacteristically hesitant expresson. “Y ou're serious,” she whispered.

He frowned. “Of course, I'm serious. Do you think | go around saying thisal the time?”

“No, | cantell that you don't.”

“It'sthefirst timeI've ever proposed to anyone,” he said atrifle defensively. “It'sbound to be alittle—"
“It was perfect,” she said sincerdly. “How could | refuse?’

“You might,” he grumbled, till tense. “Just to be difficult.”

“I'm never difficult on purpose,” she argued. She kissed him lightly, her blood thrumming with happiness.
“Yes, I'll marry you.”

“Oh. Good.” He pressed hisforehead againgt hers and closed hiseyes. “1 mean, it saves me the trouble
of carrying you off or something dragtic like that.”

“Would you?’

“You bet. | don't give up easily.”

She smiled and snuggled closer. “ But there's something | want to know first.”
He ran his hands over the smooth skin of her back. “What?’

“Your name”

Hewent ill. “Oh. That.”

“Yes That.” She finished unbuttoning his shirt and kissed his chest.



Heinhaed deeply and closed hiseyes. “Later.”
She pressed her hand between hislegs and felt him stir eegerly againgt her pam. “When?’
“I'll tell you inthemorning.” He undid the zipper at the back of her dress and dipped his handsinside.

“I've heard that one before.” Shelet him ped the bodice of her dress away from her breasts, Sghing as
he caressed them.

“No, | think I've heard that one before.”

He arched her across his muscular arm and lowered his head to explore her breasts with his mouth. She
buried her fingersin his crisp, sun-stresked hair and held his head againgt her, sighing with pleasure.

A knock at the door made her gasp and lose her precarious footing. Ransom used the opportunity to
back her againgt thewall.

“Maddeine?’ Preston's muffled voice came from outside the door.
Ransom kissed her when she would have answered, then started pulling up the hem of her gown.
“Maddeine, areyou dl right in there?’

Her breath caught in her throat when she felt Ransom's hand between her legs, pulling away her delicate
panties and then boldly exploring her with hisfingers.

“Let megetrid of him,” she whispered helplesdy, trembling as her stroked her.

“Ignore him. HEll go away,” was the soft response. Maddeinefelt him unfasten his pants as he pressed
againg her. She shifted her hips suddenly, and Ransom winced.

“Your leg!” she murmured, suddenly remembering hisinjury. “We should stop.”

“Maddeinel Isthat you? Areyou dl right?’

“I can do this” Ransom assured her, guiding her hand to his erection and closing hisfingers around hers.
“Areyou sure?’ she asked in concern.

“Yes, I'm sure.” Hewas starting to sound exasperated. “ Could we just get on with it?’

“Do you need help?’ Preston called.

Ransom laughed. While he nibbled on her neck, Maddleine called, “No, I'm fine, Preston.”

“Areyou sure? Why isthisdoor locked?’ Herattled it.

“Great,” Ransom muttered againgt her neck. “Now héelll never go away. Nice going, Maddie.”

“Let meget rid of him,” she repesated.

“Not just now,” he said tersaly and thrust into her with enough force to make her head bang against the
wall.

“What wasthat?’ Preston demanded.



“N...N...N...” Eagerly moving to accommodate her lover, Madeleine was breathing so hard she
couldn't answer. “Nothing!” she cdled at last. Then she pressed her face into Ransom's shoulder,
murmuring, “Oh, God, yes, yes...”

They kissed, moving together, supported by the wall, forgetting everything but each other—until they
heard awoman's voice outside the door. Even Ransom's ardor was somewhat dampened by their
growing audience.

“Chrigt, don't these people have anything better to do?’ he growled. “What kind of aparty isthis?’

Giggling helplesdy, Maddeine did her leg around his hip to pull him more deeply into her body. She
gtilled when she heard his sharp intake of breath and felt him stiffen with pain.

“Careful. Here, likethis” He gripped her bottom and lifted her higher so that she wasn't putting pressure
on his healing wound. Then he cast aglare at the door, where the voices were getting louder.

“ItsCaraling” Maddeine whispered againgt his mouth. “ Shelll convince him you're not assaulting mein
here”

“If she doesnt, hell have the shock of his privileged young life,” Ransom muttered, plunging into her.

The voices beyond the doorway rosein volume for amoment, arguing, then faded away and
disappeared. Madeleine released her bresth on aloud, voluptuous moan.

“That's better,” Ransom said, making her do it again.
“Tell me” she panted.

“I loveyou,” he murmured againgt her throat.

“I meant ... Mmmm...”

“Wha?’

“Tell me... Oh! ... your name.”

Shefdt his soft puff of laughter againgt her hair, and then he was driving into her, driving her over the
edge, and al she knew was sensation and the breath-stealing joy of hislove.

* k k %

They sat dumped together, leaning againgt the wall, their clothesin wrinkled disarray, their skin flushed
and glowing. Trembling in the aftermath, they nuzzled each other contentedly, whispering promises and
secrets straight from their hearts.

Shetold him about the daily tragedy she had witnessed at San Remo, the courage of the hungry
Montedorans, and the reckless daring and scheming sdlf-interest of the various journdists who had come
to the mission. Mostly, though, shetold him about Sister Margaret.

“I've never met anyone | admired more,” she said. “ Someday, | want you to meet her again.”
He brushed her hair off her shoulder. “ She sounds like you, only cdlibate.”

“Shehasatruecaling. But maybe ... maybeif shed met aman like you fifty years ago, she might not be
cdibate aether.” Shelinked her fingerswith his. “I've decided to give her theranch.”



He looked surprised. “ Do you even still have control over what happensto the ranch?

“Not exactly. Evenif | could organize a sale now, who would buy it?” The Germans had never reached
Montedora, having cancelled their plans upon learning of Escalante's coup. “But Margaret isafriend of
the Dorigtas. If they win thewar, they'll let her have the ranch without aquarrd. If Escalante wins, he
probably won't interfere with my donation to the mission, especialy not with what | can tell theworld
about histreatment of usin Montedora. And if Veracruz wins—"

“Veracruz isfinished,” Ransom said with certainty. “How long will histroops stay loyd to him, if he's
living comfortably in exile while they're surrounded by Doristas and Escd ante's followers?’

She watched him light up acigarette, then asked a question that had been on her mind for awhile. “Do
you think Migud madeit out dive?’

He squeezed her hand. “1 didn't tell you! He called me.”
“Hecdled—"

“From New Orleans. After he left Doragua, he picked up his mother and sisters at the border and drove
the car dl the way to Rio de Janeiro. Then he sold it and bought four round-trip ticketsto New
Orleans”

“Round-trip? But he's not going back—"

“No, but it'seasier to get through immigration if you've got around-trip ticket.”
“Why New Orleans?’

“Heread that it was an easier port of entry than L.A., New Y ork, or Miami.”
“He had been planning his escape for along time,” Madd eine surmised.

Ransom blew smoke toward the celling. “He waskind of emotiona when he called. He knew about the
war, of course, so he started trying to get news about us the moment he reached the U.S.”

“I hope you weren't too hard on him,” she said.

“I was... alittle hard on him,” Ransom admitted. “He expected it. And | couldn't just forget everything
that happened to you after he took the car.”

“Y ou're the one who got shot.”

“Yourethe onel worry about.” He kissed her.

“But you're going to help him, aren't you?’ she prodded, knowing the answer.
“Yeah,” he admitted.

She snuggled againgt him, smiling. “Y ou're not half astough asyou pretend to be.”

“Maybe not,” he agreed mildly, “but let's keep that between us, okay?’ Heroseto hisfeet and found an
ashtray for hiscigarette.

“Okay,” she agreed as he helped her off the floor.

She straightened the front of her gown, then turned around to let him zip it up. Shetried to tidy her hair,



then faced him. “How do | look?’
“Like you've been having sex in the Stting room.”
“Great. Maybe we should try to leave without being seen.”

He finished buttoning his shirt, not bothering to tuck it in, then pulled his coat back on. “I think I've lost
my tie”

“Too bad. But twentieth century fashion will survive this setback.”
“Y ou're the one who took it off. Whered you put it?’
“Hereitis.” One of them had kicked it under an end table.

“Oh. Thanks.” He stuffed it in his pocket.
“Ready to go?’

“Sure. Y our place or mine?’

“Mine. | haven't been homein threeweeks,” she reminded him. She stretched and added, “I'm so tired, |
could spend the next week in bed.”

Hegrinned a her. “ Precisdy my plan.”

She held out her hand. Hetook it and let her lead him to the door. “1'll just tell Caroline to make my
gpologiesto my parents,” she said, unlocking and opening the door, “and then we can ... Mother!”

Ransom looked doubtfully at the elegant woman who had turned to face them when Madel eine opened
the door. Her expression swiftly changed from one of politeinterest to frosty distaste as she studied them
with glacidly blue eyes. He redlized that their appearance, added to the locked door, |€ft little doubt
about what they'd been doing. They probably even smelled of sex. Dammit, why did they have to bump
into Maddie's mother, of al people? He glanced a Made eine, waiting for her renowned tact to rescue
themal.

“Mother, I'm so glad you'll be thefirst to know. Mr. Ransom hasjust asked me to marry him, and I've
accepted,” Maddeine said with as much composure asif sheld been planning this moment for weeks.

Ransom grinned. Y eah, she had guts, dl right.

Madeeine's mother quickly concedled her true fedings (shock and dismay, Ransom suspected) behind a
bright, artificid smile. “How ddightful, dear! When will the wedding be? Or...” She laughed prettily. “Isit
too soon to ask?’

Ransom glanced a Madeleine. “Next month?” he ventured, supposing sheld want time to do whatever it
waswomen did for their weddings.

“Next month,” she agreed, smiling beautifully a him. Okay, he could put up with her mother now and
then, he supposed.

“Madeleinel” avoice boomed from hafway down the vast corridor. An elegant, gray-haired man came
sriding toward them, and Ransom redlized they weren't going to escape the party as easlly asthey had
hoped.



“Uncle Winnie!” Made eine accepted the man's embrace and exchanged afew words with him before
her mother interrupted.

“Winnie, dear,” Eleanore sad, “please dlow meto introduce Maddeines fiance.”
“Fance! You're getting married?’
“Mr. Ransom,” Eleanore said. “thisis my brother-in-law, Senator Winston Barrington.”

“How do you do, sir?” Ransom decided held better take control of the situation before any more
relatives turned up. “It's been a pleasure meeting you both, but we were just about to—"

“Y ou're getting awonderful girl, er...” Uncle Winnie frowned briefly at Ransom. “ Sorry, son, didn't catch
your first name?’

“Cometo think of it, neither did I,” said Maddeine's mother.
Her eyes glowing with amusement, Madeleine said, “Don't be shy, darling. Tell them.”
“Shy?" boomed the Senator. “Nonsensel Were all family now, en?’

Ransom looked alittle desperately from one Barrington to the next. Might aswell get it over with, he
decided.

“My full nameisHorace Bathazar Ransom.” He glanced at Madeleine and added defensively, “1t was
my grandfather's name.”

“Ah, afine old family namethen!” Uncle Winnie pumped Ransom's hand and cried, “Welcometo the
family, Horace!”

Ransom winced. “ Actualy, gr, | prefer to be caled—"

“Sorry, can't stop to chat now. But well be seeing lots more of you, I'm sure.” The Senator patted him
on the back and strode away.

“Hescanvassng. Asusud,” Eleanore said with evident distaste. She then turned her attention to the
happy couple. “1'm sure you want to sharethis, er, ddightful newswith your father, dear, but perhaps
you should freshen up firdt. If you'l forgive mefor saying so, you look rather—"

“Yes, actudly, wewere just leaving, Mother. I'll call Dad tomorrow, al right?’

It clearly waan't dl right, but Eleanore Barrington wasn't about to have an argument in front of the virtua
stranger who'd been ravishing her willing daughter in the Sitting room. She wished them afrosty
goodnight, then returned to her guests. Ransom stared after her till Madeleine tugged on his deeve.

“Comeaong, Horace.”
“Don't cal meHorace,” he warned, following her down the corridor.

She paused before adoor leading out to the kitchen garden, her eyes dancing with amusement. “Touchy,
arent we?’

“Damnright.” He eyed her lazily, thinking she looked pretty good in that gown, thinking maybe hed
pounce on her once they reached his car.



“Horace,” she repeated. She shook her head. “No, it just doesn't work, Ransom.”

Smiling, hefollowed her laughter out into the night air.
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