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Whoever said the pen is mightier than the sword obviously never encountered automatic weapons.
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Luke Colter’s number one rule of self-preservation: Don’t ignore the itch.

The last time he’d blown off the warning, he’d ended up gut-shot and on life support in a San Salvador hospital. So when he felt that first tickle of unease skitter along the back of his neck, he shot straight to attention.

Nothing looked out of sync inside the gently rocking train as it ate up the miles across the Peruvian Andes in the middle of the quiet June night. Still, his heart had kicked up like that of a marathon runner on his last leg, so he methodically scanned for signs of trouble from his seat in the middle of the dimly lit passenger car.

Everything looked status quo, a bunch of tired people making the best of the overnight ride on the hard, narrow seats. Everything smelled status quo, too: the damp wool of the Quechua farmers’ ponchos, stale tobacco smoke, the faint aroma of llama dung on the bottom of someone’s shoe, and the moldy, musty scent that always seemed to permeate enclosed spaces in the Andes.

Had he misread the sensation? At this elevation, the air was so thin that even the locals chewed coca leaves to keep light-headedness and a slew of other altitude sickness issues at bay. And God knew, at three a.m., after two weeks of lugging his medical kit through the mountains from one Quechua village to another, he could be a little off his game.

Face it, Colter. You’ve been off your game since El Salvador.

His hand moved involuntarily to his side. Close to a year later, he still felt the occasional twinge of pain. But it wasn’t the pain that bothered him. More and more lately, he woke up in the night drenched in sweat, reliving the shooting yet again.

Enough, already. He was so not going there tonight, because too easily and way too often he let himself get dragged into that sucking pit of quicksand. A sure way to get killed in his line of work was to think about dying. About almost dying. About being so scared you were gonna die that you made promises you knew you could never keep. Promises to God. Promises to the devil.

Promises to your mom.

At what point is enough, enough, Luke?

Yeah. Quicksand.

He scrubbed a hand over his stubbled jaw and glanced around the train again. The half-full car held a few mestizos, a few misfits like himself, but most on board were Quechua, the indigenous people of Peru. And most of them were asleep, including the teenage boy curled up on the bench seat across the aisle.

The kid, who’d boarded the train several stops back, was out cold, using his backpack for a pillow and his poncho as a blanket. Mildly curious, because he was as bored as he as weary, Luke had been trying to figure the kid out. Nothing about him quite fit in a neat little package. Number one, even though a quick glimpse of the little he could see of the boy’s face told Luke he clearly had Latino blood running through his veins, he was not mestizo. Couldn’t be Quechua, either. He was too tall, too slim, and although his striped wool poncho looked like local goods, the cut and fit of his faded jeans screamed money and American made. Number two, he seemed a little young to be traveling alone in South America, especially this time of night. And number three, the way he wore his navy blue watch cap, so low over his brow that it met the ridiculously huge aviators parked over his eyes—in the dark, no less—smacked of hiding out, like maybe he was trying to conceal his identity.

Or maybe it was just the latest fashion statement of some rich man’s kid who was on a great, indulgent adventure and one day he’d be hitting on girls at the tennis club, retelling tales of his travels through the wildness of Peru. Whatever. Luke was beyond trying to figure the logic of a teenager’s mind, and didn’t care enough to ask.

God, he was tired. Dog dead tired. He could use another week off, but tomorrow it was back to Buenos Aires. Back to the trenches. He swallowed the acid taste of dread.

Suck it up, nancy boy. It’s not like you’ve got a lot of options.

The military and then Black Ops, Inc. had been his life for years. The life he’d always wanted. Yet since San Salvador . . . well. Since San Salvador, his backbone seemed to have gone the way of the dodo bird.

Was his mother right? Had he given enough? Had he had enough? Was that what this erosion of his nerve was trying to tell him?

Bleary-eyed, he stared at the large dust- and fingerprint-smeared windows and pushed back the memory of his mother’s heart-wrenching tears.

Outside, the night scrolled by, star-studded and black. Iron wheels on iron rails rumbled and clacked in a rhythmic static of endless white noise. In front of him, someone snored. Other than that, it was all quiet on the western front.

So . . . back to the itch. False alarm? Short circuit? Too many celebratory pisco sours at the medical team’s farewell party last night? Or was he merely feeling the tension as he headed back into bad-guy-and-bullet-look-out mode after his annual two-week leave from Black Ops, Inc.?

He could use some more time to get his shit back together. Time where his biggest fear wasn’t of dying, but of causing a five-year-old Quechua girl to cry when she saw the needle and syringe containing the vaccine that could save her life.

On a huge yawn, he settled his stained, brown leather fedora lower over his forehead, determined to catch a few z’s before the train hit Cuzco. That’s where he’d catch his flight back to Buenos Aires and return to life in the kill zone. Crossing his arms over his chest and his battered boots at his ankles, he slumped further down on the hard bench seat and closed his eyes.

He was almost asleep when he felt the itch again.

His eyes snapped open.

Luke Colter’s second rule of self-preservation: Don’t second-guess rule number one.

A split second later, the interior lights blared on like strobes. The brakes engaged, metal screamed against metal, and one hundred fifty tons of iron on steroids waged immediate and full-scale war against the law of inertia.

The car erupted in a cacophony of startled shrieks and yelps as shocked passengers jerked awake, battling a g-force determined to wrench them out of their seats, and damn near tossed Luke off his own perch. He caught himself before he went airborne. The boy across the aisle wasn’t as lucky. He rolled off the bench, slammed against the seat in front of him, and dropped with a thud to the floor.

Luke was about to lean across the aisle to help him up and check for broken bones, when the train ground to a screeching stop.

The screams rose even higher at the front of the car. When Luke glanced up he saw the reason why. Two rifle-wielding banditos had burst inside.

“Manos arribas. Ahora!” Hands in the air. Now!

The gunman’s Spanish was lost on the Quechuas, but he got his point across by aiming a state-of-the-art assault rifle toward the ceiling and firing off several rounds.

“Well, hell.” Luke’s disbelief was outdistanced only by his disgust with these assholes, who were probably going to make him do something he didn’t want to do. And disgust with himself because Mr. Cool-Under-Fire Colter was feeling a little too much like diving out an open window and letting someone else play hero.

At what point is enough, enough?

When there was world peace, he thought sourly. When guns didn’t kill people, and he and Osama Bin Laden sat around a camp fire holding hands and singing “Kumbaya.”

Shit. He’d morphed into Miss Frickin’ America.

Get a fucking grip!

Pissed at himself for even thinking about bailing, pissed that his ears were going to be ringing for a week from the close-quarters rifle fire, and royally pissed that he was probably going to have to deal with these yahoos, he reached for the SIG Sauer P238 he always carried on his hip . . . and swore when he came up empty.

Luke Colter’s third rule of self-preservation: Never, ever go anywhere without a gun.

Helluva time to break rule number three.

“Stay down,” he ordered in a strained whisper when he saw that the kid had levered himself up off the floor.

“What . . . what’s happening?” the frightened boy whispered back in English as he gripped the seat in front of him and peeked up over it.

“Nothin’ good.” Never taking his eyes off the action in the front of the car, Luke reached across the aisle, planted his hand on top of the kid’s wool cap, and pushed him back down. “Stay the hell down.”

Keeping his own profile low, Luke locked on to the gunmen as they systematically worked their way down the aisle demanding cash and jewelry. Slowly, so he wouldn’t draw their attention, he unsnapped the sheath of the Leatherman multi-tool attached to his belt. His frickin’ hand was shaking as he worked his way past the pliers, screwdriver, scissors, and bottle opener, finally locating the three-inch blade folded inside the housing.

Okay, fine. Adrenaline had kicked in, accounting for his unsteady hand. It didn’t mean he couldn’t get on top of this. Didn’t mean he’d totally lost his nerve.

It did mean he had to get his act together. They had two damn big guns, he had a three-inch knife made to cut leather and rope. And since bullets trumped blades any day of the week, he had to figure out some kind of force equalizer.

He shot a scowl skyward, getting madder by the minute. Really? Was it really too much to ask? A lousy two-week vacation? No bullets? No bad guys? Nobody’s life on the line? Especially mine?

Muttering under his breath, he slouched deeper into the seat and prepared to roll into combat mode just in case these guys got too frisky.

He hoped to hell they didn’t.

Yeah, he’d turned into that man. Once upon a time, he’d have relished the thought of putting the hurt on these two cretins. Now he was looking for escape routes.

At what point is enough, enough?

Get out of my head, Mom!

The memory of her standing by his hospital bed in San Salvador, tears tracking down her cheeks as she took in all the tubes and machines keeping him alive, made his gut ache.

“You almost died this time, Luke. What do you have left to prove, son? And for God’s sake, who are you trying to prove it to?”

Same person he’d always tried to prove himself to: his dad, who had never forgiven him for walking away from the family ranch. Old story. Old news.

He’d hated seeing his mom that way. Hated knowing that his parents had dipped into their meager rainy-day fund for the airfare to get to him, knowing even before he’d offered that his dad would be too proud to let Luke reimburse them. But he hated even worse that they’d had to see the horrors of his world.

You almost died this time.

Yeah, so what? Between his SEAL days, his stint with Task Force Mercy, and his current position with the Black Ops, Inc. team, he’d almost died a dozen times. So why had he let El Salvador get to him, turn him into someone he wasn’t proud to be?

Who the hell knew? The only thing he did know was that there was a good chance he was going to die tonight if he didn’t pull his head out of his ass and do what he was trained to do.

He slid the stainless steel housing of the Leatherman up into his sleeve and palmed the blade. Then he sized up the Bad-Ass twins and his odds of taking them out.

They were short and heavily muscled—possibly Peruvians, definitely Latino—and they knew exactly what they were doing as they worked the aisles with the precision of a well-oiled machine. Something about that precision rang alarm bells from here to Lima.

In the first place, this wasn’t one of those jazzed-up sightseeing trains that hauled cash-laden touristas back and forth from Arequipa to Machu Picchu. This was a bare-bones transport train carrying mostly locals who barely scratched out a living raising potatoes and beans. They probably didn’t have any cash, so why target this particular train? And who the hell robbed a train in the middle of the night when it was likely to be half empty?

Something else bothered him. While they dressed like run-of-the-mill thugs, both carried state-of-the-art HK416s dressed up with laser target designators and high-tech holograph scopes. The automatic rifles were souped-up versions of the U.S. military’s M-4, tricked out like Cadillacs on a showroom floor. Big, big bucks. No low-rent bandito had access to that kind of firepower.

So if they weren’t locals, then who the hell were they? He immediately ruled out the possibility of them being terrorists. The government had pretty much gotten El Sendero Luminoso—the Shining Path—under control in this area. Besides, there wasn’t a damn thing of value in these mountains, tactical or otherwise. To top it off, they were speaking Spanish. The prevalent language here was Quechua or Aymara; most of the passengers wouldn’t even understand Spanish, which the bad boys would have known if they were from around here.

Something was way off-kilter . . . not the least of which was the fact that they seemed to be more intent on searching the faces of the passengers than they were on robbing them. As they drew closer, Luke grew more and more certain that a search, not a robbery, was their main objective. When the kid popped his head up above the seat again and they spotted him, it got real clear, real fast, who was the object of their search.

Bad-ass number one nudged his partner in crime, pulled a photograph out of his pocket, consulted with the other man over it, and pointed in the boy’s direction. Then both gunmen headed straight down the aisle toward him.

“I told you to stay down,” Luke growled, sinking lower in the seat to avoid drawing their attention. “Wanna tell me why those nasty boys are looking for you?”

“Me?” Shock colored the boy’s pinched voice. “They aren’t looking for me. Why would men like that be looking for me?”

The two assholes were closing fast—until one of the passengers panicked. A older Quechua man wearing a bowler hat and sandals made from rubber tires jumped up out of his seat and started running down the aisle. The lead gunman instantly shot him in the back. No hesitation. No mercy. No remorse.

The railroad car erupted in more horrified screams and wails, which the shooter silenced with another blast of his rifle into the ceiling.

Now Luke was royally pissed. There had been no reason to shoot anyone. Yet a man lay dead or dying, shot without provocation.

At what point is enough, enough? When the world was free of scum like this.

A sudden calm washed over him, the combat calm that took him to the place he always went when he knew there was no other option, and where fear didn’t factor in. A place where muscle memory and gut instinct ruled, to get him through the fight.

He glared at the shooter with hard, cool eyes. When the sonofabitch with the quick trigger finger shot that unarmed man, he’d sealed his own fate.
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“This is going to get real ugly, real fast,” Luke warned the kid. “So when I say move, you move.”

A mix of confusion and paralyzing fear crossed the boy’s face.

“Listen.” Luke leaned lower and drilled him with a hard look. “We’ll sort out the details later. In the meantime, denial’s not gonna keep you alive. For whatever reason, they’ve targeted you. If you want to get out of here in one piece, I suggest you get on board with me and do it now. We clear?”

The kid gave him a sharp, clipped nod.

“Then make like a mole and burrow as far under that seat as you can get.”

The boy moved like a bullet, dropped to all fours, and skittered under the wooden seat.

Luke’s hands were steady, his head clear as he pulled his hat low over his brow and watched from beneath the narrow leather brim as the men approached. He figured they had to be just the tip of the spear. Someone else had to have stopped the train, and was most likely guarding the engineer so he couldn’t call for help or try to take off before their ugly business was finished. So there was more than just these two bad boys to deal with.

One problem at a time.

“¿Qué pasa?” he mumbled, adopting the sluggish speech of a half-conscious drunk as the pair stopped between the seats.

“Silencio!” The shooter took a bead on Luke’s chest when he faked a failed attempt to stand. He fell clumsily back into the seat, hands in the air, palms open, the picture of helpless submission.

The second gunman bent over and reached for the kid. To his credit, the boy scrapped like a street brawler, kicking and swinging and giving the bandito all he could handle when he started dragging him out from under the seat.

When the shooter glanced down to see how his partner was doing, Luke made his move.

He kicked the gun skyward, sprang to his feet, and hooked one arm around the guy’s neck. With the same mercy the bastard had shown the unarmed Quechua man he’d just killed, Luke sliced the blade of the Leatherman across his carotid artery.

The man collapsed in Luke’s arms. His rifle clattered to the floor as his hands scrabbled helplessly at his throat. He was already as good as dead; he’d bleed out in less than three minutes.

Before Luke could grab the rifle, the thug who’d gone after the kid reared upright.

“Run!” Luke yelled.

The boy crab-scrambled over the dying gunman, then stumbled toward the rear exit while his attacker came up swinging.

The butt of his rifle clipped Luke hard on the shoulder, knocking him back onto the seat. Luke gripped the seat frames on either side of him for leverage and kicked his boots hard in the guy’s gut. When he doubled over with a whomp of pain, Luke flew to his feet again, grabbed the front of the guy’s shirt, and slammed his head into the metal seatback. The would-be kidnapper dropped to the floor like a bag of sand.

Luke had just stomped his heel into the guy’s throat and finished him off when two more men burst through the front doors of the car, rifles drawn. When they spotted their downed compadres they sprinted straight toward them.

It went against all his fighting instincts—and he was running on pure instinct now—but Luke knew he had to run. Odds were good that there were more bad guys waiting in the wings. There was no winning this battle. Not against these numbers. If he removed the kid from the mix—and despite the kid’s denial, Luke was certain the boy was the main attraction—a lot of innocent people stayed alive. He might even stay alive.

He quickly slung his backpack on one shoulder. Grabbing a rifle and a handgun that he shoved into his waistband over his right hip in a Mexican carry, he sprinted down the aisle.

“Keep moving!” he ordered, catching up to the kid as a blast of automatic weapon fire missed them by inches.

He fired high over the passengers as he retreated, then jerked the rear door open. “Jump and roll!”

When the boy hesitated, Luke heaved the rifle out the open door in a sling toss, prayed for the best, then grabbed the kid’s arm and launched them both out of the train.

Legs and arms flailing, they hit the ground hard, rolling together like a pair of runaway logs down the steep embankment flanking the railroad tracks.

When they finally slammed to a stop a good twenty yards away from the tracks, the kid had landed on his back beneath him. Like Luke, he was gasping in pain from the hard landing. But now wasn’t the time to lick their wounds—the bad boys would be barreling out right behind them with a helluva lot more pain in store.

Luke started to push to his feet, but stopped abruptly when the moon broke through the heavy cloud cover and cast the boy’s face in soft shadows.

The aviators had flown off in their wild plummet down the ravine. The watch cap was gone, too.

“What the—” He did a double take at the long black hair fanning over the ground, then took a quick, hard look at the kid’s face.

The eyes that stared back him, glazed with pain and wide with fear, were decidedly familiar. And the boy wasn’t a boy at all, but a woman.

Slender. Gorgeous. And very much a woman. A very familiar woman.

“Jesus H. Christ.” Luke shot to his feet, grabbed his hat, slapped it against his thigh to bang out the dust, and resettled it on his head. Then he reached for her hand and dragged her up with him.

“Stay!” he ordered and sprinted back up the hill to retrieve the rifle.

He found it lying cockeyed against a rock. The pricey scope had been knocked off in the tumble down the ravine. He cursed the bad luck, then raced back to her side.

Grabbing the rest of his gear, he clutched her elbow and took off at a run. “You’ve got a lot of explaining to do.”

But not right now. Right now, as the shouts of men grew closer, he needed to tend to a pressing little matter called running for their lives.

•   •   •

Rifle fire cracked through the crisp mountain air, echoing off the mountain peaks. The pa-zing of bullets slamming into the dirt at their feet, then glancing off a rock just behind them, had Luke moving fast, ducking low and pulling her close. The short head start and the cover of night were the only things they had going for them.

Now was not the time to make a stand, not when he didn’t know how many guns they were up against. Two for now, but there could be others. Besides, he had no idea how much ammo he had in the guns he’d lifted from the dead men. Until he had time to take stock, he couldn’t be shooting off rounds in the dark. Every bullet was going to count.

With his hand clasped tightly around hers, he ate up the ground in a crouching run, hurrying down the steep, rocky slope in full retreat mode. If the shooters had night-vision goggles—and as well equipped as the rifles were, he had to figure they did—he and the woman were easy targets out in the open. He’d have given his left nut for a stand of trees to hide in, but had to settle for the thick clumps of tall, brittle grass dotted across the open ground. He darted from one to another, never staying put for long before taking off again, pulling her along with him as he worked his way toward his goal.

Fifty yards ahead, the barren ground gave way to one of the massive rock formations this area was known for. If they could make it there, they had a chance of losing those goons in the maze—or of getting trapped in a box canyon.

Since he didn’t have a Plan B, he decided not to think about that prospect as more bullets zipped near their feet. He just ran, hoping he didn’t die before he found out what this particular woman was doing in this particular place at this particular time.

Finally they reached the tall spires and gigantic boulders that made up the canyon, its walls towering as high as twenty feet in places, as little as five in others. He picked a meandering path, swearing when he slipped on the stone floor slick with scree and the beginnings of frost.

Fifteen minutes passed as they rushed down a winding path, dodging scrub brush and deadfall and fighting for breath. Then half an hour, then an hour as they threaded their way beneath a series of steeply pitched cliffs, following twisting trails cut by thousands of years of wind and rain and erosion. They didn’t exchange a word, only stopped for brief moments to listen for pursuit as the wind whistled through the canyon walls, their lungs burning, backs pressed against the cold stone, eyes watchful. Then they ran again, tripping over rubble, skirting rock piles, hiding deeper in the murky darkness and tall slabs of stone until finally, the voices faded and eventually drifted away to nothing.

“I think we lost them,” Luke whispered. He gulped in a serrated breath of air that smelled of damp earth, cold stone, and the winded woman at his side. “At least for now. Let’s take a minute and catch our breath.”

His sides ached; his lungs screamed for oxygen in the thin air, pressuring his heart so it pounded like a bass drum. Hers had to be doing the same as he steered her to a wide crevice cut into a wall. Above, a rocky overhang knotted with gnarled tree roots and the detritus of thousands of years provided some shelter.

They leaned back into it, then slid to the ground exhausted, sitting side by side, sucking in great gulps of air.

As he fought for a deep breath, Luke kept an ear out for the bad guys and took stock of their situation. The handgun was a Glock 19, a solid weapon. The fifteen-round magazine was only short one round and it was in the chamber.

He checked the broken scope mount on the rifle, cursed silently, and unclamped it from the barrel. The scope was useless; he’d make do with the iron sights.

Next he ejected the rifle’s magazine and checked its ammo supply. Half full. Add the nine live rounds left in the clip to the one already chambered, and he had a total of ten shots. With the pistol, that made a total of twenty-five rounds. Twenty-five freakin’ rounds between him and the guys with the working scopes and, no doubt, several extra mags.

That just meant he had to shoot better than they did—hard to do when his hands were shaking like a virgin’s knees on her wedding night. Any SEAL worth his salt would call this a slam dunk. Hell, at his peak, he could have outgunned most bad guys armed with automatic weapons, with a slingshot. Even on an off day he should be able to outshoot these yahoos, because shooting was all about muscle memory, which was programmed into the reptile portion of the brain. It was time to channel his inner anaconda and get a goddamn grip.

He let out a deep breath and assessed the weather conditions. The sky was mostly cloudy and dark. That, at least, was good for them. It was also cold. Not so good for them. Sixty to sixty-five degrees Fahrenheit was the average daytime high in June, but it could drop into the twenties at night. It was heading that way now; the patches of frost underfoot told that tale. They weren’t feeling the bitter cold yet, because adrenaline and exertion kept the blood pumping hot. But the chill would set in soon enough. He could take it, but he worried about her.

Luke set the rifle beside him, tucked the gun back in his waistband, and glanced at the woman panting for breath beside him. Even in the dark he could still make out her features, see the rise and fall of those famous breasts beneath her dark turtleneck shirt.

He still couldn’t believe it.

“Valentina,” he muttered and could tell by the way her shoulders sagged and the resignation on her face that she wasn’t happy he knew who she was.

Keee-rist.

Valen-freakin’-tina.

The Valentina. Like Beyoncé or Madonna, one name was enough to tell the entire world who this woman was.

How in hell had he ended up on the run, in the Andes, with a woman whose face and body had inspired more wet dreams than a man his age should ever admit to?

He suppressed an incredulous laugh and slowly shook his head. The first time he’d seen her image, he’d been seventeen, stuck on the ranch in Montana, and at the height of his horny period. He’d been bored to death, running a ranch errand for his dad, cruising down the interstate in the pickup on the way to Billings. And there she was, only a teen herself, stretched out on her side on a fifteen-by-fifty-foot billboard along I-90, her long, dark hair blowing in the wind, seductive smile beckoning, the ripe curves of her young body artfully draped in a filmy piece of champagne-colored silk, all sex appeal, innocence, and original sin.

His teenage brain had shut down like a smashed clock; he’d damn near driven off the road. And though a lot of years and a lot of women had passed since then, the “Valentina mystique” had been rockin’ a little corner of his world ever since.

He’d had it bad for the California-born model whose melting-pot heritage—a blend of Latino, African American, Irish, and Cherokee Indian—had created outrageously exotic beauty.

But now wasn’t the time for a stroll down teen-memory lane. Now was the time for some answers.

He was fairly certain they’d ditched their pursuers, but caution kept his voice low. “Okay, time for Twenty Questions. And you know what’s at the top of the list.”

She gulped down a breath and let her head fall back against the rock wall. Her thick black hair trailed halfway down her back and Jesus, he had another flashback to those long-ago nights with a flashlight shining on a magazine spread featuring her angel face and sinner body, doing what teenage boys with runaway hormones did in the dark, in their beds.

“What’s a nice girl like me doing in a place like this?” she suggested in a voice made husky by the effort to replenish her lungs with oxygen.

He was relieved she hadn’t danced around the issue.

“That’ll work for starters.”

She rolled her head to the side and glanced at him just as the clouds parted for the moon. The vulnerability on her astonishing face coupled with the moonlight that shadowed her perfect brow elevated his heart rate by at least a hundred beats per minute.

Down, boy.

“Just taking a little downtime.” She looked sad. “Anyway, that was the plan.”

Right—it all came back to him. A few months ago, he’d spotted her photo on the cover of a gossip magazine while waiting to catch a flight out of Buenos Aires. After checking to make certain the rest of the guys weren’t watching, he’d been all over it. And, after reading the article, he understood why she would want to disappear from the spotlight these days.

Couldn’t say he’d been brokenhearted to read about her very public divorce from Marcus “Irreconcilable Differences” Chamberlin, the golden-boy senator from California, but he had felt bad that the paparazzi’s constant hounding over the “fairy-tale couple’s” divorce had forced her into seclusion. Now he knew where that seclusion was—and it sure as hell wasn’t a spa in Switzerland, as the tabloids had speculated.

No need to explain why she was traveling in disguise, either. There wasn’t a corner of the globe remote enough for Valentina to hide in. Her legendary beauty had made her internationally famous.

Jesus—he was on the run with Valentina. Barely able to suppress a laugh, he wiped a hand over his face. Of all the gin joints in all the world . . .

“So,” he whispered, after scanning the shadows again, “who were those guys?”

“I told you. I have no idea.”

He raised a brow. “No. Seriously. Who were they?”

A hand flew to her chest. Eyes as dark as ebony narrowed in anger. “What did I just say?”

Hokay. The lady had a temper, and she clearly didn’t like being questioned. “Well, they sure as hell knew who you were.”

She hugged herself against a chill that he’d known adrenaline overload couldn’t stave off forever. Unfortunately, she’d lost everything—her poncho, her hat, her bag were all back on the train with his jacket.

“They couldn’t have been after me.” She looked confused but committed. “No one even knows I’m down here.”

“Darlin’,” he said, exercising what he thought was a fair amount of patience in the face of the obvious, “they killed a man to get to you. They were willing to die to keep me from taking you away from them. They obviously knew who you were and exactly where you were.”
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Her look of mystified agony cut straight to Luke’s heart. She shook her head. “No one knows I’m here,” she insisted again.

“Seriously? You don’t keep in touch with anyone? Not even your parents?”

“My father was a nonstarter. My mother is dead.”

He’d forgotten. More tabloid journalism filled in those gaps. She’d never known her father. Her mother had died in a car accident several years ago. “What about a best friend, then? Or your manager?”

“If I stumble on an Internet café, I contact my manager to let her know I’m fine. As for telling her where I am, no. Even she doesn’t know.”

Well, someone knew. No one of her celebrity status dropped that far off the grid. And a simple tap on her office computer could back-trace those brief e-mail messages and provide a loose fix on her location. For now, though, he’d play it her way because now was all about getting out of here alive. If he managed  to pull that off, he’d find out what she wasn’t telling him later.

They probably should get moving again but, damn, he still couldn’t catch his breath. The thin air at this altitude was a killer. She was having the same problem. Five more minutes—then they were out of here while their luck held.

“Why are you helping me?” she asked.

He couldn’t stop a confused blink. “Are you for real?”

She blinked right back.

“Because you need help, for God’s sake,” he said when her silence demanded an answer. “Well, not you, as in Valentina, but you, as in a kid who looked scared to death. Was I supposed to just sit there and watch them do whatever they planned to do with you?”

“So, you’re what . . . a natural-born hero?” The sarcasm in her tone was outdistanced only by her doubt.

He was surprised by the sarcasm; not so much by the doubt. Hell, he doubted himself. “Actually, I have to work at it these days,” he admitted. Until those bastards had shot that defenseless man, he’d been determined to save his own ass and to hell with anyone else’s.

But back to the sarcasm. WTF? Was there a raving shrew lurking beneath the goddess façade?

Please, God, no. Don’t burst my bubble.

He studied her perfect angel face. No, he told himself decisively. No way. He couldn’t have been wrong all these years. She was just scared; he got that.

“Who exactly are you?”

The last time Luke had been given the third degree, he’d been tied to a chair with a gun pressed against his temple. He hadn’t liked it then. He didn’t much like it now. But because she was scared, because she should be wary, because she was Valentina, he cut her some slack.

“Luke. Luke Colter. But my friends call me Doc. And I guess now’s as good a time as any to confess that I’m a huge fan.”

Crap. That had sounded so much better in his head. From the way she scooted a few inches away from him, it was pretty clear that not only had he sounded like a dumbass of epic proportions, but he’d also spooked her.

He raised his hands to show her he was absolutely no threat. “Let’s take a little time out, okay?” he suggested, still keeping his voice to a whisper. “Don’t interpret fan to mean stalker. I’m just aware of who you are. Thought it might reassure you. My bad.”

Her gaze darted away, and he could see that she was thinking about running.

Yep, he’d spooked her good. Hell, she’d just been chased off a train at gunpoint. She’d seen him slit one man’s throat and bash in another one’s head. And in his grubby jeans and two-day beard, he looked more like a derelict than a Boy Scout.

She didn’t know him from the Unibomber, so from her perspective, what was to say he wasn’t the biggest danger in these mountains?

“Valentina,” he said quietly, shifting to look her in the eye.

Her head went down, but not before he saw the full-out terror on her face.

Aww, hell.

“I know you’re scared, but you have nothing to fear from me. I’m one of the good guys.”

She still didn’t look at him.

“Let’s try this,” he suggested. “What do you want to know about me? Just ask. I’m an open book.” Sort of. Right now she probably couldn’t handle the full truth about The Book of Luke.

She still didn’t say a word, which meant that spooked didn’t begin to cover it.

Man, he was blowing this.

“Okay. How ’bout I cover the basics for you? I’m an Aquarius. I love long walks on the beach, soft cuddly kittens, and my red Jimmy Choos. Fave movie—The Sound of Music. Favorite food—”

Her narrow-eyed glare was as good as a stop sign. Okay, humor wasn’t going to work, either. So how the hell was he supposed to make her relax?

“I’m from Montana,” he said, shifting into earnest mode as he swept another glance around them. “Grew up on a ranch, just like John Wayne. Cows. Horses. Big dumb dog who loved me.”

He left out the part about being voted “most likely to kiss the girls and make them cry” his senior year.

“John Wayne didn’t grow up on a ranch. He was born in Iowa,” she said, sounding accusatory.

“I know that,” he said, working for reasonable, but it came out sounding testy. “You weren’t supposed to, though. Give me a break here; I was just trying to find some level ground. So. Seriously. What do you want to know?”

She looked away, then back, her eyes narrowed. “You’re a doctor?” she asked, sounding doubtful.

“Doctor?” He rolled back the tape on his clumsy introduction. “Oh. No. Not a doc—a medic. Corps-man, if you want to pick nits. In the Navy. SEALs, actually.”

“For real? You’re a SEAL?” She didn’t want to be impressed but he could see that she was, marginally—if she believed him.

“I was a SEAL.”

“And now you do . . . what?”

How did he explain that he worked for a private contractor whose business was taking out terrorists, and not lose the little ground he’d gained?

“A little of this. A little of that.” He flashed his brightest smile, a tactic that had distracted a helluva lot of women over the years.

He should have known it wouldn’t work on her.

“Your open book has a lot of blank pages.”

Like a dog with a bone, this one.

“Okay, that’s fair,” Luke conceded and turned the floor back over to her. “Ask away.”

It was as much a dare as an invitation. She hesitated only a moment before accepting.

“What’s a Montana cowboy turned SEAL turned whatever doing in Peru?”

This, he could handle. “I’m on vacation. I was on my way back . . . home. The past couple of weeks, I’ve been working in the mountains with a medical team.”

That earned him another dubious look. “A medical team?”

“Humanitarian aid,” he said, relieved that she was finally more curious than wary. “A bunch of us—doctors, nurses, medics—hold clinics every year in the Quechua villages between Arequipa and Machu Picchu.”

She mulled that over, clearly trying to make up her mind whether she was going to buy it. “How very altruistic of you.”

Damn. She sure had snark mastered. He decided to ignore the fact that she’d managed to make it sound like an insult. “I had a SEAL buddy,” he explained, “who was born near Caylloma. Chewy was a five-year-old orphan when a missionary family adopted him and brought him to the States. He was the one who brought me to Peru the first time. Introduced me to his people, and to the sad state of their medical treatment.”

While the sense of loss Luke still felt over losing his Quechua SEAL team member several years ago wasn’t as acute now, it was still hard for him to think about it.

He touched the brim of the hat his old friend had given him and frowned, not wanting to walk that road right now. “That was a lot of years ago. Now I’m in the habit of coming back every year. My two weeks were up so I was on my way to Cuzco to catch a plane or I wouldn’t have been on that train.”

Though she still appeared to be uneasy, at least she was watching him with more interest than trepidation now. He could tell that she wanted to believe he was a good guy; she just wasn’t ready to take that final step.

“But you know all about humanitarian aid missions, right?” The press loved covering her visits to Sierra Leone, where she and her ex had made frequent trips over the past several years.

She blew off his mention of her charity work in Africa. “And you really were a SEAL?” Her tone was guardedly hopeful.

Due to the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts and the media’s hunger for breaking big stories, most of the world knew about the U.S. Spec Ops units. Along with the Marine Force Recon and the Army Rangers and Special Forces, the Navy SEALS got their fair share of ink and sound bites.

He smiled, upping the “trust me” ante, because he needed her to trust him if he was going to get any cooperation out of her. “Savior of God, country, and the American way.”

He was pouring it on thick, but luckily, it worked.

Her shoulders relaxed the slightest bit, and she finally smiled. More of a grimace, actually, but it beat a stick in the eye.

“I guess I really don’t have much choice but to believe you, do I?”

Resignation—he’d take it. It worked better for him than her doubt.

“You know, it’d be a lot easier to protect you if I knew who the baddies were.”

She bristled right up again. “How many ways can I say this? They couldn’t have been looking for me. Once they saw me, maybe they recognized me and figured they could hold me for ransom or something. Other than that, I haven’t got a clue.”

Once again, she was convincing. But if she kept looking at him with those ink-black eyes and beseeching him with that “kiss me, baby” mouth, she could probably convince him that Mahmoud Ahmadinejad was a front-runner for the Nobel Peace Prize.

“Maybe it’s a stalker,” she suggested in a frustrated tone. “I’ve had plenty of problems with overzealous fans. Or . . . I don’t know . . . I recently fired my agent. Maybe he’s gone off the deep end or something.”

She was reaching, but he humored her. “Why’d you fire him?”

“Because he was trying to control me instead of work for me.”

Luke shook his head. “If what you say is true, that no one knows where you are—”

“No one does,” she insisted again.

“Then neither option computes. Stalkers and agents wouldn’t have the kind of international connections to find you, let alone send out hit men to the end of the earth. There’s gotta be something you’re not seeing. Something you’re not remembering. Just keep digging into your memory banks. It’ll eventually surface.”

Her frustration showed on her face. He hoped to hell that his fascination wasn’t showing on his. He should probably stop staring at her and keep a keener eye out for the bad guys, but Jesus God, she was stunning. Even more striking now and in person than when he’d first laid eyes on that billboard damn near twenty years ago.

She’d been fifteen or sixteen when she was discovered by a Hollywood modeling agent, whose savvy marketing had used her knock-out beauty and wholesome sex appeal to launch a designer French perfume and catapulted her to international fame. In a world where beauty was generally fleeting and popularity fickle, she had built a career that spanned nearly two decades and was still going strong.

Even eighteen years later, she was still a major fox. Now, however, was not the time to get caught up in one of his all-time fave adolescent fantasies—stranded alone with Valentina and rescuing her from the bad guy of the day—that had bizarrely turned into reality. Just his freaking luck, he finally had her where he wanted her and his hero quotient had hit rock bottom.

He jerked his gaze away from her face. He had to get his shit together: They were a long way from being clear of trouble. It was the middle of the night. The temp had dropped below freezing in the last half hour and the adrenaline rush was letting down fast. If the boys with the guns and night-vision scopes didn’t get them, the elements could.

He stood up abruptly, picked up his backpack, and settled the straps on his shoulders. “We’d better get moving. You ready?”

“Like I have a choice?”

She finally smiled, which showed him what he needed to know about her state of mind.

She had spunk. He liked that. She was going to need a lot of it if they were going to get out of these mountains alive.
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“You are telling me that you have not yet secured the target?”

After excusing himself from the dinner table where his wife, Jin, and their three-year-old daughter, Cho, now awaited him, Ryang Wong Jeong pressed the phone tighter to his ear and closed his office door behind him.

The room smelled of new leather and lemon oil. The furnishings were so recently purchased Ryang wasn’t yet comfortable with the placement of the antique black lacquered desk, and was uncertain whether he was pleased with the boldness of the pattern in the woven silk rug. The four-thousand-square-foot Macau high-rise apartment was his latest extravagance. His oasis. His most recent reward to himself—and to Jin and Cho, of course—for the success of his business endeavors.

Now his sanctuary had been compromised by this insult of a report.

“How difficult can it be to detain one woman—a pampered Western woman—and deliver her to me?”

He listened as his operative on the ground in Peru, where they had tracked the woman via her Internet connections, related the deaths of two of Ryang’s assets, killed by a man who had intervened on the woman’s behalf.

“This man—he was accompanying her?”

“Unknown. We only saw a glimpse of him after he’d eliminated the men we had sent to remove her from the train.”

“Tell me why you are not dead like the others.”

A long pause. “We were securing the engineer, ensuring that he did not radio for assistance. By the time we arrived in the passenger car—”

“Two assets on my payroll were dead,” Ryang broke in, “and the woman had escaped.”

The ringing silence was telling.

“Find and secure her,” he ordered with a deadly calm. “Find and dispense with this man who has cost me time and money. And be advised, I have no patience for another phone call advising me of failure.”

He hung up, willed his breathing to a steady cadence, then rejoined his family with a smile in place. Jin and Cho were everything to him. He would never allow any of this aspect of his business to touch them.
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