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Prologue






A womans frantic scream pierced Luke Maddens slumber. He bolted upright and shook his head, hoping to clear the sleepy fog from his brain.


The rumors had been rampant for weeks, filled with threats of a military coup, but the Zarcero government was handling the situation competently. Less than a week ago, Luke had personally been assured by President Cartago that there was no need for concern.


The screech of rapid-fire gunshots was followed by shrieks of horror and outrage.


Luke threw back the lone sheet and reached for his pants. The hair on the back of his neck stood straight out as the sound of booted feet slapped on the boardwalk outside his window.


No sooner had he yanked up the zipper than his door slammed open. A crazy-eyed soldier toting an Uzi stormed into Lukes bedroom, screaming at him in hysterical Spanish, demanding that he join the others in the compound.


The first thought that flashed into Lukes mind was that he was going to die.


Away from home. Away from his twin sister.


In that split second, he realized how desperately he longed to live. A mental image of Rosita, the brown-eyed beauty he loved and planned to marry, filtered into his thoughts as he rushed to follow the guerrillas orders.


Chaos greeted him outside. Frightened, desperate women huddled in a circle by the fountain, protecting their children. Frantically Luke searched for Rosita and was relieved when he found her with the other women.


The lifeless body of Ramn Hermosa lay sprawled in a pool of blood outside the chapel doors. Mowed down by hate. Murdered in the name of progress. The dead mans open eyes stared blankly into the night.


Ramn. Dear God, not Ramn. Anger surged through Luke like an electric current. The kind old man was no threat to anyone.


What is it you want? Luke cried out, clenching his fists.


Three men, all heavily armed, approached him. One slammed the butt of his rifle against Lukes shoulder, shoving him closer to the women. Intense pain spiraled down his arm.


What do you want? Luke repeated, ignoring the danger to himself.


The three men parted when an officer approached. Hate gleamed in their commanders eyes as he studied Luke. Luke could feel the other mans loathing as keenly as hed once felt Rositas love.


I understand you are a friend of our president, the commander spat out. Slowly a sinister, evil smile edged up the sides of his mouth. Or should I say former president.


This is a mission, Luke explained, gesturing toward the church. I have nothing to do with politics.


You should have thought of that before you made friends with Jos Cartago. You will pay dearly for that friendship, Seor. Very dearly indeed.


He removed a polished pistol from his holster and pointed it at Lukes head.


No, for the love of God, no! Rosita screamed, and raced across the grounds. Sobbing, she threw herself at the commanders feet. Please, I beg of you in the name of the Virgin Mother, I plead with you not to do this.


But it was too late, Luke realized. He was a dead man.
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Im willing to pay you for your services.


Let me see if I understand you correctly, Murphy said, eyeing the prim and oh-so-proper postmistress who held his mail hostage. You want me to accompany you to Zarcero?


The woman was nuts, Murphy decided. There were no two ways about it. Letty Madden, postmistress of Boothill, Texas, was a prime candidate for the loony bin.


She looked up at him from behind her scarred oak desk in her private office, her brown eyes as dark as bittersweet chocolate. This female-in-distress performance might weaken another mans defenses, but not Murphys. He had no intention of interrupting a well-deserved rest for some woman with an itch up her butt, seeking adventure.


His opinion of the opposite sex had never been high, and since his friends Cain and Mallory had both married, his attitude was even worse. Itd take more than the fluttering of this postmistresss eyelashes for him to traipse through some jungle on a wild-goose chase.


You dont understand, she insisted.


Murphy understood all right; he just didnt happen to be interested in the job. Besides, the postmistress wouldnt earn enough money in two lifetimes to afford him or the services of Deliverance Company.


Its my brother, she continued, and bit into her trembling lower lip.


A nice touch, Murphy mused skeptically, but it wouldnt change his mind.


Hes a missionary.


She actually managed to look as though she were on the verge of weeping. She was good, Murphy gave her that much. Sincerity all but oozed from her pores.


Since the Zarceran government collapsed, no one in the State Department or CIA can tell me whats happened to him. The phone lines are down, and now the United States has severed diplomatic relations. The people in the State Department wont even talk to me anymore. But I refuse to forget my brother.


I cant help you. He didnt mean to be rude, or heartless, but he simply wasnt interested. Hed already told her as much three times, but shed apparently opted not to believe him.


This was the first of several errors on her part. Murphy was a man who meant what he said. If her brother was stupid enough to plant himself in a country on the verge of political collapse, then he deserved what he got.


Please, she added with a soft, breathless quality to her voice, wont you reconsider?


Murphy heaved an impatient sigh. The last thing hed expected when he stopped off to retrieve his mail was to be cornered by one of Boothills most virtuous citizens.


You can help me, she insisted, her voice elevating with entreaty. Its just that you wont. It isnt as if Im asking you to do this out of the kindness of your heart!


Good thing, because Murphys nature didnt lean toward the charitable.


I said Id pay you, and I meant it. I realize a man of your expertise doesnt come cheap, and


My expertise? No one in Boothill knew what he did for a living, and that was the way he wanted it.


You dont honestly think I dont know what you are, do you? Her chin came up a notch, as if hed insulted her intelligence. Im not stupid, Mr. Murphy. There are certain matters one cannot help but notice when sorting the mail. Youre a soldier of fortune.


She said the words as though they made her mouth dirty. No doubt this lily white sister of a missionary had never sunk to such despicable levels before now. Murphy, lowlife that he was, loved it. He certainly didnt expect a decent, God-fearing woman like Letty Madden would encourage business dealings with the likes of him.


Ill pay you, she offered again. Anything you ask.


He snorted softly and purposely leveled his gaze at her breasts, wanting to shock her.


I know all about Deliverance Company.


That caught Murphys interest. You do, do you?


She stiffened. Mr. Murphy, please, my brother is all I have. My parentsmy father died four years ago and theres only Luke and me.


Murphy wasnt keen on delivering a few home truths, but it seemed necessary. Listen, Im sorry about your brother being in Zarcero. But nothing you say or do now is going to change the fact that the countrys in chaos.


If youre seeking my advice, then Ill give it. Youd be wasting your time, energy, and finances to look for your brother at this late date. The chances are hes been dead two weeks or more.


No, she said with such vehemence that Murphy flinched. Lukes my twin. Id know if he were dead. Id feel it here. She slapped her clenched fist over her heart, and her shoulders heaved with the strength of her conviction. Believe me, Mr. Murphy, Lukes alive.


Murphy had no desire to argue with her. She could believe anything she damn well pleased, and if it comforted her to think her brother had survived the coup, so be it.


Can I have my mail now? he asked impatiently, and stretched out his arm.


Letty reluctantly handed him the few pieces. Is there anything I can say or do to convince you to take on this assignment? she asked, and boldly held his eyes.


Not one damn thing. Now that he had what hed come for, he turned and walked out the door. Before he left the post office, he glanced over his shoulder and experienced a twinge of regret when he saw her head bowed in defeat. He couldnt help feeling bad for her and her brother, but not enough that hed sacrifice the first time hed had free in months.


By the time Murphy arrived home twenty minutes later, his sympathy for the postmistresss plight had waned. Hed noticed her before, plenty of times. She was exactly the type of woman he avoided most. Those goody-goody, holier-than-thou ones were the worst.


Letty Madden was a pretty thing, or could be, if shed ever stop apologizing for being a woman. She wore her long hair away from her face, as if pulling it tight enough against her head might erase any sign of wrinkles. The plain postal uniforms did nothing to enhance what nature had generously given her. If she wore any makeup, it would surprise him. She seemed downright afraid of her own femininity.


Murphy had no use for religion and even less use for women in general. Oh, they had their place, hed be the first to admit, but that was generally atop a mattress, smelling of perfume and sex. He paid for their services and walked away free of any emotional entanglements.


Hed seen firsthand what a woman could do to mess up mens lives. In the last few years hed lost his two best friends, and not to any bullet. No, the weapon that had ruined both Cain McClellan and Tim Mallory was far more deadly. Each had gotten hammered by the cockeyed emotion they called love.


At one time Deliverance Company had comprised Cain, Mallory, Bailey, Jack Keller, and Murphy, a crack team of ex-military experts whod pulled off some of the worlds most daring rescue missions. But no more.


Murphy didnt need Cain or Mallory to teach him when it came to women. Hed learned everything he needed to know from his mother. The woman was both weak and pitiful. From the time he was ten, Murphy knew that he wanted nothing to do with the opposite sex. He may have only been a snot-nosed kid at the time, but his insight had served him well in the twenty-five years since.


Even Jack Keller, his best and most trusted friend, had been taken in by a womans charms. His mistake had damn near cost him his life. Jack continued to carry the scars of his weakness, not that hed learned his lesson, Murphy noted. Jack had come dangerously close to messing up more than one mission by not keeping his zipper closed. His friend had a weakness for a pretty face.


Murphy walked into his house ten miles outside of Boothill and slapped the mail on the kitchen counter. For all the hassle hed gone through to get it, there wasnt anything more than a handful of bills and a few advertisements.


He opened the fridge, took out a cold beer, and headed for the porch.


The screen door slammed behind him as he slumped on the wicker chair and braced one booted foot against the post. The sun blared down hot and intense. Even the shimmering afternoon air seemed to protest the heat.


Boothill wasnt the end of the world, but a person could view it from there, and that suited Murphy just fine.


Smiling to himself, he took a long, deep swallow of the beer and wiped his forearm against his brow.


It didnt get any better than this.
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Slim Watkins stepped into the post office at five minutes to five, right before closing time. The local rancher removed his hat and rotated the brim as he waited for Letty to acknowledge him.


She offered him a fragile smile and prayed he hadnt come to ask her to dinner. Her appetite had vanished when Murphy, her one last hope, had refused to help her. Not only was he not interested, but hed barely given her a chance to tell him about Luke. Nor had he taken the time to hear her proposal. Letty didnt know what she was going to do now.


Did you talk to him? Slim asked anxiously. The man you thought could help you?


Slim was a decent, hardworking rancher. Although forty with one college-age son, hed been Lettys most persistent suitor for the last couple of years. The pool of eligible young men had never been large in these parts and was fast evaporating.


Letty? he tried again when she didnt immediately respond.


I talked to him.


And? Slim pressed. Did he agree to accompany you to Zarcero?


No, she answered flatly.


A short, tense silence followed her announcement. You arent going alone, then, are you?


Of course I am, she insisted, irritated that hed suggest otherwise. I have to, dont you see? Lukes my brother.


But I thought that man you talked to from the State Department advised you against making such a trip. He said there wasnt anything the United States could do if you got yourself in trouble.


It doesnt matter what the State Department or anyone else advises me! Letty cried. I have to know whats happened to Luke. I dont have any other option. Luke would never leave me, and I refuse to abandon him.


The rancher lowered his head and slowly rotated the hat brim between his nimble fingers. Im going to worry about you, Letty, off in a foreign country, with no one there to protect you. You know Id accompany you myself, but


You have the ranch and your son. Billy might not live at home, but he still needs you.


Slim appeared relieved when she offered him a ready excuse.


Id go in a heartbeat if it wasnt for Billy.


Letty patted his forearm. I know.


The ranchers eyes met hers. How about dinner tonight? I checked in at Rosies and the special is Swiss steak. I know how you like Rosies home cooking.


Thanks, Slim, but not tonight, she said softly, knowing she was disappointing him. Ive got some thinking to do.


She had to find Luke. If she died in the process, so be it, but she refused to sit back and do nothing.


The house was dark but cool when Letty arrived home. She switched on the air conditioner and opened the top three buttons of her blouse, slipped off her shoes, and sat on the sofa. With her feet propped on the coffee table, she closed her eyes and let the cool air circulating the room revive her. A drop of perspiration slowly rolled from her neck toward the valley between her ample breasts. She pinched her lips, remembering how the mercenarys gaze had fallen to her breasts when shed suggested paying him.


The man was dark and dangerous, and shed been a fool to ask for his help. She should have known better, but she was desperate. Hed stood within inches of her, invading her space, filling up the tiny office with his presence. She could feel his heat, smell the uniquely masculine scent of him. The expression on his cold, dark face had been unreadable except when shed offered to pay him. Then and only then had any expression leaked into his features, and hed silently laughed at her.


Annoyed, she rose and in short order changed out of her uniform and into cotton pants and a sleeveless top. With a critical eye, she walked down the even rows of her herb garden, preferring to wait until the sun had set before she watered her precious plants.


Letty s grandmother, her namesake, had taught her about the medicinal properties of herbs. Letty had been an avid student until her grandmothers death when she was eleven. Shed grieved the death of Grammy more than she had the loss of her own mother.


Grammy had filled the shoes of Donna Madden soon after shed abandoned her family and disappeared. Letty and Luke had only been five and far too young to comprehend what had happened. Over the course of years, rumors had reached Letty s tender ears about her mothers weaknesses. Stories of a woman addicted to alcohol and men.


After her mother s disappearance, their father, the local minister, had asked Grammy for help, so shed moved in with the family.


Grammy was a grand southern woman who lacked neither grace nor charm. Whenever there was a death in the community, Grammy would visit the family home, stop the clocks, cover the mirrors with sheets, and place a cup of salt in the windowsill. More often than not Letty and Luke accompanied her on such trips. Letty never fully understood the purpose behind these rituals and didnt think to ask before Grammys passing.


But when her father had laid his own mother to rest, Letty had raced home, and with tears streaming down her face, shed reverently stopped the giant grandfather clock that tolled in the study and covered the bathroom mirror with a clean white sheet. Last, shed dutifully set the salt in the kitchen window, then hurried back to the church, knowing her grandmother would have approved.


Letty had inherited her grandmothers green thumb, and her garden flourished year after year. She wasnt the healer her grandmother had been, but there were a number of home remedies shed practiced on herself, her brother, and their father while he was alive.


The night before the news of the coup had reached Letty, shed woken with her heart racing frantically, her head pounding. Instinctively shed known something was terribly wrong with her twin. Many hours had passed before shed heard that the government of Zarcero had fallen and guerrillas had taken over the capital. As the days progressed, news of atrocities committed against the people of Zarcero filled the television screen. Letty had watched in horror, praying her brother and his small, floundering group of followers had been spared.


The feeling that Luke was in trouble hadnt left Letty since that night. If anything, the sensation had intensified.


There was no help for it. She was going to Zarcero with or without help.


And it looked very much as if shed be making the trip alone.





As luck would have it, two days later Murphy literally ran into Letty at the hardware store. He felt his backside bump against a soft, womanly figure and turned around, prepared to apologize. The words froze on his lips as his gaze slammed into Letty Maddens.


From her shocked expression, Murphy suspected their meeting had taken her by surprise as well.


Good day, Mr. Murphy, she greeted him formally, as if theyd stumbled upon each other at a Sunday school picnic. Fat chance of that ever happening.


He nodded slightly and was ready to turn away when he noticed the contents of her shopping cart.


Im buying supplies for my trip into Zarcero, she informed him.


He picked up a flare and wondered if it was worth the effort to tell her that these were the last thing she was going to need.


I thought flares might come in handy, she said, studying him.


Murphy tossed it back inside her cart. Sure, if you want to alert the whole damn country that youve arrived.


Oh, but I thought She stopped abruptly, clamping her mouth closed.


Murphy purchased what he needed and promptly left the store. At his best estimate Letty Madden would last fifteen minutes in Zarcero. If that.


He opened his truck door and was about to leave when she called out to him.


Mr. Murphy


Groaning inwardly, Murphy climbed inside the cab. What is it now? he demanded, making sure she knew he resented the intrusion.


To her credit, she didnt cower the way some women would. I wont keep you long. She stood on the sidewalk, looking uneasy but determined. The woman had mettle, hed say that for her.


When I approached you earlier, you didnt give me a chance to make my proposal.


Any offer you could make wouldnt interest me. He didnt leave room for misunderstanding. Nothing she could propose would be enough to persuade him to join her in this suicide mission.


Her eyes held his. Im willing to pay you fifty thousand dollars to help me find my brother.


Murphy frowned, wondering where a woman like Letty Madden could come up with that land of ready cash.


My house is paid for, Mr. Murphy, she explained as though shed read his mind. It would be only a formality of signing a few papers at the bank for me to give you the cash in hand by tomorrow afternoon.


Damn it all, Murphy could feel himself weakening. It wasnt the money, either, but the woman. She was going to get herself killed for nothing.


He didnt figure he could stop her from going, but he wasnt going to encourage her. There isnt enough money in the world to induce me to accompany you into Zarcero, he said smoothly, and started the ignition.


Her shoulders fell and she nodded, accepting his final word. I apologize for detaining you. Have a good day, Mr. Murphy.


He didnt respond, merely put the truck in reverse and sped out of town, eager to make his escape.


Damn fool woman, he muttered as he rode back to the house.


The light on his answering machine was blinking when Murphy walked into the kitchen. Only one person in the world outside of the good people of Boothill knew where he was: Jack Keller.


Hows the side? Murphy asked when he reached his friend.


It hurts like a son of a bitch, Jack muttered.


Murphy laughed. Jack had suffered two broken ribs from a confrontation with a runaway jeep during their last mission and had taken this time to recuperate in his condo. Jack preferred city life, but Murphy opted to stay away from people. The plains of Texas suited him just fine.


I thought Id check and see how things are going with you, Jack said.


If Murphy found any fault with his friend, it was that Jack was a social animal. The man simply didnt know how to relax. A week in Kansas City and Jack was bored, ready for new action.


Im fine, Murphy muttered. Damn, but he couldnt get that pesky Madden woman off his mind. Flares, she was buying flares to take into Zarcero. Talk about stupid.


Jack hesitated. Whats wrong?


Nothing, Murphy snapped.


Well, somethings troubling you. I can hear it in your voice.


Murphy didnt think it would do any harm to tell Jack about the postmistress. I got a job offer, he said, and supplied the details.


Shes going to get herself killed, Jack announced flatly. Murphy didnt want to think about what would happen to Letty Madden when the rebel soldiers got hold of her. Odds were theyd torture her, rape her, and then take sadistic pleasure in killing her.


Whats she look like? his friend asked next.


What the hell does it matter? Murphy barked. She was pretty and young, mid-twenties, by his estimate. Not that the guerrillas would care.


Are you going to help her?


Murphys response was emphatic. Not on your life.


You know what it sounds like to me? Jack said, and laughed lightly.


I dont want to know.


You need to get laid.


What the hell?


Youve been too long without a woman, Jack pronounced. Otherwise this business with the postmistress wouldnt be bothering you so much. Youve been living like a saint ever since you bought out Deliverance Company. Man, its time to let down your hair and live a little.


The last thing I need is a woman.


Take my advice, Murphy, find yourself a hole-in-the-wall tavern, get good and drunk, and then let a woman take you home for the night. Trust me, youll feel worlds better in the morning.


Sex was Jacks solution to everything. My getting laid isnt going to stop the Madden dame from risking her damn fool neck, Murphy insisted.


Maybe not, but you might not feel responsible for her death.


I dont accept any responsibility for whatever happens to her.


Jack chuckled, that know-it-all laugh of his that caused Murphys jaw to clench.


Whats so damn funny?


You, Jack returned evenly. Youre tempted to do it.


The hell I am. Itd take a tornado to move him from his spread. Hed worked long and hard for this vacation, he deserved it, and he damn well was going to take it. He wasnt about to let an annoying postmistress interfere with his plans. If she was hell-bent on getting herself killed, it wasnt his problem.


Admit it, Murphy, you want her.


Its time we ended this conversation.


Murphy went to replace the telephone receiver when he heard Jack laugh and shout, Call me when you get back from Zarcero.


Ill rot in hell first, he muttered, satisfied.


The restlessness that plagued Murphy the rest of that day and all of the next refused to go away. He tried all the things that normally calmed his spirit. He worked on the truck, rode his stallion across his land, and sat on the porch with a beer and a good book until the sun set. Nothing worked.


Again and again he reminded himself that Letty Madden wasnt his responsibility. As far as he was concerned, the woman was on her own.


Normally Murphy wasnt a man overly burdened by conscience. No one in his profession could be. He lived by his own rules and his own code of honor.


He didnt want to become involved. But if the postmistress insisted on rescuing her brother, which was laughable when he thought about it, death would come as a blessing. Miss Sunday School Teacher viewed him as crude and vulgar, but he was a pussycat compared to the horror that awaited her in Zarcero.


There had to be a way to get her to listen to reason and at the same time absolve him of any guilt.


The idea of how to do both came to him the following afternoon.


Murphy whistled as he drove into town, his mood greatly improved. In a manner of speaking, he decided, Jack was responsible. Murphy parked his truck outside of the post office and made his way inside.


Letty was selling stamps to an older gentleman, but her gaze was immediately drawn to his. He noted the surprise and hope filter into her eyes as he sauntered over to his box. Her look didnt waver as he took his own sweet time removing his mail. When the post office was empty he approached Letty.


May I help you? she asked, clearly struggling to maintain a crisp, professional voice.


Are you still intent on traveling to Zarcero? he asked briskly.


Of course. My flight into Hojancha is already booked. I leave in two days.


Ive had a change of heart, he said, leaning indolently against the counter.


Her relief was evident. I thoughtI hoped the money might influence you. Ill stop off at the bank this afternoon and make the arrangements. If you want, Ill give you half up front and half when we return.


Well talk about the money later. There are other, more pressing concerns we should discuss first.


She blinked and stared at him as if unsure shed heard him correctly. Such as?


No money will change hands until


You want it in securities? That might take some time, and Im not sure


I said well discuss the financial arrangement later, he said impatiently, louder this time.


What is it you want?


Youre a virgin, arent you? He spoke slowly, letting his words sink into that thick, stubborn skull of hers.


Her eyes went incredibly round, and she swallowed uncomfortably. Thats none of your business.


Murphy laughed coarsely. That tells me everything I need to know. Ill overlook your lack of experience. Generally I prefer a woman seasoned in the art of lovemaking.


She bristled. Exactly what are you suggesting, Mr. Murphy? She took two small steps away from him as if she feared contamination.


A bargain.


Letty didnt say anything for a couple of moments, then swallowed hard and asked, Exactly what kind ofbargain?


He smiled slowly and looked her over, allowing his gaze to linger over the fullness of her breasts and the subtle curve of her hips. He was sure to let his appreciation show in his eyes.


One night. You and me together, all night. In exchange Ill accompany you into Zarcero.


Her eyes widened to such proportions that he struggled to keep from laughing outright. To say she hesitated would have been an understatement.


Its a take-it-or-leave-it offer, he said. Shed leave it. There wasnt a single doubt in Murphys mind. If she decided to tackle this project on her own, then she would leave him with a clean conscience. Hed laid his cards on the table. Either she agreed or not; it was up to her.


Satisfied, he turned to go. He made it all the way to the door before she stopped him.


ShaunMr. Murphy, she called out to him in a voice that trembled.


Shaun. No one called him Shaun. Few even knew his given name. He didnt like the sound of it on her lips. Didnt like the way her lilting voice cried out to him.


Confident, he turned back.


She smiled weakly. Would tomorrow evening be convenient?
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