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      An innocent woman is caught in the crosshairs of an international manhunt. Her only hope of escaping the jungle alive is the most wanted man on the planet.

      He’ll never outrun his nightmares or his guilt, but if Kai Paterson can save archeologist Susana Dias, maybe he can balance the scales and wash some of the blood from his hands. Can he complete his mission without hurting the woman he loves?
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thursday, Night

        Branco River, Amazon River Basin

        Upriver from Caracaraí, Brazil

      

      

      Kai Paterson paused at the edge of the warehouse. A wide, exposed strip of dirt stretched between him and the safety of the trees along the riverbank. He checked behind him for signs of pursuit, then quieted his breath and listened.

      The night contained only the sound of the river softly slapping against the hull of the boat waiting for him in the shallows and the occasional cry of a nocturnal animal. Reassured that it was safe to proceed, Kai sprinted across the dirt and into the protective darkness of the stand of trees. Then he flashed a signal with the red LED light on his flashlight and waited for the proper response from the pilot.

      The answering flash completed the correct pattern. All was safe.

      Kai picked his way carefully along the slippery surface of a thick root jutting into the river. Then he leapt lightly onto the deck of the boat.

      “Any trouble?” he asked the pilot, Giovanni, in Portuguese.

      “No. Did you get it?”

      Kai nodded and handed the package over. The man grunted in thanks, then handed Kai a pair of night vision binoculars.

      As the boat pulled away from shore, Kai scanned the land with the glasses. No sign of human activity. Good.

      He might actually pull this off.

      Moonlight rippled across the river. The boat stank of fish and diesel fumes. Then the wind shifted, carrying the jungle’s stench of rotten vegetation and sweet flowers. Trees loomed on either side of the river, forming an impenetrable wall of darkness that called to him.

      Blood dripping onto the jungle floor. A primitive cry of triumph that scared birds into flight and scattered a colony of monkeys.

      His heart pounded.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      Nausea churned in his belly. His fingers tightened on the wooden railing.

      A fish broke the surface of the river, then quickly disappeared into the murky depths. Yeah, wasn’t that a metaphor for his life these days? Barely able to take a clean breath before he waded back into the muck.

      I shouldn’t have come. It’s too dangerous for me here.

      But who else could they have sent? No one else had worked under Nevsky. No one else would be able to tell if the data on the microchip was actually Nevsky’s backup data.

      Snap out of it. You have a mission.

      He couldn’t fail. Wouldn’t fail.

      Shoving the memories deep, Kai slipped off the backpack that contained his personal supplies and stowed it in the cabin next to his weapons and ammunition. He hesitated. It was tempting to stay here, out of sight of the jungle.

      But he wasn’t a coward. A scientist turned spy, yes. A ruthless killer, when necessary.

      Coward? No. And he wasn’t a quitter, either.

      This was almost over. All he had to do was get Susana Dias to safety. The SSU doctors would extract the microchip from her. Then, no matter what his boss wanted, Kai would destroy the chip.

      And at last, this entire nightmare would be over.

      Clinging to that hope, Kai stepped outside. A noise caught his attention. He tilted his head. “Do you hear that?” he asked Giovanni.

      “Yeah. Someone’s coming up behind us.”

      Kai nodded. His hands trembled slightly. He couldn’t be captured. Not again.

      Relax. Everyone thinks the chip is with Susana Dias. They don’t care about you any more.

      Repeating that like a mantra, he grabbed his M-4 assault rifle and got in position.

      The pilot cut the engine and steered them closer to shore. They took refuge behind some branches extending over the river and Giovanni cut the lights.

      Kai watched through the rifle’s scope as a powerboat came into sight, going too fast for this section of river at night. Kai barely breathed, but the boat passed without slowing.

      The wake rocked their boat. Kai automatically adjusted his balance, keeping his attention on the other boat until it was lost to sight.

      “I didn’t see anyone but the pilot, did you?”

      Giovanni shook his head. “Could have been a couple, maybe three inside, though. You still want to head downriver first?”

      “No. We need to get to the dig fast.” He’d originally planned to travel away from their destination in case someone followed them. But if that other boat was after Susana Dias, Kai needed to get there before everyone disappeared.

      An image of the supermodel turned archaeologist flashed into his mind. The half-American, half-Brazilian beauty had graced the cover of every fashion and gossip magazine during Kai’s high school and college years. He still remembered how the hint of laughter in her large brown eyes made her seem approachable. As if she saw the world as a giant party and had been inviting him to join her.

      The irony of the cruel, amoral Dr. Nevsky fathering sexy, vibrant Susana Dias didn’t escape him. No one had known he even had a daughter.

      Fortunately, nothing indicated Susana had any involvement in her father’s work. If the report was true, she’d never knowingly had contact with the man. The media coverage about Susana claimed her father was dead. Kai suspected she didn’t even know Nevsky’s name.

      Which made Kai’s assignment all the more delicate. He wasn’t looking forward to explaining it to her.

      Oh, by the way, your father developed a program for turning men into super soldiers. He backed up his data on a microchip that he implanted in you during your appendectomy.

      Yeah, that would go over well. The source of the intel was reliable, yet he still had trouble believing it.

      But the word was out. Meaning it wasn’t just Kai after Susana Dias. Whoever was on that other boat, plus a whole roster of government and criminal agents, were all about to converge on Ms. Dias’s archaeological dig.

      He checked to make sure no other boats were approaching, then stowed his rifle. He felt bad for the danger bearing down on her. Since leaving modeling to enter the world of archaeology, she’d made a number of significant discoveries and published several articles in prestigious academic journals, proving she was intelligent and insightful as well as beautiful.

      Hopefully, she was smart enough to stay alive until Kai found her.

      He’d do his best to keep her alive and unharmed. But he had to retrieve the microchip. Too many lives had already been lost. Too many lives would be destroyed if it fell into the wrong hands.

      This time, he could not fail.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Friday, Afternoon

        Amazon Jungle

        Upriver from Caracaraí, Brazil

      

      

      “Suse, the supply boat’s here.” Susana Dias’s assistant, Jacie Black, unzipped the screen door and stepped inside the tent. “The captain says the food and fuel crates have been damaged,” she continued, “but he doesn’t know how seriously.”

      “Son of a bitch,” Susana snarled, slapping her hands down on the table and surging to her feet, the map she’d been studying rolling closed with a snap. “May fire ants crawl down the throat of whoever’s doing this.”

      At Jacie’s smirk, Susana tried to calm down. But dammit, between the vandalism and not finding any evidence yet that Amerinis had indeed been built here, she had reason to let loose her volatile temper.

      Her team had been under attack since the second day on site. At first the incidents had been annoying, but harmless. Dirt shoveled back into a pit that had taken hours to uncover. Bags of artifacts disappearing. A few threatening notes that she hadn’t taken seriously because they’d been so B movie—leave now before the spirits seek revenge—and her fame inevitably attracted a crackpot or two. But then the attacks had escalated. Several days’ worth of food supplies had been ruined, leaving the camp on reduced rations for the past week. The boat used for fishing had been damaged beyond their limited ability to repair.

      When news came in yesterday that the supply boat was going to be late because of engine malfunction, the mood around camp had turned downright grim. Most of the crew had just come off another long project with her, with only one precious week of downtime behind them. They’d agreed to the tight turn-around only because they knew Susana had been obsessed with finding the fabled city of Amerinis since she’d been a girl.

      Yet the lack of adequate rest meant her crew had started this assignment more on edge than usual. Like prisoners awaiting release, they’d been counting the days until the next food delivery, tired of filling out their meals with fruit scrounged from the jungle. If rationing continued much longer, she feared she’d face a full-blown mutiny. Some superstitious crew members were already talking about leaving, afraid of further angering the local spirits.

      She needed to find the temple of Amerinis to take their mind off such nonsense. Unfortunately, she suspected they were digging in the wrong spot.

      “I’ll be down in a minute to take a look,” she told Jacie. “Don’t say anything to the others until I see what the damage is.”

      Jacie raised one perfectly plucked eyebrow. “All right,” she said in the tone that indicated she was just humoring Suse. “At least there’s one piece of good news.” She tossed a small bundle on Susana’s worktable. “The mail came.”

      “Hallelujah.” The last two mail deliveries had never arrived. After meals, mail distribution was the highlight of the crew’s day.

      As Jacie backed out of the tent, Susana quickly flipped through the stack of new mail. It was mostly personal letters she’d read tonight before she went to bed, but at the very bottom sat a pretentious cream envelope with gold embossing. The return address was a law firm in Moscow.

      Hmm.

      She slit the envelope open, pulled out the top sheet, and quickly scanned it.

      We apologize for not contacting you sooner, but due to the circumstances surrounding your father’s death, the American authorities did not notify us until recently that he was deceased. Per the instructions in your father’s will, we are forwarding to you the enclosed envelope.

      Susana sank onto her chair, staring blindly into space. Her heart pounded in a slow, ominous rhythm.

      No. This couldn’t be true. Her father had died in a car crash in the States when she was ten. Her normally unemotional mother had wept with relief, having lived in daily fear that the man she’d run from when Susana was just a baby would find them, even hidden away on a series of ranches deep in the heart of the Amazon.

      According to this, her father, one Dr. Mikhail Nevsky, had been alive until two years ago.

      She shook her head. Was this letter an attempt by the saboteur to mess with her mind? No, the thick cotton paper and embossed letterhead appeared legit.

      More importantly, did she want to know what the letter said? Her mother had refused to talk about her father except to say he was an evil man who’d fooled her into thinking he was one of the good guys.

      What could he possibly have to say that Susana would want to hear? But even as she moved to toss the letter aside, her curiosity got the better of her. Part of what drew her to archaeology was the thrill of solving puzzles from the past. Much as her gut told her to ignore the letter, she just couldn’t let this mystery go unsolved.

      Taking a deep breath, she slowly unfolded the two remaining sheets of paper.

      Dear Daughter, she read. Her lips pursed on a flare of anger. How dare he claim her as daughter when⁠—

      Crack! The ground shook under the impact of something heavy crashing to the ground.

      Susana leapt to her feet. “What now?” She threw the letter toward her bed and bolted from the tent.

      “Damn.” One of the thick wooden supports holding the canopy over yesterday’s excavation had collapsed. “Was anyone hurt?” she demanded as she slid to a stop next to Jim Delano, the man in charge of the dig’s interns.

      “No. Everyone’s either in their tents or taking siesta in the jungle.” He gestured to the two kapok trees where some of the crew members had settled against the buttressing roots.

      “Suse, you’d better take a look at this,” Erika Rhodes called, pointing to a broken section of two-by-four.

      Susana’s heart sank. Please let it be rot.

      But no. The piece had been sawed through. “Maggoty son of a putrefied goat!” The collapse of the heavy canopy was the first act of sabotage that could have seriously hurt someone.

      “Jim,” she pushed out between lips stiff with anger. “Where are Celio and Mateus?” The two guards didn’t seem to be having any luck at deterring or catching the guilty party.

      Jim looked around and shrugged. “Probably down at the dock guarding the supplies as they’re unloaded.”

      “I want you to work up a schedule for all of us to take turns patrolling the site. I’m not going to give our enemy another chance to hurt someone.” She stared off into the trees. “But I’m damn sure not going to run, either.” She’d dreamed of finding Amerinis since she’d first heard the stories of the city built by warrior women. Even if the television crew from the Adventure Channel wasn’t expected the day after tomorrow she still wouldn’t give in to the demands to leave. This dig was too important for her to tuck tail and run.

      “Make certain those posts are bagged as evidence, then put them in my tent. And send two of the interns down to the supply boat. The captain should have that new load of timber we requested for shoring up the next phase of excavation. I want this canopy back up before dinner.” She glanced around the dig, wondering if the culprit was among her crew. Hoping her growing suspicions were wrong.

      “I’ll tell the cook to prepare something special tonight in celebration. In the meantime, I’m going down to inventory the supply crates.” Turning away, Susana grabbed her sunglasses and hat from her tent, then strode down the path toward the river.

      As she pushed through the thick jungle humidity, she jammed a wayward lock of long dark hair back under her hat and wiped her brow with her bandana. Even though her long-sleeved shirt and khaki pants were the latest in breathable material, they’d long since given up the fight against the water-logged air and clung to her sweaty skin like plastic wrap. The clothing designers wouldn’t be happy with her report, but she certainly wouldn’t be giving these new fabrics her endorsement.

      As she rounded the bend, the camp’s temporary pier came into view. From this angle, it appeared the squat, heavy supply boat tied up at the dock was so crammed with crates it would take on water and sink at any moment. But that situation wouldn’t last long. The captain stood on deck, feet planted shoulder-width apart, arms crossed over his thick chest, scowling as he supervised two interns unloading a stack of two-by-fours.

      Susana glanced around, then frowned. Where were the damn guards?

      “Got some damage on a crate,” the captain grumbled in Portuguese as she approached.

      “Where?” she asked, walking up the warped piece of plywood that served as a gangplank.

      He jabbed his thumb toward the back of the boat.

      Following his direction, she moved past the cabin to a stack of crates draped with a canvas sheet. Lifting up the heavy covering, she gave the crates a quick once-over.

      Huh. The six wooden crates appeared undamaged from the front. Maybe the damage was on the other side. She sidled between two crates, leaned slightly over the railing and turned her head to check the rear of the crates.

      That was strange. The backs were also undamaged. Maybe these were the wrong crates. She straightened up.

      Something hard slammed into the back of her head, knocking her stomach-first into the railing and driving the breath from her body. Another blow caused her vision to dim. Then a shove between her shoulder blades pushed her over the side.

      She blacked out as the murky water closed over her head.

      

      Susana woke to a pounding headache. The fetid stench of unwashed clothes and rotten food assaulted her nose. Her lips curled, pulling against a tight cotton gag.

      She tried opening her eyes, but her right lid was held closed by something sticky that extended down from her forehead. Blood?

      She peered out of her left eye. Oh, man, this wasn’t good. Everything she saw was double.

      She blinked several times, trying to align her vision. The floor tilted and Susana rolled several inches to her left. The motion set her stomach churning and sharpened the pain in her head.

      Oh, God. She was going to be sick and her mouth was gagged. If she threw up now, she’d choke.

      I won’t be sick. I won’t be sick. I WON’T. Breathing shallowly through her nose, she tightened her throat against the bile that wanted to rise. Slowly, her stomach settled down, leaving her sweating. Dots danced across her vision in time to the percussion jamming inside her skull. A second later, she passed out again.

      When she regained consciousness, she was alert enough to notice the hum of a motor. The sound of waves hitting wood. The low sound of male voices. She was on a boat.

      What had happened? She remembered checking out the supply crates. Being hit. Falling into the river. Had the captain shoved her in then scooped her back out and locked her in his cabin?

      Sweat had loosened the dried blood on her right lid enough to allow her to cautiously open both eyes. This time, her vision wasn’t so blurry.

      She tried to sit up and discovered that her hands and feet were trussed with thin, bright yellow nylon cord. Twisting her wrists only drove the rope deeper into her skin, cutting her until she bled.

      Bastard sons of piranhas, tying her up like an animal! Once she got free she’d see that whoever had done this rotted in jail.

      Taking a deep breath to cool her temper, she looked around.

      Light snuck between paper thin cracks in rough plank walls and shone in a pale yellow rectangle through a small window propped open with a stick. Clothes lay scattered over every horizontal surface. Discarded plates of food sat rotting on a small table made of heavy wood. Six hammocks hung from the ceiling. A ladder-back chair lay upended under one hammock with a pair of muddy pants hanging off one leg.

      Several iron gun hooks sat in a neat line above the door. Two hooks cradled a rifle. The other hooks were empty.

      The room was too big to be the cabin on the supply boat. Which meant…what? Had she been kidnapped by the mystery person trying to shut down her dig? Had the captain or the interns been involved?

      Betrayal formed a hard lump in her throat. She blinked back tears. Buck up, girl. Worry about who did this to you and why after you get yourself free.

      Using her elbows, she pushed to a sitting position. A section of damp hair fell across her face and she automatically tossed her head to clear it from her eyes. Then realization hit and she froze mid-motion.

      Someone took out my braid.

      Susana shook her head, confirming that her thick mass of hair was loose. She sank back on her heels, each possibility running through her head more frightening than the one before.

      Had letting down her hair been part of some sick male fantasy? Had she been raped while she was unconscious?

      She glanced down. Her shirt was buttoned and her pants zipped. Her waterlogged boots were still on her feet.

      Most importantly, there was no ache between her legs or on her breasts.

      Her breath whooshed out and her spine sagged in relief.

      So. Her kidnappers had unbraided her hair, no easy task when wet. Why? Were they sex traffic slavers? Had someone sold her out? She’d heard that women with long, thick hair were more likely to be targets, although she couldn’t imagine anyone finding her hair attractive in its tangled, wet state.

      To hell with that. She was not going to be sold as someone’s sex slave.

      She struggled to her knees. By twisting her bound arms like a contortionist, she was able to search her pants pockets. Lip balm. Soggy tissues.

      No pocket knife. No satellite phone.

      Her eyes scanned the cabin for something sharp to cut through her bindings.

      But although the men were undeniable slobs, they apparently weren’t stupid enough to leave a knife lying around.

      Okay then. Maybe one of the walls or a piece of furniture had a loose nail.

      She inched over the filthy floor, stopping to feel her surroundings for a sharp edge. Eventually she found the broken leg of a chair with a bent nail sticking out of it. She set to work sawing on her bindings, praying with each breath for the men to stay away just a little longer.

      Just as the rope began to give, she heard a crash outside the cabin, followed by the sound of glass breaking. A man shouted, “Fire!” in Portuguese. The floorboards shook under the impact of running feet and smoke floated in through the open window.

      This was her chance. Susana jerked her arms apart, breaking the last strands of rope joining her wrists. Bracelets of yellow cord still circled each wrist, but at least now she could move her hands freely. She yanked the gag out of her mouth, then tested the ropes at her feet. Damn. The tight knots would require too much time to work free, so she just hobbled over to the door.

      Locked. But the window looked just wide enough to clear her hips.

      She pushed one of the chairs into place, crawled onto it, then boosted herself up. A quick hop landed her stomach-down across the window sill. The pressure almost made her vomit, but she clamped her teeth onto her tongue and used the pain to focus her attention.

      Up front, the men yelled at one another.

      Using their voices as cover, Susana dropped to the deck.
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      “Amigo, come look.”

      Kai put down the rope he was coiling and walked to the front of the boat. The pilot Giovanni handed him binoculars and pointed at the stern of a retreating boat. Kai raised the glasses.

      The boat was configured much as Kai’s was. Low hull. Central cabin. Pilot station in the bow. Not the same one that had passed them last night.

      The other pilot glanced frantically from the river in front of him to where a heavyset man in mismatched fatigues used a jacket to beat at pile of burning rags. The fire shifted sideways and engulfed a nearby crate. Another man grabbed the AK-47 propped against the cabin wall and pulled it out of the danger zone.

      Mercenaries. Kai recognized one of them from town. As long as they were distracted by the fire, they wouldn’t be a problem.

      Still, Kai quickly scanned the rest of the boat to see how many more men were on board. Two. Four. Six, counting the pilot.

      “What the hell?” A female figure dangled half-way out the window at the back of the cabin. Long, dark hair cascaded to the deck, hiding her face.

      She squirmed and fell, landing hard on her right shoulder. Kai winced in sympathy, then grinned as her hair slipped away to reveal her face.

      Susana Dias. Well, hell. Looked like someone had beaten him to the scene. But Kai would be damned if he let them steal the lady away from him.

      “Closer,” Kai ordered Giovanni as he shifted the binoculars to the activity at the other boat’s bow. A second man had joined the first and together they almost had the fire contained. Their focus remained forward, so they hadn’t yet noticed Susana’s actions.

      “Come up behind them so the men won’t notice us.”

      Giovanni grunted acknowledgment and kicked up the boat’s speed.

      

      The pain from hitting the deck radiated from Susana’s shoulder into her neck and back. Her vision wavered. Her headache screamed. She closed her eyes and sucked air through her nose in rapid pants. It didn’t take long for fear to overwhelm the pain.

      She had to get away.

      Opening her eyes, she lifted her head to look around her. The low side of the boat was perhaps three feet to her left. Frantic curses still colored the air at the front of the boat, but she didn’t know how long her captors would stay distracted. She needed to get over the side and into the river before they spotted her. The current would move her far from the boat and hopefully spit her out at some safe distance.

      A trip on the river couldn’t be worse than whatever her kidnappers had in store for her.

      Not daring to stand up in case she drew the men’s attention, she turned onto her back, put her weight on her elbows and used her bound feet to propel her in a push, pull movement across the deck. Every few seconds she checked over her shoulder to judge her progress. Two feet to go.

      Ignore the splinters tearing into her palms like hot needles.

      One foot.

      Pause for just a second so her burning muscles could rest.

      Inches.

      Made it!

      The men were still yelling at each other. She grabbed the gunwale, bent over at the waist and let the weight of her upper body topple her into the water.

      An instant before her head went underwater, she thought she heard a man shout.

      

      Kai watched Susana inch across the deck. From the awkward way she used her legs, he figured her feet were bound, and he felt a flare of anger over the idea of her being mishandled.

      One of the mercenaries left the smoldering fire and rounded the corner of the cabin just as Susana’s feet disappeared over the side of the boat. Breaking into a run, the man shouted an alarm. When he reached the side of the boat his head moved back and forth as he searched for Susana in the water.

      Crazy woman, Kai thought. How long did she think she’d survive in the river with her feet bound?

      The mercenary pulled a pistol from a hip holster.

      “Shit.” Kai trained the binoculars at the fast-moving current, trying to see where Susana had gone.

      “Do you see her?” Giovanni shouted, giving up any pretense of stealth and increasing their boat’s speed.

      “No.” Kai continued to sweep the binoculars over the water surrounding the other boat. “Where are you, Susana?” he muttered. Until she surfaced, she was in danger of being swept under the mercenaries’ boat. But the moment her head broke water, the mercenaries would be on her.

      “There!” Giovanni said, pointing to starboard.

      Unfortunately, the mercenaries had also spotted Susana. The one with the pistol fired into the water, barely missing her. A second man charged across the deck and knocked the shooter’s hand down before he let off another shot. The men got into a shoving match, accompanied by angry shouts.

      Kai lowered his binoculars and raced for his cabin. The glasses bounced against his chest with enough force to bruise, but he didn’t care. He needed his weapon.

      When he returned to his position, M-4 in hand, one of the men had Susana in a headlock and was slowly dragging her across the gunwale.

      Kai set his M-4 on manual. His first shot went into the shoulder of the man holding Susana. As she dropped into the water, Kai’s second and third shots hit the hull right beneath the water line.

      He might be a scientist working mainly as a spy, but the SSU made sure all its operators were excellent shots.

      

      Susana heard a grunt of pain, then her captor let go of her neck. She dropped back into the river and promptly inhaled water. When her head broke the surface, she snorted to clear her nose, then pulled in as much air as she could hold before letting herself sink beneath the current.

      A second later she bumped against something hard. Her head breached the surface and she realized the current had pushed her right back against the hull. She shot a terrified glance above her, but didn’t see her kidnappers. What she did see was a man, silhouetted by the sun, standing on the deck of a second boat.

      He aimed a menacing machine gun right at her. Her heart stuttered.

      Get away! She pushed her shoulder against the hull, trying to drive herself underwater.

      Then she heard another cry of pain from above her. “Do something,” one of her captors snarled. “Before the cock-sucker shoots me again.”

      She turned her head. Oh. The man on the other boat wasn’t aiming at her. He was aiming above her head. At her kidnappers.

      Her relief was so great, she forgot to tread water and sank.

      Come on, girl. You’re being rescued. Don’t drown now.

      She pushed to the surface and a life preserver splashed down next to her.

      “Senhorita,” her would-be rescuer shouted over the pulse of the boat engines. “Grab the line and we’ll bring you aboard.”

      Her heart soared. Even though his words were Portuguese, his accent was American.

      Remembering something she’d heard a long time ago about water rescues, she grabbed hold of the life preserver and turned her back to the boat. The line tightened and began to slowly pull her against the current.

      As her rescuer’s boat picked up speed, her head bounced against the surface of the river making her headache flare, and she had trouble holding her head up high enough to stop water from getting up her nose. It seemed like forever before the boat slowed, then stopped so she could be dragged aboard.

      For several long, agonizing moments Susana huddled on the deck, coughing up river water and shivering despite the midday heat. She was dimly aware of male voices talking above her and of the engine throbbing underneath her as the boat started moving again.

      A warm male hand lightly patted her back. “Here, take my coat.”

      Susana opened her eyes and sat up. A man knelt next to her, holding out a heavy rain jacket. Even though her teeth were chattering, she didn’t grab for the coat. Instead, she stared at her rescuer.

      Oh. My. God.

      He had the most beautiful eyes she’d ever seen. A rich, clear amber. Wild and fierce, reminding her of the jaguar she’d seen last week at the river’s edge. The man’s eyes combined with lean, stubbled cheeks, a square chin and a sensual lower lip to create a picture of male strength and vitality. The lithe muscles of his arms and thighs strained against his sweat-stained clothes. Suddenly Susana felt way too warm.

      Susana had known more handsome men, but none had knocked her speechless or caused this hot, aching longing.

      “Ma’am? Are you okay?” Oh, God, he even had a husky, sexy voice.

      Get a grip, girl. Susana shook her head, realized she was still staring, and lowered her eyes as she reached for his coat. “I’m um…just…um…glad to be out of the river and safe. Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She wriggled into the jacket. For a second she caught him eyeing her chest and her nipples tightened. Then he quickly glanced away and she thought she heard him mutter, “Sorry.”

      His embarrassment over being caught ogling her boobs restored her equilibrium. At least she wasn’t alone on this admiration train.

      But he recovered quickly. His long, almost elegant fingers pushed up the sleeves of the jacket to reveal the swollen, red and purple skin at her wrists.

      He sucked in a breath. For a moment something dark and fierce passed over his expression. His fingers tightened on hers almost painfully, then released.

      “Let me cut your bindings away,” he said.

      It was a sign of how overwhelmed she was that Susana didn’t so much as blink in alarm when he pulled a large hunting knife from a sheath on his leg.

      “Brace yourself,” her rescuer said. “The rope’s embedded in your skin. This is going to hurt.” He worked with surprising gentleness, but there was little play in the rope and the blade nicked her skin despite his caution.

      Susana hissed in pain. Hell yes, that hurt. Tears stung her eyes and she quickly turned her face away from him.

      Then immediately turned back as she felt the feather light stroke of his finger next to her damaged skin. Without meeting her startled gaze, he repeated the process with her ankles.

      Next, displaying more of that surprising gentleness, the man rubbed circulation back into her hands and feet. At first the increased blood flow felt warm and soothing. It didn’t take long for the piercing, hot-pins-and-needles pain to take over.

      “Ouch!” The protest came out as a harsh croak.

      “Sorry,” he said. “It’ll get better in a minute. I think there’s some salve in the cabin we can use on your cuts. I⁠—”

      Behind them, the boat’s cabin exploded in a flash of light.

      

      The shock wave knocked Kai on top of Susana. He crossed his arms protectively over his head and ignored the sting from burning wood pelting his back and legs. In the silence that followed, Kai heard frantic cursing from Giovanni.

      How in hell had the other boat gotten close enough to launch an RPG? They’d been sinking.

      Kai levered himself off Susana while telling himself not to notice how soft her breasts felt or how if he moved his head just a few inches, he’d be able to kiss that lush mouth.

      “Was that a missile?” Susana squeaked, effectively bringing Kai’s attention back to business.

      “Rocket-propelled grenade,” Kai corrected, turning to assess the damage. The cabin’s roof and front wall were on fire, but that wasn’t crippling. “Keep your head down in case they have another one.”

      “Who the hell are you and why are those men firing rockets at us?”

      “Kai Paterson. I’m with a private special operations group from the U.S.” He grabbed Susana’s hand and started crawling toward the front of the boat. He needed to see what was going on.

      “You okay, Giovanni?” he shouted to the pilot.

      “No. Those fucking pirates tried to blow up my boat!”

      Kai’s mouth twisted with a wry smile. Yeah, Giovanni was fine.

      Susana slipped on the wet deck and Kai reached out to steady her.

      “My name’s Susana Dias,” she said as they started crawling again. “I’m an archaeologist. So…special operations? That’s like a covert soldier, right?”

      Great. Susana was one of those women who chattered when scared. “Yeah.”

      “Watch out!” Giovanni shouted. His warning was accompanied by the sound of incoming automatic weapon fire. “There’s a second goddamn boat.”

      The deck tilted sharply left, then right, throwing Kai and Susana sideways. Susana’s head cracked against the side of the boat and she slumped unconscious.

      Kai checked Susana’s pulse and moved her into a more comfortable position. Poor woman, she’d been through a lot. The memory of her swollen, torn skin where she’d been bound threatened to send a flood of rage through him.

      From the front of the boat Giovanni cried out in pain. The deck continued to tilt to the right and the pilot’s body slid into view before jamming against a spool of rope. With an ominous stutter, the engine died. Then the deck slammed horizontal again.

      Kai grabbed his weapon and peered around the burning remains of the cabin. An armored gunboat was heading toward them from upriver. A man stood on the deck behind a mounted machine gun. He noticed Kai and let loose a volley of gunfire.

      Kai fired back, then ducked out of sight. Shit. The cabin provided him some protection, but Giovanni lay in the open.

      Kai fired another burst at the gunboat, then raced across the deck and pulled Giovanni to safety behind a stack of crates. He put his fingers to the man’s neck.

      No pulse.

      He turned the man over. Bullet holes perforated Giovanni’s chest. The package Kai had retrieved tumbled out of the man’s pocket.

      The treats for Giovanni’s young daughter rolled across the deck.

      Dammit. Kai hadn’t known the man well, but he’d been honest and as quick with a joke as he was to anger. Kai bowed his head a moment, then closed the man’s eyes. A brief glance showed the gunner on the other boat had turned his head and was talking over his shoulder to someone behind him. The gunboat blocked Kai’s view of the mercenaries’ sinking boat, but when the gunboat’s deck tilted away from Kai, he figured the newcomers were taking the mercenaries on board.

      Knowing he didn’t have long before the gunboat either used another RPG or sent men to board them, Kai crawled into the remains of the cabin. He searched the debris until his fingers closed around the nylon straps of two large backpacks. Giovanni, God rest his soul, had looked at Kai like he was crazy the first morning he’d repacked his bag. “Why you taking down your hammock, ‘migo? You pack it away, you only got to put it back up tonight.”

      But after two years on the run he’d learned to have everything packed and ready to move at a moment’s notice, including bedding. Four months free from the hunt and the habit still hadn’t faded.

      He hoisted one pack onto his back. He located several extra boxes of ammunition and shoved those into the second pack, then looked out what was left the door.

      The other boat’s gunner stood behind his weapon with arms crossed. He faced a second man, who nodded in the direction of Kai’s boat. Cradled in the second man’s arms was an RPG launcher. Both men wore olive green uniforms without any insignia.

      Special forces or private soldiers?

      On the deck behind the men, the three sodden mercenaries eyed the soldiers with varying degrees of wariness. While they were distracted, Kai slid down the canted deck to the side of the boat. Susana lay in several inches of water, conscious now and blinking against the sun’s glare.

      “We’ve got to get off the boat before it sinks or is blown out of the water,” Kai said as he landed beside her.

      He placed his arms through the straps of the second backpack so it rested against his chest. It was going to be a bitch to navigate the river laden down with the packs, but they were going to need these supplies and she wasn’t in any condition to carry a pack in the water. He took off his baseball cap and shoved it into his pocket.

      The rope he’d been coiling earlier lay in a tangled heap a foot away from him. He pulled free a length and cut it with his pocketknife. He tied one end of the rope around his waist, underneath the backpacks. Then he knelt awkwardly beside Susana and held out the rope. “I’m going to tie this around your waist so that when we go into the river we won’t get separated.”

      Her eyes widened, but she nodded. Damn it, he wanted to kiss her and tell her everything was going to be okay. That she just had to hold on a little longer.

      Instead, he quickly tied the rope and tugged to make sure the knot was secure. Heading into the river like this was dangerous. But he wasn’t losing Susana under any circumstances.

      He heard a shout. The other boat’s engine revved.

      Shit. Out of time.

      He had to time this just right. He didn’t want to go overboard too early. The attackers needed to think they were dead, blown up with the boat.

      He grabbed Susana’s arm. “Get ready,” he whispered in her ear. Unable to help himself, he brushed a quick kiss against her temple.

      “On the count of three, we’re going into the river.”

      He waited for the hiss of the rocket being released. “One…two…three!” Kai pulled air deep into his lungs, then threw himself overboard, pulling Susana with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Susana considered herself to be in good shape, but after being kidnapped, rescued, hurled from an exploding boat, swimming through the river while being shot at, then climbing up a riverbank and running into the jungle while her damn kidnappers got out of their boat and friggin’ followed them, she had almost zero energy left.

      “C’mon, we’ve got to keep moving,” Kai said.

      Grumbling under her breath, Susana let Kai pull her into a run. Once her body got moving, she could keep her momentum going. But she didn’t know what would happen if he let go of her hand. Besides, she liked the warm, calloused feel of his skin against hers. It reminded her that she wasn’t alone.

      Some sixth sense had her turning her head to check behind her in time to see the ground torn up by bullets not three feet away. Kai cursed and veered left, dragging her into an area of thick undergrowth.

      It forced them down to a jog, but she hoped it also slowed their pursuers. Although, really, all they had to do was keep shooting. Eventually she or Kai would be hit.

      As if summoned by her thoughts, she heard gunfire again. It sounded closer.

      Kai moved faster, dodging around trees, ducking under branches, and leaping over logs. Hauling her with him every step of the way. Did the damn man never tire?

      Finally, he slowed to a walk.

      Kai reached his hand up to move a vine out of his path.

      “Don’t!” She smacked his arm away. “That’s dangerous. Like poison ivy.”

      “Thanks.”

      She nodded and looked up at him. Then nearly drowned in the look of heated tenderness in Kai’s eyes. Ignoring the fluttering in her belly, she broke from his gaze and cleared her throat. “This way,” she announced, taking the lead and heading right. If only the men chasing them didn’t have guns. She could booby-trap their path. She could…

      The ground turned spongy under her boots. She planted her feet and spread her arms wide so Kai couldn’t get by. “Stop!”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Quicksand.”

      “Damn. That’s twice I owe you.”

      Oh, she liked that. “And don’t you forget it,” she tossed back over her shoulder with a wink. Of course, she owed him her life, so they still weren’t even.

      She backed up carefully, checked the color of the ground, and led them around the dangerous territory.

      Gunfire ripped through the trees somewhere close by.

      “Damn,” Kai said. “How do they keep finding us?”

      He grabbed her hand and they broke into a run.

      Oh, no, here we go again.

      
      Kai glanced back to the bend in the thickly overgrown path. Come on, let us get away this time.

      He felt like a little kid, praying to be invisible during a game of hide-and-seek. Only this time a hell of a lot more was at stake than his pride.

      The butt of an automatic weapon poked into view between two heart-shaped leaves.

      Shit.

      Kai tugged Susana deeper into the bush.

      Who the hell were these guys? Some sort of mystic ninja soldiers? Because for the past hour he’d used every trick he’d learned in escape and evasion training. Susana had even created some quick but nasty jungle booby-traps, and their pursuers still never lost their trail for more than a few minutes.

      At least the booby-traps had taken two of the men out of the chase. Susana was proving to be a valuable partner. Smart, creative and resourceful.

      He helped Susana over a fallen log. She stumbled on the other side and almost pulled him down, but he quickly took hold of her arms and steadied her.

      “I’m okay,” she murmured. She reached up to brush a sweaty hank of hair out of her eyes and he saw that her hand was shaking. As soon as she saw his eyes narrow, she dropped her hand and stuck it in her pocket. Her expression dared him to say anything about her show of weakness.

      Kai felt an unfamiliar wave of protectiveness and tenderness wash over him. He wanted to kiss her for being so strong, but he heard men crashing through the brush, coming toward them.

      This time she broke into a run. “Let’s go!”

      He followed, amazed at her endurance and at the way she didn’t complain about the relentless pace, yet knowing they couldn’t keep it up much longer. They both needed to rest.

      At least Joe trigger-happy back there had stopped spraying the trees with bullets every time he caught sight of them.

      The idiot had probably used up all his ammunition and that of his friends.

      After several minutes of running, Kai slowed to a walk. They trod carefully at an angle to their original path, then walked for a good ten minutes more trying not to leave an obvious pattern of crushed vegetation behind them. Finally, Kai pulled them to a stop behind a tall clump of bushes.

      If the mercenaries didn’t lose their trail this time, it could only mean one thing. Susana had a tracking device on her. But until they lost their pursuers, he wouldn’t have a chance to find and destroy the device. And while he and Susana had managed to stay out of kill range so far, once the sun went down they’d have to stop running.

      He was damn sure the mercenaries and their soldier allies would have flashlights or night vision equipment. So all they had to do was follow the tracking signal right to Susana.

      He wasn’t going to let that happen.

      Susana muttered to herself and swatted at a mosquito.

      Kai hid a smile. Susana no longer resembled the polished woman in her modeling photos. Sweat had cleaned little runnels through the thick dirt and blood covering her face, giving her the appearance of a fierce tribal warrior. Her hair hung in tangled ropes down her back and stuck to her face. Her clothes were as filthy as his.

      But somehow she still managed to instill every movement with heated sensuality.

      Or maybe he just saw it that way because it had been much too long since he’d been in the company of a woman both sexy and strong.

      And this former supermodel had unexpected grit. She’d kept up with his furious pace. He’d noticed her steps weaving a few times, but she hadn’t asked him to stop or slow down. Instead, she’d muttered to herself. He hadn’t been able make out all the words, but the tone suggested she was egging herself on. Or maybe cursing the mercenaries.

      He found himself almost smiling, despite the whole being-pursued-by-untiring-gun-toting-mercenaries thing. And felt glad that he’d been the one given this assignment.

      “Hey,” he whispered to her. “See if you can find some quicksand. We need to trap these guys once and for all.”

      Despite her exhaustion, Susana’s eyes brightened. Once again he felt the urge to gather her into his arms and kiss her. Tell her everything was going to be okay.

      Even though she was too smart to believe him.

      So he kept his hands to himself and followed her through the jungle, listening to the sounds of their pursuers drawing closer. Just when he was about to say to hell with it and start running again, Susana motioned him to a stop.

      She picked up a piece of deadwood and poked it into the ground in front of her. The stick started sinking with a slurp.

      Kai sank to a crouch beside her. The quicksand appeared to be about ten feet by twelve. Perfect.

      “Okay,” he said quietly. “Here’s the plan.”

      
      
        
        Belém, Brazil

      

      

      “This problem wouldn’t exist if you’d completed your mission at the fundraiser,” CIA Director of In-House Projects Wayne Jamieson pointed out across the satellite phone connection.

      “I explained what happened, sir,” Mark Tonelli replied, keeping his voice even. “Susana Dias was never alone. I was unable to get close to her. She left in a hurry immediately after the presentation of the check to fund her expedition. The crowd was too thick for me to follow her closely. By the time I got outside, she was gone.” Mark was glad his new boss was thousands of miles away, across a thin, static-filled phone connection, so the man’s infamous bullshit sensitive nose couldn’t scent his lie.

      The truth wasn’t something he was eager to share. Or even admit to himself.

      “And she never returned to her apartment?” Jamieson queried.

      “Correct, sir. I had a man watching it.” He’d later learned that Susana had left on a dawn flight to Boa Vista, returning to her dig earlier than expected.

      Susana’s disappearance gave Mark time to catch his breath and regain his equilibrium after meeting her in person.

      It was a weak excuse for letting his prey get away. But she’d taken him by surprise.

      He’d known Susana had modeled from the time she was thirteen until she entered graduate school for archaeology. The most recent pictures had shown a stunning woman with long, slightly wavy black hair, wide dark eyes and a huge smile that managed to be joyous and sensual at the same time. Mark had dated women equally as beautiful, so he certainly hadn’t expected to be struck dumb with adolescent admiration when introduced to her. But it had happened. His famous suave manners had deserted him and he’d barely stammered his greeting. Later, his voice had returned enough to ask her to dance, but he’d been unable to make small talk with her.

      Holding her had been like holding the sun. All vibrant life. He’d never wanted to let her go. He’d forgotten the syringe in his pocket. Forgotten the fake ambulance waiting a few blocks over for the call that Susana was “ill.” Forgotten that she had Nevsky’s microchip inside her and that the chip was Jamieson’s price for the information Mark needed to complete his revenge.

      It was the first time during his career at the CIA that Mark had lost his focus. For at least an hour after he’d danced with Susana, he’d remained in a daze. By the time he came back to awareness of his mission, she’d left.

      But his informant at Susana’s dig had come through. Susana should now be in the hands of the mercenaries Mark had hired to retrieve Susana. Under no circumstances would he ever personally set foot in the filthy, bug-infested jungle.

      “You’re certain you can trust your men to bring Dias back?” Jamieson demanded.

      “Yes, sir. I’ve paid them well. We should have the microchip by the end of tomorrow.”

      “Good. I need the data on that chip. And I know you’re anxious to receive that name.”

      Mark clenched his teeth. It wasn’t a new threat. Jamieson held the name of the man who’d ordered the hit on Mark’s father. Even today he still felt the mix of rage and helplessness as his five-year-old self cradled his dying father’s head. Thugs in a black town car had shoved his father’s tortured body onto the family’s front lawn, then sped off. Mark had vowed then to track down and kill the men responsible.

      Until two years ago, Mark thought he’d succeeded. Now Jamieson claimed Mark had only killed the ones who’d carried out the hit. He insisted that the man who’d planned the death of Mark’s father still lived.

      But without the chip, Jamieson wasn’t talking. And Mark hadn’t been able to discover the man’s name on his own.

      There followed one of the heavy silences Mark dreaded. Jamieson might be powerful, and Mark might consider it an honor to work for the man and his secret CIA division of In-House Projects, but Jamieson was a difficult bastard to deal with. He always made Mark feel as inept as a schoolboy being chastised by the principal.

      “Our informant at the SSU notified me that Paterson is on his way to the dig,” Jamieson finally said.

      Shit. Mark had worked with Kai Paterson years ago, before Paterson left the CIA to join the SSU, one of those upstart private special operations groups. The man was brilliant. And ruthless.

      But for once Mark’s luck put him ahead of the SSU. Paterson was too late.

      “Tonelli, are you listening to me?”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll warn the mercenaries of potential interference from Paterson.”

      “That’s right. The next time I call, if you don’t have Dias, I’m sending down a cleanup squad. And you’re one of the items they’re going to clean up.”

      
      
        
        Amazon Jungle

      

      

      “I think you have a tracking device on you,” Kai said, making Susana’s blood run cold.

      “A tracking device?” she sputtered. “Like they use to monitor cattle?” Her mother had used rudimentary microchips to follow the cattle she’d studied on ranches in the Amazon basin, searching for a way to make a breed that was both drought and disease resistant.

      Kai nodded. “That’s the only explanation for why the mercenaries keep finding us. Create three more booby traps and set them in a half-circle out from the far edge of the quicksand, there.” He pointed to an area that had several large bushes.

      “You hide in the bushes,” Kai said. “You’ll be safe. If anyone tries to circle behind you, they’ll hit the booby-traps. I’ll take care of the men at the quicksand.”

      Susana narrowed her eyes. “Take care of? You mean kill?”

      Kai shrugged. “Whatever’s necessary.”

      He said it so calmly. Yet despite the way he’d handled his weapon as he fired back at their pursuers, she saw the hint of a shadow cross his eyes. As if he wasn’t entirely comfortable with killing, but would do what was necessary to survive.

      With a nod, Kai brushed off his hands and got to work helping her set up the trap, then vanished into the jungle.

      Leaving her alone. Sitting in this tangled bush guarding the backpacks. Wondering how her life had gotten so out of control so quickly.

      Damn Kai. She felt like she had a giant X painted on her forehead.

      Remembering the lessons the tribal kids had taught her about staying still enough to lure prey in close, Susana tried to still her mind and slow her heartbeat so she’d hear any mercenary sneaking closer.

      But her life had never been in danger like this before. Her mind just wouldn’t settle and her heart continued its frantic beat.

      Hard fingers clamped onto the back of her collar and yanked. “Wha—?” she yelped.

      She was pulled out of her hidey-hole and into the midst of four men with hard jaws and cold eyes.

      Susana screamed.

      One of the men backhanded her. The force split her lip and caused her to bump into the man holding her. With a grunt of annoyance, he shoved her to her knees.

      Where was Kai? How come these men hadn’t tripped any of her booby traps? How did they avoid the quicksand?

      “Let’s kill her now,” the man behind her said in Portuguese.

      He kicked her between her shoulder blades. She managed to turn her head at the last second, so her cheek slammed into the ground, not her nose. Then the man stomped his foot on her back, driving all the air out of her lungs. She felt something cold, round and hard press against the base of her skull.

      Oh, God. His gun. Her pulse spiked.

      She was going to die. Where the hell was Kai?

      “No!” The rough male voice sounded vaguely familiar. Susana’s face was scrunched into the ground by the pressure of her captor’s weapon, but she rolled her eyes until she could see the protester.

      Yes, it was one of her kidnappers from the boat. But he wasn’t dressed like the other men. His fatigues were old and plain. A faded olive color rather than the deep evergreen with jungle print like the men surrounding her. Maybe her kidnapper wasn’t part of this group. Maybe he could stop them from killing her.

      “The man said he wouldn’t pay my cousins and me the rest of our money if the woman was hurt,” her kidnapper protested.

      Yes!

      “What the fuck do we care what your client told you?” The speaker was a thin man with a tiny button of a nose and lips that put Angelina Jolie’s to shame. “Our orders were to bring the woman back dead. Hell, we don’t even need her whole body, just her abdomen.”

      What? Her…her torso? What did that⁠—?

      Bright red exploded out of Thick Lips’s chest and neck. Susana screamed. She wanted to look away, but her eyes refused to close, leaving her staring at the ruined mess that had been the man’s chest. A second later, her kidnapper fell beside her, eyes staring at the sky through a blood-covered face.

      Then something heavy fell on top of her, knocking her breath away and obscuring her vision. From the strong body odor, it was the man who’d been holding the gun to her neck. Susana tried to buck him off, but he was too heavy.

      Oh, no. She wasn’t going to stay trapped here underneath a corpse. She worked her hands up underneath her shoulders, took a deep breath…

      And the body was lifted away.

      Susana scrambled to her feet. Cold, hard amber eyes met hers. The eyes of a killer. Seeing only death, she backed away and bolted toward the jungle.

      “Shit,” she heard behind her. “Susana, wait! I’m not going to hurt you.”

      But fear and panic pulsed through her veins, urging her to get away before she was killed.

      One minute she was running, the next she was falling, strong male arms capturing her around her waist. But Kai shifted his body mid-fall and twisted so she landed on top of him.

      “Dammit, Susana, what’s wrong with you?” Kai growled. “It’s me. Kai. You’re safe.”

      Unable to think past the image of Thick Lips’s exploding chest, Susana slapped at Kai’s face and tried to stab her knee into his balls, but he simply captured her hands in his much larger ones and rolled over so that she ended up on her stomach with him lying on top of her.

      “Susana, I’m not going to hurt you. I swear. Just calm down. Okay?”

      He had her hands pinned to either side of her face and her legs tightly pressed together between his. His hold, while firm, wasn’t rough or bruising. But it was the soothing words he murmured that finally broke through the wall of horror and fear.

      She stilled.

      Oh, God. She felt foolish. He’d just saved her life. Yet she’d panicked and run from him, afraid he’d kill her next.

      “You okay?”

      No, dammit. She wasn’t. She’d just seen…just seen…

      Gaah, she didn’t know whether to be sick or be mad. But after a few seconds, mad won out, destroying
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