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      Bobby Luchetti rang the doorbell at 445 Briar Lane. Holding his breath, he anticipated his first sight of Marlie Anderson.

      Not that he didn’t know what she looked like. He had a picture. One he’d kept in his wallet for more than two years now. But he’d never seen her in person, never met the woman he’d fallen in love with by mail.

      Had she moved on in the time he’d been missing? Had she met someone else and married him? Bobby hoped not, but he wouldn't blame her if she had.

      A member of the elite Delta Force, Bobby had spent almost a year in Afghanistan traipsing from cave to cave in the hunt for the latest creep on the Special Forces Most Wanted List . Done a bit of duty in Pakistan, too, ferreting out a cell of terrorists who were planning an attack on American soil.

      He’d stopped writing Marlie when he received the orders for that mission. He hadn’t thought it fair to keep her waiting when he wasn’t sure if he’d return from Pakistan alive.

      His gaze wandered over the two-story Colonial on a quiet street in Minnesota. According to Marlie, hardly anything bad ever happened in Wind Lake.

      The residents were like those of many small towns in America: traditionalists, old school, they took pride in who they were and where they came from. After reading Marlie’s descriptions, Bobby had come to love Wind Lake as he loved her.

      The door opened suddenly and Bobby stared at his brother, Colin. The resemblance between them was strong—dark hair, blue eyes, even their features. However, Colin was taller, slimmer, younger, and his hair was well past regulation length—but then so was Bobby’s. Those in Delta Force were not required to cut their hair or shave or even wear a uniform, the better to blend in wherever they roamed.

      The shock of seeing someone who didn’t belong made Bobby blurt, “What are you doing here?”

      Considering that Bobby had been listed as missing for quite a while, the question was one his brother should be asking him.

      “You’re alive,” Colin said.

      “Always have been.”

      “Do Mom and Dad know?”

      “I called them as soon as I landed in the States.”

      “You didn’t go home?”

      “I had pressing business.”

      “More pressing than letting your mother know you aren’t buried in a shallow grave?”

      Bobby scowled. “She knows.”

      “You put her through hell, Bobby, and the rest of us, too.”

      “I got that when Mom took my head off by phone.”

      His family hadn't known until yesterday that Bobby was a member of Delta Force. Keeping such a secret wasn’t unusual in the life of an operator, considering the dangerous nature of the job. Some of his men’s wives only knew that their husbands did “something” for the army.

      Bobby had thought what his loved ones didn’t know wouldn’t worry them; he couldn’t have been more wrong.

      “You knew I was alive,” Bobby said. “I rescued your sorry butt in Peshawar.”

      Typically, Colin had been unable to keep his nose out of other people’s business—which was probably why he was a reporter. He’d followed a very thin trail to Pakistan and wound up getting himself kidnapped by a completely different set of terrorists than the one Bobby had infiltrated. The place was crawling with them.

      They’d done their best to make Colin spill his guts. Luckily Bobby had managed to haul him out of there before the terrorists had figured out his brother was a worthless source of information.

      “Last time I saw you, you were dressed...” Colin let his gaze slide over Bobby’s khaki trousers and crisp, blue shirt, a far cry from the robes and scarves he’d been sporting in Peshawar. “Differently.”

      Bobby had only recently shaved his beard and removed the brown contacts that had disguised his foreign blue eyes. He should be more comfortable in American clothes, but he wasn’t.

      “That was over a year ago,” Colin continued. “Not a phone call or even a letter. You’re an asshole.”

      “I agree. But I’m very, very good at it.”

      Colin’s mouth twitched. “I’m glad you’re back. But why are you in Wind Lake?”

      “If I learned one thing it’s that I shouldn’t waste time. I should tell people how I feel.”

      “What do you want to tell me?”

      “Not you, moron. I’ve come to tell the woman I love that I love her.”

      His brother frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      “Marlie. Is she here?” Bobby craned his neck, peering past Colin and into the house. “And why are you?”

      Colin scrubbed a hand through his hair. “Bro, there’s something you should know.”

      “Colin?” A woman’s voice drifted from inside. “Who was at the door?”

      Marlie appeared, fresh-faced, wholesome, with a baby on her hip and, from the appearance of her slightly rounded belly, another one on the way.

      Bobby just stared at her. Then he looked at his brother and understood. “You son of a bitch.”

      “Bobby?” Marlie blinked. “When did you get back?”

      Bobby ignored her. Colin was the one he was concerned with now.

      “What part of ‘take care of her’ didn’t you understand?”

      “All of it,” Colin said. “I thought you were friends. So did she.”

      In his head Bobby knew his brother was right. He hadn’t been clear on what he wanted because he hadn’t known himself. Until he’d spent countless months living in caves and tents.

      He’d focused on Marlie’s face, recalled every word she’d ever written to him. He’d made Wind Lake, Minnesota the home he was fighting to protect and Marlie the woman worth risking his life for. Foolish, perhaps, when he’d never met her. Even more foolish, obviously, was sending his brother to watch over her.

      Colin and Bobby had always been close. Colin should have been able to read between the lines of Bobby’s cryptic note, which had been cryptic on purpose. He never knew when his mail was being intercepted and read by the enemy, or even a friend. One of the reasons he rarely wrote home.

      He’d become nervous because he’d written Marlie so many times, tense that he was heading into the unknown and leaving her behind. The paranoia, which often kept him alive, grew and grew until he could think of little else but Marlie in Wind Lake, all innocent and alone. So he’d mailed Colin that note. And Colin had done exactly what he’d asked. He’d taken care of her.

      Bobby’s gaze fell to her swelling belly. More than once.

      “This is Robbie.” Marlie stepped forward, shifting the child in his direction. “We named him after you.”

      Bobby glanced at his brother, whose pale face had taken on a slightly greenish tinge. “Gee, thanks,” he said.

      “I—we—” Colin stared at Marlie helplessly.

      It wasn’t like Colin to be at a loss. He was a writer. He’d be in deep trouble if he couldn’t find the words.

      Marlie put her hand on Colin’s arm. She wore a wedding ring. So did his brother. While that should make Bobby feel a bit better, at least the sneaky bastard had married her, he only felt worse. She was Colin’s now, forever.

      “Colin came here searching for you,” she said. “And I fell in love with him. I couldn’t help myself.”

      “Looks like he couldn’t help himself, either.”

      She frowned. “He tried to stop what was happening between us, but I pointed out that you’d never said anything about love.”

      True. But that didn’t mean he hadn’t felt it.

      “I wasn’t sure if I’d come back.”

      Now she touched his arm, and he yearned for something that was never going to be. “I have to admit I had a little crush on you. But once I met Colin, those fantasies disappeared. I love him, Bobby. We were meant to be together.”

      Robbie started fussing, and Marlie withdrew her hand to pat the squirming little boy.

      Bobby took a quick glance at the kid and found himself captured by bright blue Luchetti eyes. That child should be his.

      His chest tightened and his stomach rolled. The dreams of a wife and a family had begun with her. The idea that someone was waiting for him, that a small part of him might be left if he was gone, had become a talisman. Bobby had sworn that if he got out of the Middle East in one piece, he’d make more of a life than what he had. That plan was as blown to kingdom come as most of Afghanistan.

      “I have to feed him,” Marlie murmured. “You two should talk.”

      She disappeared inside.

      ‘‘She’s right.” Colin shut the door behind him. ‘‘We should talk.”

      “What’s there to say? You married my girl and got her pregnant.”

      “That wasn’t quite the order, but near enough.”

      Bobby went still. “You got her pregnant and then you married her?”

      Colin flushed and rage burned through Bobby with a force that surprised him. He didn’t even realize what he was going to do until his fist shot out and caught Colin on the chin.

      His brother hit the ground like a sack of potatoes. Bobby didn’t wait around to see if he’d knocked out any of Colin’s teeth.

      It wouldn’t be the first time.
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      Two months later

      Someday his tombstone might read: Another day, another hellhole.

      And that would be fine with Bobby. He’d been in more down-and-out countries than he could remember. Most of the time no one even knew he was there before he was gone.

      This mission, however, was different from the usual hit-and-run operation. He had a bad feeling this one might get him killed. Which would be an incredible joke on him.

      “Mexico,” he muttered. “Hardly any Americans die in Mexico.”

      Unless they drink the water.

      Something skittered across the sand, then across Bobby’s boot. The stench of rotting vegetation, or maybe just garbage, teased his nose. A baby cried; someone moaned. One dog’s yip was answered by a dozen more. In Mexico, the ratio of stray dogs to drug dealers was about even.

      Sweat trickled down his chest. In this heat a normal man would be wearing shorts instead of cargo pants, a muscle shirt instead of a black T-shirt, and sandals or bare feet instead of army boots. Of course Bobby had never been normal—or so his brothers always told him.

      “I could have been a farmer.” But he’d chosen the army instead.

      From his eighteenth year he’d worked his way up, until he was the elite of the elite. An operator, a D-boy, the Dreaded D—the army rarely uttered the word Delta—their force was that secret.

      “So what am I doing here?”

      Talking to himself, which he really needed to stop. Just because this was a cakewalk didn't mean he shouldn’t follow procedure. Namely, no yapping in the jungle.

      He’d come alone—singleton mission. Why waste two or more highly trained counterterrorism operators on an assignment that could be completed by a green recruit?

      Though Delta’s main function had once been hostage rescue, they’d become a lot more over the years. Bobby was now trained for threats on a global scale. Which was why it would be a genuine laugh-o-rama if he got killed rescuing the doctor daughter of a U.S. senator in the seemingly tame Yucatan Peninsula.

      Of course, tame was a relative term. The state of Quintana Roo was a hotbed for drug cartels. Still, when compared to some of the places Bobby had been, some of the things he had seen, Mexico was downright peaceful. Nevertheless, even a docile dog could turn mean if poked too much and too hard.

      Bobby pushed aside his misgivings, labeling the icy trickle of superstition down his spine as nothing more than another stream of sweat. He’d been living in sweaty countries for years. Why was the weather bothering him now?

      Because he wanted this done. He wanted out of here. He wanted to go home.

      And that was as strange as his premonition of disaster.

      After leaving Wind Lake, Bobby had done what he did best. He disappeared. Not very adult of him, but he’d been upset and he needed to return to the place where he was the strongest, the smartest, the best. When Bobby was in the field, he was the king and the world was his kingdom.

      A short trip to Honduras had been followed by a longer one to Costa Rica. When the call had come in about the kidnapped doctor, he’d been so close it would have been foolish for him not to go.

      Bobby lifted his night-vision goggles and took yet another gander at the hut where Dr. Harker was supposedly detained. No moon tonight but that didn’t bother him. He could see pretty well in the dark, even without the goggles.

      People milled around the last shack on the left; a few of them held submachine guns. There were too many souls in the vicinity to extract the good doctor without an outcry. He’d hang around until the majority went to bed, then disable the guards and slip away with the woman he’d been sent to rescue.

      Having a plan made Bobby feel a lot better. He was spooked only because he missed home so badly. He never had before.

      His mother, the queen of guilt, would have his head if she ever got hold of him. Shame tickled his gut. He’d called once after the fiasco with Colin, been thrilled when the answering machine picked up so he could leave a message telling everyone not to worry.

      He hadn’t called back because he didn’t want to hear the lecture. Bobby would rather face… pretty much anything rather than listen to his mother when she was mad—and he had a feeling she was pretty mad right about now.

      Bobby took another glance at the hut. The crowd had dispersed, leaving behind only the goons with guns. He’d give the village an hour to fall asleep, then he’d make his move.

      Except the guards walked away. Not too far, but far enough that Bobby reconsidered disabling them. With a reasonable distraction, he could sneak into the hut and make off with the doctor. They might not know she was gone until morning, and by then it would be too late.

      He tried to think of a diversion that wouldn’t wake the entire village. Maybe a dog fight. If he could just find a nice piece of kibble, he’d throw it into the fray and⁠—

      A sudden stillness drew his attention. The men with the guns had disappeared. The doctor’s hut stood quiet, dark, unguarded. This was too easy. Did they know he was here? Were they setting a trap?

      No way. If Bobby could do one thing extremely well, it was become invisible. He’d perfected that skill before he’d joined the army.

      Growing up in a houseful of kids—five boys, one girl—with a mother who took nothing from no one and had eyes in the back of her head, Bobby had learned early on to sneak under the incredible radar of Eleanor Luchetti. A drug dealer with a submachine gun would run screaming if he spent more than two hours in the woman’s company.

      Bobby discovered he was smiling at the memory of his mommy and forced himself to stop. He was on a mission and he’d better get to it.

      Needing to move quickly and silently, he concealed most of his equipment in the jungle. Taking only his sidearm, rifle and a knife in his boot, Bobby stuffed extra ammo in his voluminous and plentiful pant’s pockets before creeping from his hiding place. He’d either make a clean getaway with the doctor, or return to his original plan, take out the guards, then get away with the doctor. With luck, he’d be home for dinner tomorrow.

      He ran toward the hut, keeping low. The sand shifted beneath his boots with no more than a whisper. He reached the back of the shack and scanned the village.

      Not an outcry was raised, not a shadow slunk anywhere that he could see. A dog barked, but with no more enthusiasm than before.

      Success.

      He peered into the hut through the hole in the wall that served as a window. “Psst” he whispered. “Doctor?”

      The lump in the bed didn't move. Did he have the right place?

      A more thorough examination of the interior revealed medical equipment and textbooks all jumbled together with girlie stuff on the table—although the girlie stuff in this case was sunscreen and a sturdy wide-brimmed hat with a red bandanna tied around the crown.

      His sister, Kim, had always intermingled her lotions and potions with her schoolbooks, her hair ribbons with her pens and pencils. He didn't understand women. What a surprise.

      Bobby slid past the curtain that doubled as a door. He opened his mouth to hail the doctor again, but the word stuck in his throat. The lump in the bed was gone.

      “Shit,” he muttered an instant before a knife pricked him in the side.
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      “Who are you?” A tiny jab to the rock-solid back of the man who’d snuck into her quarters punctuated Jane’s question.

      “Dr. Harker?”

      American accent—upper Midwest from the sound of him. Big, bad, sneaky. Definitely military, but what was he doing in Quintana Roo?

      “Who wants to know?”

      “If you don’t stop poking me with that thing, I’ll be forced to take it away from you.”

      Jane snorted. She’d been down here long enough to learn a few things about knives and self-defense.

      The next instant he was holding the knife and she was holding her stinging wrist. Maybe she wasn’t as smart as she thought she was. And wasn’t that just the story of her life?

      In addition to her knife, she tallied a pistol and a rifle. Jane didn’t know much about guns, except that they made nasty, gaping holes in people she was often forced to fix. She didn’t care for firearms, or the men who wielded them.

      “You are Dr. Harker?” he asked.

      Jane nodded. If he was going to kill her, he was going to kill her, regardless of who she was. She’d seen his face.

      A handsome face beneath several days’ growth of dark beard, with blue eyes and nearly black hair, which was a lot longer than she’d ever seen on a soldier. He was taller than her but not by much.

      At five-foot-eleven inches, Jane towered over most men of her acquaintance. She didn’t like it any better than they did, but what choice did she have?

      Muscles bulged against the dark shirt. She hoped he had more than muscle between his ears, but she doubted it. In her expert medical opinion, overachieving in one area usually meant underachievement in another.

      Huge muscles, small brain. Big gun, itsy-bitsy male equipment.

      The urge to laugh was nearly overwhelming. Why she was always consumed with it at the most inopportune times Jane had never been able to figure out

      “Take what you need,” he snapped. “We have to get out of here before the guards return.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I don’t have time to argue, ma’am— I mean Doctor. For some reason the guards wandered off, but they’ll be back.” He glanced out the door. “I’d rather not kill them if I don’t have to.”

      Kill Juan and Enrique? Not while Jane was alive and kicking.

      “Listen, soldier boy, there’ll be no killing. There’s been enough.”

      “Works for me. Let’s go.” Grabbing her arm, he tugged her along.

      Jane dug in and tried to stand her ground. But he was huge and all she succeeded in doing was stumbling into him, where she discovered he was as hard and strong as he appeared. She shoved at his solid chest, and wonder of wonders, he let her go.

      “What do you need?” Bouncing on the tips of his toes, he was action man, ready for anything.

      “I need sleep. Go away.”

      “I’m here to rescue you.”

      “From what? The fleas?”

      “You’ve been kidnapped. You’re being held for ransom by drug dealers.”

      She choked back another laugh. “Since when?”

      “How should I know? I’m just following orders.”

      “What orders?” Her laughter faded. “Who are you?”

      “Captain Luchetti. U.S. Special Forces.”

      Special Forces? Either this was serious, or he was nuts. Which would be a damn shame because, aside from the mistake he’d made in coming here, he seemed to be pretty good at this.

      “I haven’t been kidnapped. I’ve been working in Quintana Roo for over a year.”

      “But—Your mother⁠—”

      Her mother. Of course.

      She’d been bugging Jane to quit her job with Doctors of Mercy—an international, nonprofit association that sent doctors to underprivileged areas of the world—since she’d taken it. But Jane couldn’t believe her mother would lie, then take advantage of her position as a U.S. senator to send a very expensively trained soldier to drag Jane home. If word of this got out, the scandal just might ruin the senator’s career. And wouldn’t that be a shame?

      Jane stifled a smirk, then stared Luchetti up and down. She might not be much for beefcake—Jane preferred scholarly men, tall blondes with wire- rimmed glasses and slim, artist’s hands—but soldier boy really was nice to look at.

      Poor man. This trip had been a colossal waste of his time.

      “There’s been a misunderstanding. I’m not⁠—”

      “You can explain it in Washington.”

      “What? No. I'm not leaving. I’ve got work to do. ”

      “My orders are to bring you back. Period. ”

      “And you always follow orders?”

      He didn’t bother to answer what to him had to be a stupid question. Of course he always followed orders. If he didn’t he wouldn’t be what he was.

      “I want to talk to your superior.”

      “Me, too,” he muttered.

      “Well...?”

      “Interception of information by satellite, radio and cell phones is a lot easier than you think.”

      “Which means?’’

      “No contact until we get to the airfield.”

      “What airfield?”

      “Halfway between here and Puerto.”

      “You can’t be serious!” Puerto was nearly forty miles through the jungle.

      “Keep it down, will you? You want your kidnappers to hear us?”

      “I have not been kidnapped. Or at least not yet. If you drag me into the jungle, that's kidnapping.”

      He rolled his eyes and managed to appear bored even when his body was as tense as a hound dog on a leash and his toe had started tapping against the dirt floor of her hut in an annoyingly staccato rhythm. Little puffs of dust rose and sullied what had once undoubtedly been shiny black boots.

      Why didn’t he just tape a neon sign to his back that said U.S. Army Top Secret Soldier? Even without the pistol at his waist and the rifle slung across his chest, he’d hardly fit in around here.

      “The Doctors of Mercy sent me to help the people of this village,” Jane said. “The guards are for my protection.”

      “Uh-huh. That’s why they wandered into the trees for a smoke or a leak.”

      “Well, there isn’t much to protect me from.”

      “You’re going to tell me you haven’t seen any drug dealers around here?”

      There were drug dealers all over the place. She’d taken bullets out of quite a few of them, sewn up gashes and punctures, even treated overdoses. But she didn’t ask questions. That was the quickest road to an unmarked grave in the jungle.

      “I thought so,” he murmured when she didn’t answer.

      “Why would I lie about being kidnapped?”

      “I don’t know, why would you?”

      Jane stifled the urge to shriek in frustration. It wouldn’t do any good.

      “I am not lying. I’m fine. Not a care in the world, so thanks for stopping by. Nice meeting you.” Jane had taken only a single step toward her bunk when he grabbed her by the elbow and yanked her right back.

      “I told you before, my orders are to bring you home. If the information was FUBAR, that isn’t my problem.”

      “FUBAR?” she asked, but he wasn’t listening.

      Instead, he cocked his head and whispered, “Shh.”

      Jane opened her mouth to call out to Juan and Enrique.

      Captain Luchetti slapped his big, hard hand over her lips.

      Indignant, at first she didn’t hear the conversation, then she didn’t understand it. And not because the men approaching her hut were speaking Spanish— she’d taken the language all through high school and college—but because what they were saying did not compute.

      Something about burying her in the soft silt near the river.
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        * * *

      

      Bobby kept his hand over Dr. Harker’s face and tried to make sense of the words. His Arabic was impeccable, his Spanish far from it. Nevertheless, he’d been in enough Hispanic countries and around enough Hispanic soldiers to get the gist, even before he caught the doctor’s name and felt her go rigid in his arms.

      He glanced out the small hole in the curtain that passed for a door. Her guards were back. Why hadn’t he thrown her over his shoulder and gotten out while the getting was good?

      He’d been taught how to rescue POWs, had even gone through SERE—Survival, Evasion, Resistance, Escape—training to be prepared should he be detained and interrogated.

      Prisoners were often terrified of their captors and might behave in one of two ways—by turning on them after liberation and tearing them to pieces, or by being so afraid of retaliation they were unable to leave their prison at all.

      Dr. Harker wasn’t behaving in the usual way—of course, she hadn’t been kidnapped—still, Bobby should have followed instructions and removed her by any means necessary.

      “Matele.”

      That word he knew. Kill in any language had a certain ring to it.

      He turned the doctor to face him, indicating by an urgent finger to the lips that she should be quiet. Then he hurried to the cot, placed her pillow beneath the sheet, snatched the folded blanket from the foot of the bed and hustled back.

      In the shadowy corner of the hut, Bobby shoved her under a table, fluffed the blanket over top, then crawled in after, tugging the end to the floor and leaving a slit of space near the leg so he could see out.

      Not a second too soon. One of the goons strode in. He didn’t look to the left or the right, didn’t pause until he stood directly next to the cot. Bobby knew what was coming next, and he covered the doctor’s mouth again.

      Two muffled shots. Silencer. Double tap to the head.

      Dr. Harker jerked with each sound, but she didn't cry out and she didn’t faint. Nevertheless, he kept his hand over her lips until the assassin exited the room.

      Bobby could have dispatched the would-be murderer with ease, but then the guy’s friends would have come searching for him, and there’d have been more dispatching, more bodies. Definitely not worth the trouble.

      Luckily the killer was both a coward and an idiot. He hadn’t checked to see if his victim was dead. He hadn’t checked to see if she was even there at all.

      “He thinks he killed you,” Bobby breathed into Dr. Harker’s ear.

      She nodded, and he lowered his hand from her face. She turned, and he was struck by a sense of fragility, which was downright odd considering the doctor was far from small and impressively fierce.

      She wasn’t pretty—not that such things mattered. He’d learned long ago that the loveliest faces often hid the ugliest souls.

      Her hair was an indistinct color, between brown and blond; her braid brushed her waist. Shock and fear made her eyes appear huge in her suddenly pale face.

      She’d come after him with a knife. He should have been angry; instead he’d been intrigued.

      Now was not the time to get distracted. He needed to figure out why he’d been sent here to rescue her from nothing.

      Except, apparently, he hadn’t been rescuing her from nothing after all.

      But why had the senator called in every favor she was owed to send Bobby to Mexico to save her daughter before she’d needed saving? And then there was the matter of semantics. Murder versus kidnapping. Equally unpleasant but not interchangeable, even in Spanish.

      Something strange was going on, but Bobby didn’t have the time or the inclination to unravel the mystery at the moment.

      “You ready to go?”

      Her only answer was a nod.
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      Enrique had tried to kill her. Jane couldn’t get her mind around that.

      The man who’d laughed with her, eaten with her, taken care of her when she was ill with the Mexican version of the twenty-four-hour flu had coolly walked into her hut and put two bullets into her brain. That her brain had not been where he thought it was at the time did not excuse him in the least.

      Luchetti climbed out from under the table and reached back. Dazed, Jane put her hand into his.

      His skin was even hotter than the tropical climate. Though nearly the same height, he probably outweighed her by fifty pounds of pure muscle. From the appearance of his biceps, he could bench press a donkey without breaking a sweat. Touching him should be unpleasant, but it wasn’t.

      She pushed aside the disturbing thought. There was no way she was attracted to a Neanderthal like him. Captain Luchetti’s very existence went against everything she’d ever believed in.

      Jane didn’t approve of war; she loathed violence and she specifically detested big, muscle-bound men who radiated testosterone like a foul odor. Too bad Luchetti was all that stood between her and more violence than she’d ever encountered in her thirty years on earth.

      He glanced out the window of her hut. “They’re gone. So are we.”

      “But—”

      “Now, Doctor, before one of them grows a brain.”

      Jane’s gaze flitted over her books, her instruments, her medical supplies. He saw what she was looking at and shook his head. “Maybe someone who doesn’t want you dead can ship everything to you later.”

      She wouldn’t need it shipped because she’d be back. Just like Arnold Schwarzenegger but with less fanfare. All she’d ever wanted to do was help the helpless. Now she was one of them. Jane didn’t care for the feeling.

      “Do you have any food or water in here?” Luchetti used one finger to lift the corner of a blanket, another to move aside a text on preventative medicine for the tropics.

      Jane reached under her bed for the few bottles of tepid water. She averted her eyes from the bullet holes in her pillow. The very thought of them made her sick.

      She turned and nearly leaped out of her skin. Luchetti was so close she could feel the heat steaming off of him. Why was he so hot?

      Her cheeks flushed at the double meaning. What was wrong with her? She’d been in danger before, and she’d never wanted to jump the bones of the nearest male. Until today.

      She needed to curb that impulse before she embarrassed herself. A guy like Luchetti would never be interested in a woman like her.

      He handed Jane her backpack. The same backpack she’d used through both college and medical school at Harvard. The bag had been good luck then, maybe there was a little luck left in it now.

      Quickly Jane tossed the water and the few supplies she kept for emergencies—juice boxes, crackers, animal cookies—as well as a mini first-aid kit into the sack.

      “Stay close.” Luchetti slid out the door.

      Jane stayed so close she stepped on the back of his boots more than once. To his credit, he never said a word, never made a single sound of irritation.

      The sky was dark, the stars fading. Soon dawn would tint the horizon. She hoped they were far away from here before then.

      A woof from the other side of the village reminded Jane of certain responsibilities. Snapping her fingers, she gave a low whistle. But many of the dogs were out chasing prey, including the one that had come with her hut.

      Luchetti shot her a glare, and for an instant she wondered what she’d done that was so terrible. Then she remembered.

      She was supposed to be dead.

      Captain Luchetti entered the lush, overgrown vegetation and seemed to disappear.

      Jane blinked, tilted her head, squinted. Had she dreamed the entire incident? She’d give a year’s salary—not much, but all she had—if she could wake up on her own pillow, minus two bullet holes, with the sun shining in her face and one of the villagers calling her name.

      Logically Jane realized she was in shock, with a roaring case of denial. Even so, she stared at the place where Luchetti had gone until his hand
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