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THERE IS BUT ONE RULE: hunt or be hunted.

All Angelica wanted to do was her job. Being kidnapped by drug lords and taken into the Amazon was not part of her plan. Now she needs to get away – and fast – before the patient heals enough to sign her death warrant. 

Her only hope?

A sketchy-looking pilot who doesn’t seem to get her frantic message for help.

Taylor, aka sketchy but incredibly hot pilot, decides rescuing a damsel in distress is worth exposing his cover. They manage a narrow escape, only to be shot down mid-flight and crash into the Amazon jungle. Somehow they survive the plane, but can they survive the jungle and those hunting them? 

In a life and death race for survival, who will become the hunted?
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From one perspective, Angelica was standing in a second-story room of a sprawling, hidden mansion tucked into a shadow of the jungle. It had all the amenities of a five-star resort and she had the run of the house.

The small drawback to this slice of paradise was that the owner of the house planned on killing her. It made sleeping difficult, to say the least, and showering was an exercise in vulnerability that she only did when she was desperate to feel clean.

The fact that she only had the jeans and t-shirt she’d been wearing when they’d abducted her didn’t lend itself well to cleanliness either. She’d rinsed out her socks and underwear, dried them with the hair dryer they allowed her to have, and she used towels to cover the mirror or any suspicious-looking hole just in case they were out there watching. 

She was beginning to think she would never feel clean again.

Not that it mattered, but her patient was on the mend. She’d pulled a bullet from his back, though, to be honest, luck had done more for the young man than she had. The bullet had shattered a rib, but the bone took the impact and protected his organs from damage. Lucky her, the patient would live.

It had been a matter of taking out fragments and trying to piece the remains together all under the watchful eyes of the men with rifles—who had seemed more than willing to put the same injury to her, if not worse, if she’d so much as wavered in doing what she would have done anyway, had they not been holding a gun to her head.

They could have at least asked.

But thugs of this nature didn’t trust that doctors actually meant it when they took the Hippocratic Oath, thereby reducing everyone they came into contact with to a level they themselves understood. Which had meant bringing her here on a helicopter, cloth bag over her head, hands and feet bound, trussed like an extra in a bondage flick.

The only good side? They had a fully-equipped medical facility ready for her use when she got here. The bad side was that there was no doctor to use the facility. They apparently didn’t stay long. Hence their need of her.

She wasn’t going to stay long either. After the surgery, they wanted to know everything: What the man had said under anesthesia, had he talked in the recovery room, everything she knew from the moment she’d arrived. 

Despite her assurances that the patient had said nothing, had slept through the entire procedure, they kept asking. No one believed her, and because no one believed her she was very quickly running out of time.

She would be held for as long as it took for the young man to heal. But he wouldn’t need a doctor for long. He was already awake and talking to the others. She kept up a litany of possible complications and infections, and even tried to convince them that he would need physical therapy, but she was too good a doctor and her success meant her time was limited.

They were going to kill her. If there was ever any doubt it vanished when she noticed they didn’t hide things from her anymore, and they didn’t talk in code or hidden messages. They didn’t bother keeping secrets, for who was she going to tell? Ever?

The dead can’t talk.

Which left her here, in the room where she was held prisoner, staring at a new figure out on the tarmac. The only way in or out of this place was by plane. It begged the question how such a sprawling mansion was built in the first place, but if there ever had been a road the jungle had reclaimed it long ago.

The landing strip was an on-going battle against the encroachment of the undergrowth. Someone was out there every day spraying chemicals to keep the plants from destroying the carefully laid pavement. Even now someone drifted along the edge of the runway, machete in hand, hacking at the undergrowth. She wondered how often they had to do that. There seemed a small army of individuals who ran this particular estate, complete with wives and children in a collection of houses that had created a village of sorts a short distance away. She’d seen it once, taken out there to stitch up a man who’d had an accident with a farm implement. The people had not been friendly toward her, disinclined to listen when she’d tried to enlist their help. 

But then, they lived at the mercy of the master of this jungle paradise, didn’t they? They’d do nothing to risk that.

So, she’d taken to watching the planes that came in and went out on that single strip of pavement, placing her hope in the outsiders who weren’t necessarily so fiercely loyal to her captors. Or so she hoped.

Supplies came and went several times a week, mostly through the efforts of small, single-engine planes, though there was a helicopter under a tarp parked at the end of the runway. That was the means by which she was brought here. There was no point in leaving it uncovered, as there would be no return trip for her.

The pilot of this particular plane was new. She’d not seen him in the weeks she’d been a “guest” of the cartel. He stood out, though she would likely have noticed him before taking this unplanned trip into the world of the drug lords who ruled the Amazon. In the jungles of South America, the vast majority of people were darker skinned, a blending of Spanish and native blood. This man stood out like a Viking. Most likely ex-military, he still sported a tight haircut and a clean-shaven chin that was pure regulation and looked like it was cast out of iron.

His arms bulged with muscle, like a recruitment poster for a video game avatar. His chest was a massive drum and even from her perspective, as far away as she was, she could see the gleam of something around his neck. Dog tags. 

He unloaded the plane—boxes of materials, foodstuffs, supplies, and whatever else. These were loaded onto carts and wheeled into the house, and other, smaller boxes came back out to be loaded.

She opened the door to the balcony and stepped out. She wanted to run, everything in her said to break free and run as fast and as far as she could. There was a reason she wasn’t locked in, though. There was a reason she had full run of the place. Beyond the fence was a thick jungle filled with wild animals and snakes. If she wanted to run, she could run. She’d make it how far past the house, past the village, before the jungle would do the work for them, leaving whatever hungry wild beasts to dispose of her body.

She stood at the balcony, the railing at waist-level. She lay her hand over the edge and slapped the rail. The pilot glanced up at her; his sharp eyes didn’t miss a trick. She slapped the rail three times fast, three times slow, three times fast, three times slow.

Please understand. Please, please, please let him understand. 

It was a desperate gamble, but even if he was one of them, one of the cartel, she could claim she was just nervous, just tapping the railing from being isolated for so long.

She continued the rhythm and he ignored her. She wanted to scream, to wave, to jump up and down, screaming, “HELP ME! I DON’T WANT TO DIE!”

But she didn’t. She said nothing.

And the man disappeared into his plane. Even the man with the machete had disappeared and the tarmac was empty. Angelica felt like she’d just been denied a reprieve. She tried to swallow and found her throat too dry. 

He should have caught on. Why didn’t he understand?

Her thoughts became a wild, keening wail. Only by compressing her lips to a thin line was she able to keep from giving voice to her despair. Tears solved nothing, so Angelica refused to cry. That was weakness, and if she was going to face her death then she would do so with as much dignity as she could manage. 

Behind her, the door to her room opened and one of the men walked in. This is why she’d only showered once since arriving and barely slept. It was like being in a hospital with people walking in and out without warning, as though your privacy was already dead.

The thug looked around the room and spied her on the balcony. “Boss wants to see you,” he said, and jabbed his thumb toward the door.

She straightened her back and glared at him. “When do they feed you again?” she asked. “Does your stall need cleaning? Who dresses you?” 

The thug glared at her and she walked up to him. He was tall, but not nearly the physical specimen the pilot had been. His face looked like it had been made of wax and then melted. “I’m sorry,” she said with as much bite as she could put into every syllable. “I assumed that, since you were too stupid to figure out how to knock on a lady’s door, you were too stupid to be potty-trained. If you think you can lead me to ‘Boss’ without getting lost in your own little hole, maybe you’d better start off.”

He actually growled at her. Angelica marshaled her initial fears. I’m going to die no matter what I do. I’m not going to die whimpering on my knees. Fuck ‘em.

The thug glared at her, obviously expecting her to quail under his gaze. When she stood her ground he turned and walked out, assuming she would follow.

She slowly forced out the breath she’d been holding. She could feel her knees shaking and barely held onto her bladder. She fought the fear with every fiber, forcing herself to pad along behind the man. 

This was it, then—this was when she would be killed and her body tossed into the jungle. 

She was led to a pair of sliding doors and through those into an office. A deep, rich mahogany desk gleamed by the reflection of the open windows, screened off from insects. Hundreds of leather-bound books lined the walls, though Angelica assumed that none of these men could read and they were there more at the whim of some decorator than meant for any practical purpose.

Standing behind the desk, Carlos Alejandro Razala poured from a bottle into two small snifters. He set one on the desk closest to her and waved off her escort.

“What’s wrong with him?” he asked, looking at his man’s back.

“He’s probably miffed because I had to teach him it’s not nice to walk in without knocking,” Angelica said and snorted. “Something his momma should have told him a long time ago.”

Carlos shook his head sadly. “Did he do that? To an honored guest? I can only extend my deepest apologies. I will have a long-overdue discussion with him this evening. I’ll see to it that you are accorded the dignity you merit.”

Angelica’s eyebrow lifted significantly. “That I ‘merit’?”

“Please,” Carlos said, waving an expansive hand to the chair. “Have a seat, some cognac.”

“No, thank you.” Angelica remained standing.

“I’m not going to poison you, Doctor,” he said with a great smile. He poured all the liquid into one glass and then gently swirled it around. He then poured half the brandy back into the empty glass.

“You may choose which glass you will take, Doctor; I admit it will bruise the wine, but there’s no help for that, is there?”

Angelica closed the distance between them and took a glass, careful not to let her fingers brush against his. She’d been unsure since she’d arrived whether the expansive and genial host was meant as some kind of flirtation or not. Someone needed to tell this particular cretin that, even had her taste run to middle-aged balding men with expanding middles, she didn’t date kidnappers. As far as she was concerned Stockholm was a city on the other side of the world, and the only syndrome she was experiencing involved a healthy dose of paranoia and anxiety.

So, yes, a toast! To a life half-lived and not always well. I was too young to die! She drank to her internal thoughts and set the glass back down on the desk.

“My little brother is doing well.” Carlos smiled. “And for that, I am eternally in your debt.”

“I’m a doctor,” she said quietly. “It’s what I do. It’s what I swore to do. Heal the sick.”

“Of course. You have a nice little clinic,” he said, reaching for a cigar. He offered her one and she refused, though she wondered what he would have done if she’d taken it. She tried to picture herself as an elegant Marlene Dietrich and came up with more of a Julia Louis-Dreyfus. It was the hair. In the jungle, her brown curls frizzed out a mile. 

“I’ve been reading up on your clinic.” He pointed to the computer perched on the edge of the desk. “Impressive—you do a great deal of good for the little community you support.”

“We ‘support’ several communities,” Angelica corrected him, crossing her arms in front of her, fighting to not say something she’d later regret. “Including some very remote villages.” Including the one he’d stolen her from when she’d gone out to set a boy’s broken leg.

“So I see. Please, please, have a seat. I can’t sit before a lady and my feet are killing me. Please.”

Angelica quietly sank to the edge of her chair and perched there much like his computer, loath to take up too much room and unwilling to get too close to the man. 

“I’m impressed with your skills, Doctor. You had to work alone and under... trying circumstances, but my brother looks well. I am, as I said, in your debt.”

“Then let me go,” Angelica managed to say. She hoped that the little break in her voice went unnoticed.

“Did you see the medical facilities here?” he asked her, as if he hadn’t heard her. “State-of-the-art; I can supply anything that a doctor might need.”

“I noticed,” Angelica said, “most of the supplies where stamped Doctor’s International. Those are our supplies.”

“As that venerable organization no longer exists, I don’t believe calling it yours is still accurate. As a matter of fact, I do believe that your funding is reaching a critical junction. In short, your clinic is shutting down.”

“That’s a question for the administrators,” she said, her voice tight and controlled. “I’m just one of the doctors.”

“One of six. But think about it this way. I am willing to offer you a great deal of money to be the one and only doctor right here. There are ample opportunities, a village nearby, and these boys have a tendency to get cuts and scratches from nearby plants.”

“You have a bullet plant?”

“Sometimes,” Carlo said without smiling, “someone gets a little hot-tempered. We maintain a peace and like to get along with everyone, but we don’t always get to pick our neighbors.”

“Are you offering me a job?”

“One that will not only pay you very handsomely, but also help keep that clinic of yours in business for years.”

“Señor... Razala ...” Angelica said stiffly, “I thank you, but I just want to go home.”

“Ah.” He nodded. “That truly is a shame. I had hoped that you would be willing to work for me. In fact, I had already planned on giving you a large bonus for joining up. It’s not often that such a beautiful woman is also such a skilled surgeon. I admit I am somewhat enthralled by you.”

And that doesn’t sound creepy at all. What, he thought I would lounge around the pool in a bikini while waiting for one his men to take sick or rape me? The compliment soured in her stomach. Sure, I’ll take the job. Let me just ditch my self-respect and at the same time throw out every oath I’ve ever taken about doing no harm so I can patch up your bully boys that they might go out and rape and kill to their heart’s content.

“Please, Señor Razala. I just want to go back to my clinic. Nothing more.”

“Of course, Doctor. This is not a problem. I only hoped to present an offer to you that would be beneficial to your clinic, to you and, yes, to me. You need to understand the situation that fueled the way you were treated to come out here—”

“You mean kidnapping?”

“If that’s what you want to call it.” He nodded, though his eyes narrowed. “But it was an act of pure desperation and love for my little brother. If you want to go home, this is easily done.”

Angelica looked at him from the corner of her eye. She dared to hope for a moment, just a bleak moment, that he wasn’t lying. That she’d given him a life and now he owed her one. For one insane moment she believed that they wouldn’t kill her. That she’d live to see her next birthday.

“We have a plane going in the morning,” he said, smiling. “You can be on board before lunch, and head back, wherever you want to go. You have my word on it.”

He lifted his glass and she picked up hers. Morning. One more night in the jungle. 

She downed the burning liquid in a single swallow. 

Amazing how clear the world can suddenly be when you realize you’re going to survive only to see one last sunrise.
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