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For lovers of adventure, suspense and romance – this book is for you.

For Erin – it’s been a blast. Your enthusiasm for this project was boundless. Loved our brain-storming sessions and hours of research. 

For my amazing children – thank you for always supporting me. Stay strong, follow your dreams and enjoy every day of your journey. 
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On route to her new dig, Bernadette Ashford’s dream job morphs into a nightmare after a message warns her life is in danger. A last-minute decision catapults her onto the ill-fated plane and separates her from her beloved sister. Zane MacIntosh is on a mission - expose a major drug cartel and identify the man who murdered his mother. He’ll allow nothing and no-one to divert him from his goal.

Lost in the jungle together, they and other passengers are being hunted by ruthless mercenaries who have no intention of allowing anyone to escape. In their desperate struggle to live, a new-found love blooms and a deadly secret is unearthed. But with a killer in their midst, will their love survive the heavy cost of freedom?
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Chapter One
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The storm had hit hard and fast, not long after take-off from São Paulo de Olivença, a municipality in the western section of the Amazon Basin. Several passengers had drifted off to sleep, lulled by the drone of the engines and the stuffy tin-can air.

However, an afternoon nap was the last thing on Bernie’s agenda. Not with so many anxious thoughts squirreling through her mind. Inside the cramped restroom, she pressed her pounding forehead against the cold glass, recalling her father's phone call. The storm interference had transformed his voice into a bubble of white noise, his frantic words difficult to make out. 

She'd only deciphered, 'get to the US Consulate...Jaguar hunting you...’ before the call had been cut off and he was gone.

Her father had too much respect for her profession to believe a wild animal would make an archaeologist give up the prospect of a new dig. Especially one as exciting and wreathed in mystery as this. So, the Jaguar had to be a person. But what had he been talking about? 

Bernie hadn’t waited to find out. Whatever was going on had germinated fear in her father and, as an ex-marine, he wasn’t a man easily intimidated. 

She'd galvanized into action, leaving messages for the professor and the guides she’d intended to meet up with tomorrow. If she’d been alone, she would have risked continuing her journey to the dig—jaguar or no jaguar—but not when she had her younger sister, Kit, with her. 

Within three hours, they were in the air, flying back to Manaus. Now worry plagued her that she’d made the wrong decision by insisting they change their plans. Maybe heading to a remote area of the jungle would have been a safer bet than isolating themselves on an airplane.

The Jaguar could be here, with them. He could be anyone. Waiting to spring his trap, to take her down. Or worse...Kit.

After splashing water onto her clammy face and patting it dry with a paper towel, Bernie exited the cubicle. She paused, shrugging the strap of her compact backpack into a more comfortable position over her shoulder. The plane dipped then levelled out. Her belly rolled, and she pressed a shaky hand to her protesting stomach. 

A female flight attendant appeared out of the small galley, a frown marring her attractive features. "Please return to your seat. Didn't you hear the pilot request everyone remain seated until we're through the turbulence?"

"Sorry, I'm on my way now." Giving the woman a tight smile, Bernie headed down the aisle. She studied each passenger as she passed, her body tense, palms damp. 

The guy in the front row gnawed at his fingernails while darting furtive glances behind him. Apparently ignoring him, his companion had her nose buried in a magazine. Across the aisle, a middle-aged African-American couple had their heads bent over a sheaf of papers, their voices low in discussion. The row behind held a Brazilian family of four, the kids tossing potato chips at each other and squabbling. In the next row, two men appeared to be napping while another guy bent over, tying his shoelaces.

Any one of them could be the Jaguar. Her footsteps faltered, her eyes zeroing in on a lean-faced man with dark auburn hair in the process of stowing a duffle bag in an overhead locker. He looked down, the tender smile on his tanned face softening his profile for a moment, before he took his seat and became obscured by the headrest. As recognition hit, her heart stalled for a second before it kicked into high gear.

Zane MacIntosh. He'd turned up at the dig in Mexico last year with a group of possible benefactors then become part of their team for three weeks. How exactly he’d achieved that feat when everyone else had to go through a long-winded screening process, remained a question she’d like answered. Anger and bitter disappointment burned through her with such force, she charged down the aisle to confront him without a second thought.

"You stole that gold amulet and I intend to prove it." She dropped into the seat across the aisle from the man she suspected to be an artefact smuggler. Leaning over, she narrowed her gaze to meet his laughing one, a wicked twinkle in that ridiculously good-looking face. "You’re a total low-life. A desecrator of history."

In the murky light, his olive-skin was shadowed, although nothing could mask the flash of white teeth when he grinned or the sexy dimple in one cheek. 

"I'm so glad you find this amusing." Her voice dripped with ice as she fought the desire fluttering in her belly.

His grin grew wider, deepening the grooves around that amazing mouth with its sensually fuller lower lip. “Bernie, how wonderful!” 

“Don't you dare pretend you're pleased to see me."

"You'd be surprised, sweet Bernie."

"My name is Bernadette. Only family and friends call me Bernie. And you are neither.” She raised her chin in challenge.

For a split second, the amused glint cloaking his mocha-colored eyes flickered, his smile slipped, and she glimpsed — wistfulness? Her heart softened, her body tingling as she remembered the tenderness of his lips from their last encounter. Maybe there were moments when he regretted his life choices. Maybe there was a better man, hidden inside that stealing rogue, waiting for the right woman to chisel him out.

With a blink, she realized she was still gaping as if mesmerized by the very sight of him. Blue blazes, was she mad? She drew back, ruthlessly denying the unmissable tug of attraction, telling herself she’d imagined that soul-wrenching connection. This man was on the wrong side of the law. A thief who could never be trusted. 

His polished, impersonal smile back in place, all emotion veiled in those velvety brown eyes, his composure an impenetrable armor. "Are you going to or coming from a new dig? Who’s running it this year? Professor Kowalski? What are you hoping to find?"

“None of which is any of your business." Suspicion raised its snarky head at his probing questions. 

The way he’d snooped about and his constant dogging of her footsteps still niggled. It wasn't as if she’d been the prettiest woman on the dig. And she'd certainly done her best to ignore him. She’d been there to work not play, but reluctant admiration had stirred when he’d pitched in and shown surprising enthusiasm for excavating. 

“I wouldn't be too certain of that, Bernie. You never know when I could end up funding your next dig."

She swept a disparaging stare over his pristine clothes. “With what? Proceeds from stolen artefacts?”

“The person who took your precious bracelet could be anyone. Why focus on me?” His eyes narrowed.

“You disappeared the same morning we discovered the amulet missing. It’s not hard to connect the dots. Besides, I've worked previously with the other team members and Professor Kowalski personally vets each person before approving them on sites.” There was no way any of them could be involved. A sudden disquiet pricked at her thoughts and she frowned. Finding evidence Zane was responsible had proved surprisingly difficult. 

“I wasn't the only outsider on that dig. Neither you nor your professor had met the businessmen I brought with me. Add in the journalists hanging around and the tourists, and you've got more than one suspect.”

“But none left the very morning we discovered it gone,” she fired back. 

His companion stirred. Bernie snuck a quick peek, but a fleecy, white shawl hid the woman’s face. She had to summon every ounce of willpower she possessed not to grill Zane over the woman's identity. 

Zane shrugged, drawing her attention to the way his navy polo shirt molded his wide shoulders. “I love the way your imagination goes into hyperdrive on the flimsiest of assumptions. It’s fascinating. How is your precious professor, by the way? Still strutting about playing king of the archaeologists?”

“I don’t know why you keep demeaning him. I've known him since college when he was head of his department. He's considered top in his field and a remarkably intelligent man. But then, that’s something you’d know little about.” She raised her eyebrows in a haughty manner.

Zane laughed. “It’s because you always bite, my sweet Bernie." He winked, his hooded gaze raking her body. "You look well. Very fit. Must be all that physical exercise.” 

Heat crawled up her throat. Glaring at him, she shrugged off her pack and placed it in her lap, taking care not to disturb the guy asleep in the window seat beside her.

The plane dropped sharply and pitched to the right before levelling out. Her breath hissed out as she clutched at the armrests. Lordy, she hated flying. Especially during thunderstorms when buffeted about by powerful winds, and with plane engines making intermittent spluttering noises.

Leaning back, she released her death-grip and folded her arms. She’d hide her terror of flying from this lying rogue, if it was the last thing she ever did. Acting cool, she said, “It won’t be long before Interpol hauls you off to prison.” 

His deep chuckle had her tummy muscles taking flight and her toes curling. He stretched out his long legs, making himself more comfortable. She ground her teeth at his relaxed attitude. He obviously had no qualms flying. And no concern at all that she considered him a criminal. 

Her heart beats stuttered. What a fool she was. He could be the Jaguar. 

An icy shiver ran down her spine as she buried her disappointment. If only she'd never allowed him to kiss her. “What are you doing here?”

His eyebrows rose at her sharp tone. “Enjoying the comforts of air travel. What about you? Travelling with someone special?”

Her breath caught. He was fishing for information, but whether he sought details about her love life or her sister, she couldn't decide.

Lightning forked through the rain-laden sky. Twisting around, she looked over the whirling propeller protruding from the plane’s engine on the wing behind them. Heavy, ominous, purplish clouds surrounded them. As they parted momentarily, she caught a glimpse of dark jungle below.

Heart thumping, she pointed. “Did you see that? Out there?”

“What? The lightning?” He turned and gazed past his companion, still concealed by her shawl. The blind was only partially lowered despite the cabin crew’s earlier request to keep them closed. All the glass revealed now was sheeting rain and a sea of gray.

Shoving her pack onto the floor, she leaped out of the seat and leaned over him to peer out the window. “I saw the jungle.” When the aircraft rocked, she clutched the armrest and swayed.

“Nonsense. You're imagining things. We wouldn’t be flying that low.” 

Despite his rebuttal, she picked up on a thoughtful note in his tone. As if he’d already considered that possibility. His gaze lifted to hers, ensnaring her in eyes so hot and dark her skin prickled. She drew closer, fascinated by their rich depths and swirling shadows. A man with secrets. The type of man she avoided. So, why couldn't she dislodge him from her dreams?

She clamped her lips closed, her nostrils flaring as she caught the faint, sea-fresh scent of his aftershave beneath the musty odor of recycled air. Heat sizzled, firing an awareness that startled her with its force. Appalled, she straightened. She refused to be attracted to a man she couldn't trust. “Are you calling me a liar?” 

“Are you calling me a thief?” 

“You are.”

Zane folded his arms over the impressively well-toned chest she knew lay beneath his shirt and quirked an eyebrow. “Prove it.”

“I intend to.”

“I won’t hold my breath.” He shifted in his seat to stare into her face. “Instead of playing detective, Bernie, you should channel all that fire and energy into other avenues. How about we continue where we left off in Mexico?” His voice lowered to a deep purr.

How typical of him to remind her of the night she’d succumbed to the temptation to taste his lips. Even toyed with the idea of taking him up on his suggestion of a guaranteed satisfying—his words—sexual encounter. 

For long, burning minutes, she’d reveled in the exquisite sensual touch of his hands roving her body with an artistry that had painted amazing fantasies in her mind. His kisses had been wings, beguiling her to dizzying heights, sending her senses soaring beyond anything she'd imagined a kiss could be. And she’d devoured every single one. 

The hunger of her response still astonished her. Judging by his teasing smile and the roguish glint in his eyes, he remembered too well how she'd all but catapulted into his arms. 

For the first time in her life, her body had ignored her rational self, throwing aside her misgivings over his charm and good looks. Lordy, she could well have ended up with her back against a crumbling ruin while he claimed her body. Hardly ideal surroundings, but she’d been completely consumed by the inferno his touch had ignited. Then a squeal from one of the tourists as she’d been lowered into the cave had brought Bernie to her senses. Blast him, he’d invaded her dreams ever since.

He reached out and pressed his thumb against her lower lip. Her body liquefied. He winked. The man had no shame. She clenched her jaw, irritated beyond measure that she could still feel the imprint of his touch shiver across her skin. As if she’d been marked as his for all eternity. 

“I’d prefer to be burned at the stake.”

He chuckled. “I’m glad you like it hot, babe. That’s something I can deliver on.”

“You’re impossible.” Scowling, she compressed her lips together, curbing her smile. His laugh was infectious, the glow in his dark eyes alluring. His proximity infused her body with excitement and her heart with dismay. Why did he have to be a thief? 

His companion stirred. “Zane? Aren't you going to introduce your friend?” 

The small overhead light switched on. Cheeks flooding with heat, Bernie met the twinkling, periwinkle-blue eyes of an elderly woman with a bob of soft white hair framing a smiling, round face. The shawl had fallen around her shoulders. It was hard to judge the woman’s exact age. Her smooth pale skin had few lines and the chic, pale pink pantsuit she wore was expertly cut, revealing a slim figure. Not a girlfriend then. 

Ignoring her flood of relief, Bernie tugged at the wrinkled mud-brown, thigh-length tunic she wore over black lycra leggings. She shuffled her feet, clad in a pair of thick socks and black canvas shoes, recalling how her impeccably-dressed mother would sigh every time she set eyes on her. Bernie preferred to dress for comfort and the situation rather than to please others. Thankfully, her mother had realized long ago that attempting to turn Bernie into a society fashion-plate was a lost cause. 

“I’m sorry if I woke you.”

“Think nothing of it, child. I take my catnaps when I can.” In one graceful movement, the older woman pushed the shawl aside and offered her hand. There was no disdain in the way she studied Bernie, her smile warm and friendly.

“Mother, this is Bernadette Ashford. Bernie this is my mother, Elizabeth MacIntosh.”

“You have a mother?” She squeaked, staggering as the plane jolted, narrowly avoiding landing in his lap. With a weak smile, she shook his mother’s hand. 

“I didn’t hatch out of an egg,” he drawled.

“Actually, I thought you’d sprung from the pits of hell, fully formed with horns and tail,” she snapped. The plane rocked, and she gripped the headrest. 

His mother laughed. “I like this girl, Zane. Why have you never mentioned her?”

Cursing the heat that flooded her cheeks, she muttered, “We hardly know each other.”  Her eyes fused on the devilry dancing in his.

He grinned and cocked an eyebrow. 

“Call me Elizabeth,” the older woman said, her voice warm, curiosity shining brightly from her pretty eyes. 

Bernie’s attention shot to the window when brilliant light zig-zagged through the moisture-laden clouds, giving her a glimpse of terrain that definitely should not be visible. Her breath seized. “Zane, look.”

His gaze followed hers. “Tree tops. Bloody hell. We are flying too low. Excuse me, Mom.” He reached over to shove the blind up fully, and scrutinized the rain-soaked scene outside. The edge of his polo shirt rode up, exposing the golden-brown skin above the waistband of his chinos. 

Bernie suppressed the sigh that trembled on her lips and wrenched her gaze from his tempting firm buttocks, blocking out those blasted erotic fantasies that would not stop tormenting her.

A massive shudder shook the plane. It dropped for several heart-pounding seconds before levelling out again. Legs giving way, she flopped into the seat she’d appropriated, hoping Zane hadn’t heard her frightened squeal.

A flurry of words about turbulence burst through the intercom accompanied by a blast of static. Overhead, the lights suddenly blacked out, leaving the plane filled with gloomy shadows until the floor emergency lighting switched on. Icy fingers stole her voice. 

“I don’t like this.” Zane stood up to look over the headrests toward the front row as a tsunami of anxious murmurs from the other passengers flowed through the cabin. 

Bernie leaned sideways and looked for the flight attendants. She saw them huddling close as they spoke, their faces pale in the illumination of the galley light. Clearly there was something terribly wrong.

She looked towards her window, but the shutter was pulled closed. She was reluctant to reach across the man who, incredibly, appeared to still be asleep. Whatever he was on, she could do with some right about now. The plane shook violently, like a rat in a terrier's mouth. Everything rattled. The noise competed with the shrill whine of the engines, setting her teeth on edge and her belly into freefall. A couple of rows forward, an overhead locker sprung open, and a pile of baggage and packages tumbled down. A male passenger swore as a book hit him on the head. The book skipped along the floor like a pebble over water. 

Too late to return to her own seat, blind terror a heartbeat away, Bernie snicked on her seat belt. The plane rocked from side to side as if pummeled by a giant fist, flinging her around like she was weightless. From the rear, a woman shrieked, and a child cried out to his mother.

A flight attendant rushed down the aisle, requesting everyone remain seated with their belts on, brushing off the volley of queries fired at her by several of the passengers. Bernie tracked her progress to a jump-seat at the rear of the plane. She craned her neck, scanning the passengers, desperate for a glimpse of Kit.

Zane, his face grim, captured her stunned gaze when he spoke. "We’re landing.”

“But where?” Heart racing, she leaned forward to see past Zane and his mother.

Lightning lit the sky. She swallowed as it revealed the shadowy mass of the Amazonas jungle through a veil of torrential rain. A craggy outline indicated a small mountain or the edge of a range to their right. When the plane banked and turned in that direction, she realized the pilot must be hoping to find a flat, cleared area in which to land rather than risk crashing through the jungle canopy. 

The intercom crackled. “Remain seated. Brace for emergency impact.”

Zane murmured something to his mother, who appeared remarkably calm considering the circumstances. He raised her hand to his lips and Bernie glanced away. Thief or no thief, he didn’t need her prying on his private moment. 

Turning, she shook the young Latino guy beside her awake. Loud vibrations erupted through the cabin combining with the cries of the passengers and competing with the rapid galloping of her heart. 

The turbulence worsened, tossing everyone around like marbles in a blender. She peered down the aisle again, frantic to spot Kit’s familiar face, but failed. The plane dived into a steep decline, engines protesting as it battled the gusting wind and raging storm. Bernie's heart missed several beats as she clung to the armrests, ramming her feet against the floor to stop herself from sliding off the seat. Possessions became missiles, flying through the cabin. 

Ducking her head to miss being struck, Bernie prayed her sister would be safe. The choice they’d made to travel separately to put their pursuer off their scent no longer seemed like a good idea. If they crashed, she wanted to be by Kit's side. 

Oxygen masks fell from overhead and danced crazily in front of her face. She snatched one, hands trembling as she fumbled with the strings. It broke, the mask falling uselessly to the floor.

A jolt and shudder rocked them as the landing gear cranked down and the plane engaged the turbulence head-on. She recalled the sight of the ridge and worried her lower lip with her teeth. From her previous excursions into the Amazon, she was certain the area west of Manaus was flat. If that was the case, where had the pilot taken them? 

Please, Kit, stay where you are and don’t move. 

“The flaps are lowered,” shouted Zane. “But we're coming in too fast. And way too steep. Hold tight.”

Heart pounding fit to burst, Bernie nodded, fear stealing her voice as she wrestled with sickening dread. The plane jerked, throwing her forward before it appeared to level out. Only her belt restrained her from smashing her head on the seat in front. 

A male voice roared over the intercom, "Brace, brace, brace."

“Kit!” Bernie fumbled with her clasp, fighting off Zane’s hand as he tried to stop her. 

“No,” Zane yelled above the whine of the engines as the plane’s thrust slowed. “We’re about to land."

It’s too late. I should never have allowed myself to be side-tracked by this thief. 

Zane reached across the aisle, pushing her head forward. At the last second, she snatched up her backpack and crunched over it, assuming the crash position and squeezing her eyes shut.

“Brace,” screamed the flight attendant.

Oh God, I'm going to die. The faces of her parents, her sister, her half-brother flashed across her mind. She thought of her father’s warning. I’m sorry, Father. I failed to keep Kit safe. 

The aircraft bounced once, twice. The third time the plane's wheels miraculously remained on the ground. The brakes were applied, emitting a horrendous screech and vibrations rocked the plane. The forward momentum didn’t cease. The plane slewed to the side, tilting on an angle. People screamed. 

Bernie’s breathing seized, her heartbeat thundered in her ears. Zane reached over, giving her leg a quick pat, the pressure fleeting comfort. 

The plane kept sliding, shuddering from nose to tail. The grating sound of tearing metal filled her ears until she couldn’t think past it. Maybe that was a blessing. Blankets and bags continued to spill from the lockers. Then the aircraft tipped nose forward, seeming to pick up speed, as it careened downward.

She pitched forward. Terror strangled her throat. Her fingers gripped the armrests like claws, body rigid as a board to stop herself from falling through the cabin. 

Kit, oh Kit, please live.

Holding on, she bounced as the plane skidded and bumped over rough terrain. The noise assaulted her hearing. She feared the plane would splinter apart at any moment. People cried, some prayed. The stench of vomit and sweaty terror assaulted her nostrils. 

The plane plummeted. Down, down. Shaking and rattling. Until it slammed into something solid. 

Then it felt as if the plane’s tail end flung into the air. For one horrifying second, Bernie was airborne and thought the craft would somersault onto its roof. It dropped back down with a bone-shaking crash. She fell hard against the back of her seat which disengaged under the impact, smashing her onto the row in front. Pain sliced through the top of her head, agony ripped at her right leg. 

The horrendous screech of metal rent the air as something smashed onto the plane making it shudder one last time as the engines shut down. Silence as dead as a cemetery filled the cabin.

Her head throbbed and whirled. Blackness shrank her vision. Then she fell into nothing.
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Chapter Two
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“Bernie! Bernie!”

The male voice was insistent, urgent. Was there something she had to do? Something she’d forgotten? She wanted to sleep. Wanted to stay where it was cool and safe. Where she didn’t have to think and feel. But the voice wouldn’t stop. She wanted to slap away the irritation, tell the voice to leave her alone, but her hands wouldn’t move, and her tongue felt glued to the roof of her mouth. 

She stirred, gasping at the shaft of pain that snatched her breath before it left her throat. Sticky liquid dribbled down her face. The metallic taste of blood filled her mouth. She coughed and fought to control her nausea. Gentle hands moved over her body, but there was nothing sexual about their touch. 

Kit. Jaguar hunting you. The dig. Random thoughts flitted in and out of her mind, too fast for her to catch. 

“Bernie, wake up. We have to get off the plane,” a guy shouted over a constant drumming noise.

She knew that voice. Zane? The artefact smuggler. Plane. The crash. Kit. Her gritty eyes sprang open. She forced her mind to concentrate over the pain pounding into her skull. Staring into Zane’s frowning face as he unclipped her belt, she struggled with panic. Rain slapped incessantly against metal, a beating drum that kept time with the pounding in her head.

A shudder racked her. Kit. Where was Kit? 

“My sister,” she mumbled, her lips trembling, tears stinging her eyes. 

A large bump on Zane’s forehead was swelling quickly and a patchwork of grazes and red marks adorned the left side of his face. There’d be some interesting bruising later. 

“Where does it hurt?” 

“Apart from everywhere?” she croaked. “My right knee feels like it’s been wrenched on the rack, but I can walk. My head is aching, and I feel really ill.” 

“No time for that, sweetheart. You can be sick later. I need your help.” His lips thinned, he turned his head and examined the carnage. “This isn’t going to be easy. We must check for survivors and help everyone off the plane. I’m concerned that the blasted thing may slide to the bottom of this ravine. Something is blocking its path. It could give way at any moment though.” Zane touched her cheek, the contact brief yet speaking volumes. “Are you up to it?”

His touch had the power to rip away the fear gripping her soul. He was right. This was no time to huddle in a ball and weep and wail. She could do that later. After she’d found Kit and ensured she was safe. “Damn straight, I am.” 

Her strength and determination returned. Her churning gut settled. She wiped the tears from her face with the back of her sleeve and scrambled onto her knees. Zane helped her up. The plane sat nose-down at a sharp angle. Balancing against the back of a seat, she held onto another to steady her shaking legs. A putrid mix of body fluids, petrol fumes and toxic smoke burned through her senses. Pinching her nose, she covered her mouth with her hand.

The emergency lighting still worked, throwing tiny pools of yellow illumination over a scene that could have come straight from one of her worst nightmares. What was once a streamlined interior had transformed into a mangled mess of broken seats, piles of luggage, strewn clothing and debris, interspersed with bodies. Most of them, thankfully, were moving and groaning, their clothes stained with blood and gore. 

A weeping, fair-haired woman and a man with a young boy clinging, monkey-like on his back, edged around the remains of two seats and climbed slowly to where she remained frozen by the enormity of the catastrophe. 

Zane hoisted himself up, holding out his hand for the woman to grab as a wince of pain contorted her face and she slithered down the back of a crushed vinyl seat. “Easy does it. One step at a time and you’ll be fine.”

“Cheers, mate.” The man behind her threw Zane a grateful glance.

Bernie shuffled to the side out of the way as they moved past, slipping and sliding their way down toward the flashing emergency exit sign.  

“Your mother?” She stole a cautious glance to where the older woman had been sitting. Relief whooshed from her lungs when there was no sign of a crumpled body and no blood oozing between the seats. 

“She’s helping the crew.” He nodded towards the flashing light.

Bernie squinted through the gloom and dust to where a small group of people milled near the exit. Zane's mother and a male flight attendant were steadying the blonde woman as she climbed awkwardly onto the chute. Her partner lifted the kid to sit behind her. The boy wrapped his arms around the woman’s waist and her partner hopped on behind. They disappeared from view. Several passengers scrambled over the ruined seats, making for the exit. A few struggled with their hand luggage, ignoring the command to leave everything behind. 

Snapped wires and piping swayed, casting eerie moving shadows over the shambles. Bernie’s gaze shot toward the rear of the plane. Her breath hitched, horror tightening her throat. She croaked, “Where are the seats?” 

“A tree fell across the plane's mid-section.” Zane’s voice was heavy with grim meaning. 

The poor souls who’d been sitting in those rows had little chance of survival. Dark blood trickled along the aisle. 

Gulping, her hands curling into fists, Bernie averted her gaze. Dread was like a live thing crawling through her mind. Was her sister dead? No, she'd never accept it. Kit had to be alive. She'd know otherwise. Their bond had always been close despite the age gap of four years. Forcing herself to move, she shut her mind down on the 'what if's' screaming inside her head. Somewhere in this wreckage was Kit. She had to find her.

She firmed her trembling lips. “My sister’s behind that mess.”

“We can search for her as we go.”

Nodding, she surveyed the blockage. Her nails dug into her palms, bile bubbled in the base of her belly. “Kit was sitting in row nine around the middle of the plane, but I know she would have moved further back if she’d seen two empty seats. She likes stretching out.”

“You weren’t sitting together?”

She hesitated. How much should she reveal? “Taking this flight was a last-minute decision. We had to accept whatever seats were allocated.”

“Strange. I didn’t get the impression the plane was that full.”

“Are you really going to argue the point? Here and now?” She glared, inwardly shrugging off the unsettling reassurance his presence gave her.

His eyebrows rose. “I was making an observation.”

She wrenched her gaze from his quizzing eyes and shuffled forward. “I propose we begin checking the rows closest to where the tree is and work our way towards the front of the plane.”

“My thoughts exactly.” He hesitated a moment then said in a gruff tone, “You certain you’re up for this? If not, I’ll assist you to the chute.”

“Absolutely. Stop wasting time, unless you want me to lead the way?”

He growled a curse as he climbed his way up the plane, testing each seat for a foothold before settling his full weight on it. Steadily, he cleared a path by pushing cases, shattered laptops and clothing out of their way. 

The storm blanketing the sky and the dark density of the surrounding jungle limited vision inside the plane. 

Terror her sister lay trapped drove Bernie forward. Her head whirled and throbbed from where she’d connected with the seat, and her knees trembled. The stifling humidity of the jungle permeated inside the plane, heightened the increasing stench. She sucked in air, her lungs wheezing at the thickness of it. Sweat formed a damp, itchy film under her thick hair.

In a few minutes they reached the spot where branches and a massive trunk barred their passage. Leaves rustled. She tugged on Zane’s polo shirt to snag his attention. A snake could well have landed inside the plane and be about to strike.

They exchanged a fraught glance. Zane nodded, motioning with his hand for her to back away. With around seventeen venomous snake species abounding in this region, she wasn’t about to argue. 

Groping behind her with one hand, she climbed one row away from the trunk, eyes straining to see past the blockage. But it was impossible see past the tree.

He hunkered onto his hands and knees. “Bernie, there’s someone caught under this seat. Can you find me something to use as a lever?”

Kicking aside a blanket and someone's discarded jacket, she spied a gleam of metal between the debris. Bending down, she swiftly pulled out a seat rail that had worked loose from the floor. “Will this help?”

“Better than nothing.” He switched on the flashlight in his cell phone, playing it slowly over the shattered seats. 

Her gaze followed the bright beam, her heart skipping a beat when she saw the pale gleam of exposed bone, ragged flesh and blood. The rail fell from her numb fingers with a clatter.

“Damn. He’s not breathing.” Zane gave a heavy sigh as he reached for the rail. Crouching lower, he angled his head until his face was almost on the floor while he directed the light. His voice gruff, he added, “I can see at least three more bodies. One’s a woman, I think. Whoever they were, they had no chance of surviving with this tree on top of them.”

For three long seconds that lasted a lifetime, his words rebounded inside her head.

“Kit!” She hurtled past him to claw at the branches. But there was no way through.
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Chapter Three
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Zane gripped Bernie by the waist and hauled her, kicking and screaming, from the plane's crushed mid-section—a crude make-shift coffin for far too many passengers. His shin caught the side of a hard-shelled suitcase and stung like the devil. 

“Get a grip, Bernie,” he shouted, then cursed himself for his careless tongue. A little sympathy might have been a better strategy, but blast it all, he wasn’t feeling that chipper himself. 

Fury blazed from eyes that burned like deep-blue fire in her white, tear-stained face. Fury, grief and resolute determination. Her chin rose, her fists fell to her sides.  Bernie froze him with her icy glare. Joan of Arc couldn’t have looked as regal.

This was some woman. All tart tongue and fierce resolve blazing in eyes of such a brilliant turquoise, he could gaze into them for eternity. And that went nowhere close to how the siren in her called to him at the most primitive level.  

With regret as sharp as a tiger’s claws, he recalled that missed opportunity in Mexico. But he shook off the emotion with the irritation of a dog flicking off fleas. His well-honed instinct for danger that had saved his ass on more than one occasion, now yelled inside his head to get as far away from the plane as possible. But, bloody hell, it was hard going attempting to lug this little tigress over a mountain of spewed luggage and damaged seats. 

Her elbow connected with his nose, making his eyes water.

Right. That does it. 

“Bloody hell, Bernie, I know this must be difficult for you, but we have to get out of here. Do you understand?” 

Eyes glazed, chin jutting with determination, she seemed to stare right through him. He had to shake her from her personal world of pain, bring her back to their need for survival. 

Dragging her closer, he clutched a fistful of silky, dark-brown hair and pressed his lips against hers. As a kiss, it was woeful, his usual suave foreplay skills deserting him as hunger exploded. That first touch swept aside every other thought in his head. All he could think of was more. More her. A sharp pain assaulted his left ear, leaving it ringing. His hold loosened, and he blinked in surprise as those pillow-soft lips wrenched away.

“What is wrong with you?” Bernie swung her fist in his direction. 

He ducked and felt the whoosh of air on his face as her punch missed him by mere inches. Holding up his hands, he quipped, “I surrender,” hoping to defuse the tension crackling between them and the heaviness in his pants.

He couldn’t believe he’d lost control so easily. Him. Mr Discipline personified, who always single-mindedly pursued his quarry, no matter the distractions. The easy-come-easy-go type of guy who never lied to a woman, but never gave her a backward glance either as he walked out the door. How could he? When his sole focus in life centered on locating his biological mother’s killer. 

Then personally transporting the bastard to face the justice he deserved.

“You wouldn’t listen to reason.” He managed a careless shrug, feeling lower than a slug when fresh tears glistened in her eyes and she glanced away. 

That moment when he’d first laid eyes on Bernie should have warned him. She’d been tipping a bucket of water over her dirty, mud-encrusted body as she’d stood beside a partially excavated wall. He’d been instantly drawn to her side. Lusty fantasies firing his rampant imagination, fueled by the way her thin, damp shirt had clung to a pair of tempting breasts as she raised her arms to push aside her wet hair. Then one glance at her intriguing face and he’d been captivated.

Over the three weeks he’d been on the dig, he’d been lured to her side by her inquisitive nature and passionate enthusiasm for her work. But he suspected it was the steady integrity shining from her beautiful eyes that had really chipped a crack in his well-guarded heart. He’d been hard pressed to retain focus on his goal.

Her refusal to take his flirting to the next level had been for the best. When sanity had prevailed, he'd quickly realized she wasn't a one-fling woman. The keepers were women he maintained a wide distance from. His adoptive mother and sister were the only keepers in his life plan. 

Zane cleared his throat. “Your sister probably exited via the rear escape hatch. No doubt she’s outside. Waiting for you.” Taking hold of her hand, he ignored her attempt to tug free. “I’ll go first to break your fall, in case you slip.”

“I don’t need your help.” 

Good. She was well and truly snarky now. Her determination to show him up would fuel her energy and get her off this death trap. “Give me a mule any day. So much less stubborn than a pig-headed woman.”

“You’re such a sweet talker. I’m surprised you aren’t surrounded by a harem.”

“There are so many in my harem, I couldn’t afford the plane tickets.”

With something between a snarl and a choked-off chuckle, she ripped her hand free and cautiously lowered one foot, searching for solid purchase.

Amused despite their perilous situation, he dropped the subject and began the climb to where the front chute offered escape. 

Escape to nowhere. The view from the windows revealed little more than rain and trees. They could have landed anywhere in Brazil. Trekking back to civilization or finding help would be no easy task. And there were bound to be injured passengers, some of whom might be unable to help themselves. What a right, royal cock-up.

“Zane!” came his mother’s voice. 

Pausing, he raised his hand to give her a reassuring wave. After one long look, she broke her gaze and allowed the flight attendant to maneuver her onto the chute and out of the plane. The tension in his shoulders released. Thank God, she’d suffered no serious injury from the forced landing. His mother was one tough lady.

A crack like a cannon shot reverberated through the cabin. The plane shuddered, and he guessed another tree had fallen, possibly from a mud slide sweeping it along in its path. A terrifying growling noise exploded from the jungle amidst the rustle and crack of branches. It sounded like a cross between a jet engine and enraged animals. He swung around, searching for the source. “What the...?”

“Howler monkeys,” said Bernie.

He glanced over his shoulder to check her progress. “Monkeys! Sounded like a stampede of King Kongs.”

“Recognize your relatives, do you?” Her lips twitched.

“Here. Let me help,” said a male voice.

He dragged his eyes away from Bernie, to find a middle-aged African-American guy extending his hand. “Cheers.”

The man assisted him over a pile of luggage which had broken free from its restraints in the front cargo area and spilled out into the small walkway beside the hatch. 

“Delroy Lewis.”

“Zane MacIntosh.” He shook hands, sizing up the older man. 

Well over six-foot-five with a shaven head, silver strands in his stubble betrayed that he was probably between fifty and sixty years of age. Smooth mahogany skin, a wide smile, the flattened nose of an ex-boxer and a jawline as solid as granite, Delroy appeared to have little fat on his big body. He looked like a good man to have in a tight corner. 

“New Yorker?” Zane queried with a slight smile. He turned, planted his hands around Bernie’s waist and lifted her down. As soon as her feet hit the floor, she peeled off his fingers like she couldn’t get rid of his touch fast enough.

“Hell man, no way. New Jersey is where the good Mrs Lewis and me have lived close on thirty-six years.” Delroy peered into the shadowy cabin, his smile fading. “Those poor souls. Anyone else left...I can’t even say it, man.” 

Zane met his concerned gaze. “I believe we're it. We’ve checked each row down to where the tree sliced the plane in half.” 

“Then let’s get out of this metal box.” Delroy looked at Bernie. “This your lady?”

Zane shook his head as he introduced her. “Just someone I know. Bernie, meet Delroy.”

“It’s a pleasure.” Delroy nodded towards Bernie. “You okay, ma’am? You look a mite peaky.”

“Bad day.” Bernie managed a brief smile.

Delroy sighed. “Ain’t that the truth.” 

The flight attendant touched Delroy on the arm. “Your turn now, sir.” He waved him forward to where the yellow escape chute flowed out the open hatch. 

“Be seeing you now.” Delroy folded his arms across his chest and slid out of sight.

After scooping up a duffle from the floor beside him and tossing it down the chute after Delroy, the flight attendant cast a questioning glance towards Zane.

“Problem?” Zane pulled Bernie towards the hatchway.

“The cockpit door is jammed and there was no response when I knocked.”

“Still, we need to check.”

“Yes, sir.” Relief resonated in the flight attendant’s voice.

“If the door’s blocked from the inside we may be able to access the area from the cockpit window. Or at least determine if anyone is alive. We can decide what to do from there.” Zane eyed Bernie. “Time to say goodbye, sweetheart. We men have work to do.”

She rolled her eyes, ensured her pack was snug over her shoulders and slithered onto the chute and out the hatch. When she reached the bottom, she swung a hand out, grabbing a thick vine and stopping herself from sliding further down the mountain side. Clever girl. A sense of pride flooded him. His girl. No, he wouldn’t—couldn’t—allow himself to think that way.
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