
  
    [image: Running Scared]
  


  
    
      Running Scared

      Last Chance Heroes Book One

    

    
      
        Linda Winstead Jones

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2004 by Linda Winstead Jones

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Cover Design by Elizabeth Wallace

      designwithin.carbonmade.com

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Summer, 2004

      

      Making a special trip to the grocery store to buy ice cream and cookies in the middle of the day was a definite indication that things were not as they should be. Wearing comfortable shorts and a T-shirt with Taylor Elementary School emblazoned across the front, her hair pulled up and back into a ponytail, Livvie looked like any other teacher enjoying summer vacation. It was the worst vacation of her life! She really should make an effort to do something fun, but a woman should be allowed a few weeks of self-indulgence after she discovered that her fiancé—make that ex-fiancé—was cheating on her. The rat.

      Livvie studied the bag of chocolate-chip cookies that peeked out of the plastic bag as she placed a foot on the bottom step of the flight that led to her second-floor apartment. Twenty-five percent more chips. Good. She needed all the chocolate she could get.

      An unexpected noise penetrated her dismal introspection, and she stopped with one foot on the stairway and the other on the floor. While she was tempted to dismiss the popping sound as something innocent, she couldn’t. Uncle Max had once taken her to a firing range and she’d fired off a few shots with a pistol that had a suppressor attached. Some newfangled toy he’d been trying out at the time, she remembered. The gun had made that exact sound. The popping, coughing noise had come from… she turned her head… that apartment. The door was open, just a crack.

      The walls in this building were thin. If the hard-of-hearing woman in 1B had had her television on as loud as usual, Livvie never would’ve heard the noise from 1A, open door or no. She listened for a moment more, and tried to dismiss what she’d heard.

      She didn’t know the woman who lived in 1A, but they said hello in the hallway on a regular basis. 1A was a very pretty, very quiet woman with dark hair and dark eyes. Hispanic, Livvie had guessed, since the name on the mailbox was Nina Garcia. There were two young girls in that apartment, girls who were as quiet and pretty as their mother. It was the thought of those girls that made it impossible for Livvie to ignore what she’d heard.

      “Mrs. Garcia? Nina?” Livvie walked to the door, her grocery bag in one hand, the purse strap over her shoulder threatening to fall. “Hello? Is everything okay?” Nina Garcia would come to the door, tell her all was well, and Livvie could climb the stairs to eat her ice cream and cookies while she cursed Terry’s name. The rat. And maybe she’d cry a little bit again, as she contemplated what she’d lost. Or rather, what she’d falsely imagined she’d found. Ice cream, cookies, and tears. The ultimate pity party.

      No one answered her call. Livvie slung the plastic handle of her grocery bag over her arm and took her cell phone out of her purse. She wasn’t about to walk into that apartment. This was a job for the police, not a recently dumped elementary school teacher who had an overactive imagination and too much time on her hands.

      “What’s your emergency?” a dispassionate voice asked.

      “I think I heard a gunshot,” Livvie said. She gave the 911 operator her name and address.

      “We’ll have an officer on the scene shortly,” the woman on the other end of the line said.

      Livvie leaned against the wall and relaxed a little. “It’s probably nothing,” she said. “I just heard a...”

      The door to the apartment opened slowly. For a moment Livvie thought she’d be proved wrong. Nina would walk into the hallway with a glass of champagne in her hand... explaining the popping sound… and Livvie would tell the 911 operator to call off the cops.

      A gun, bulky suppressor attached, was the first thing she saw.

      It wasn’t Nina who stepped into the hall, but a man. Like the family in 1A, he was dark-skinned. Unlike the Garcias, he was not pretty. His nose had been broken at least once, there was a tattoo of a spiderweb on his neck, and most startling, a jagged scar marred his face from the corner of one eye to his jaw.

      The man turned to her, startled to find her so close. In an instant he noted the cell phone, her groceries, and her fear. His gun hand began to shift.

      Livvie did the only thing she could think of. She swung the grocery bag up with all the force she could muster. The cookies didn’t carry much weight, but a half-gallon of frozen ice cream could do a lot of damage, if used properly. She caught him off guard and knocked the gun out of his hand, then swung again and aimed for the scar.

      And she screamed. Doors along the hallway began to open. Cautiously, yes, but she and the man with the scar were no longer alone. The distant wail of sirens grabbed his attention, and he ran. He scooped up the gun she’d knocked out of his hand as he made his escape.

      The man with the scar glanced back, and his eye caught hers. She shuddered and turned away, pushing the door to 1A open wide.

      “Mrs. Garcia?” The danger was gone. If the scarred man had had an accomplice, she’d know it by now because he’d be running, too. “Hello?”

      The drapes in the living room had been drawn and most of the lights were off. The apartment was dim, and much too quiet. Livvie’s instinct was to return to the hallway and wait for the cops, but what if someone was hurt? It wouldn’t be right to leave them unattended, even for a few more minutes. Especially if those children were in here! The very thought gave Livvie a chill. She couldn’t possibly stand in the hallway when those girls might be in the apartment, frightened out of their wits and maybe even wounded. Or worse.

      The apartment was too quiet. Hysterical screaming would have been preferable to the ominous silence, but silence was what she got as she walked through the small rooms, touching nothing as she searched for the occupants of 1A. No one was in the living room, and the bedrooms seemed to be deserted. Livvie called out a friendly “hello” as she walked through the apartment, searching for signs of life.

      Just when she’d decided that no one was at home, Livvie stepped into the kitchen and found Nina. She’d been expecting the worst, and still her heart leapt and she cried out in surprise. The woman’s motionless body lay in a pool of her own blood. There was so much blood. The petite woman had been shot in the chest, and her once-white summer dress was soaked.

      Pale fingers twitched, and Livvie jumped back, startled. A ragged, horrible sound echoed through the room as the woman on the floor tried to breathe. Nina wasn’t dead… at least, not yet. Livvie pushed her fear and revulsion aside and knelt down beside Nina, trying to ignore all the blood on the floor and on the woman. Surely she should do something, but she didn’t know exactly what. Livvie pressed her hand over the wound to quell the flow of blood, even though she was almost positive it was too late for such an effort. She had to try, at least. She couldn’t possibly just sit here and do nothing at all.

      “Help’s on the way,” Livvie said in a low, shaky voice.

      Nina opened her eyes and fixed them on Livvie’s face, surprising her. She’d thought the woman well beyond hearing and understanding. Livvie’s wrist was grasped and held with surprising force.

      “My daughters,” Nina said frantically. “Don’t let him hurt my Elsa and Ria.”

      Livvie glanced back toward the doorway. “He’s gone,” she said. “Where are the girls?” Oh, she prayed they had not been at home when Scarface had broken in. If they were here...

      Nina struggled to take a breath. “They went to a birthday party,” she whispered in a softly accented voice. “They will be home soon. Don’t let him hurt them, please. Please...”

      “He’s gone,” Livvie said with a sigh of relief. Children should not have to go up against men like Scarface. She shuddered at the very idea. “He’s not going to hurt the girls, I promise.”

      “You give me your word?”

      “Yes. I promise, they’ll be fine.”

      Nina closed her eyes, and her grip relaxed. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      And then the quiet, pretty woman in 1A took her last breath. Livvie was still kneeling beside the body when the police arrived.
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      Camaria, South America

      

      A knot had formed in Livvie’s throat long before she’d taken her seat at the general’s dining room table, and it refused to go away. Her heart beat too fast, and she couldn’t manage to take a deep, calming breath.

      How on earth was she going to get out of here?

      When a respectable attorney had approached her about escorting Elsa and Ria to be reunited with their father, General Menendez, it had seemed like a good enough idea. She’d even thought it might be somewhat of an adventure. The fact that she’d been offered a nice wage to stay on for a few weeks until the girls were settled was just icing on the cake. The small South American country of Camaria had been politically stable for years, making it a seemingly safe destination.

      She hadn’t realized that General Lazaro Menendez would be a wacko. How could she possibly have known? During their brief phone conversations, she hadn’t had so much as a sliver of warning. The middle-aged man wasn’t particularly handsome or ugly, just pleasant-looking in an ordinary way. He had a nice enough smile and an almost gentle voice, and was physically fit and clean-shaven. Most days he wore a crisp black uniform, but on many evenings he dressed in civilian clothing that was expensive and tasteful. His accent was almost non-existent; he’d explained that he’d attended school in Texas, of all places.

      But after just a few days here, she’d begun to see a new and alarming side of the general. He was given to fits of temper that were almost childlike, and his initial fascination with his daughters waned quickly. He’d said Nina had run off with another man when the children were young and he’d been delighted to hear that Elsa had remembered her old home. Even a young child would hardly forget this place.

      Like every other corner in the general’s palace, the dining room was elegantly furnished. Exotic flowers filled delicate vases, and if the Picasso on the far wall wasn’t an original it was a very good copy. Tonight the long mahogany table had been set for two with the finest china, crystal and silver. The meal smelled delicious and looked... interesting. Livvie couldn’t take a single bite.

      Her companion at the dinner table, the general himself, didn’t seem to notice her lack of appetite. For a father who claimed to be devoted, he didn’t care to talk much about his children. Throughout the meal he’d talked constantly, primarily about his sugarcane plantations and his diamond mines, and the way the people he employed loved him and would do anything for him. There was more than a touch of pride in his voice as he talked about how deeply he was adored by his people.

      Livvie nervously caressed the necklace Menendez had placed around her throat shortly after she’d taken her seat. Extravagant and heavy, it was set with diamonds from his own mines. She’d protested the offer as he’d approached her with the necklace in hand, but he’d insisted that she wear the jewels while they dined together. After all, the diamonds went so well with the gown he’d had delivered to her room this afternoon.

      She’d planned to leave the white satin gown hanging where she’d found it, upon retiring to her quarters after a long day with the children. But Dulcinea, the servant Menendez had assigned to Livvie upon her arrival, had insisted that she wear the elegant evening gown for this special night. Livvie had suggested her own outfit, a long skirt and a high-necked matching blouse, as an alternative, but that was apparently not at all acceptable. The general would be very upset, Dulcinea said, if his gift was refused, and it was not wise to upset the general.

      The way Dulcinea had shaken her head and averted her eyes… Livvie hadn’t wanted to get the older woman in trouble by refusing the general’s gifts, so here she was.

      The gaudy necklace was not a gift but a loan, he’d made no bones about that. Livvie felt like the hideous thing was choking her. She’d never cared for anything heavy or restrictive around her neck, especially when it so obviously came with strings attached.

      Well into his own meal, Menendez finally noticed that Livvie had not touched her food. His smile faded. He frowned and his normally expressionless eyes went hard. “The piranha is not to your liking?”

      “I’m not hungry,” she replied.

      “Would you care for something else? The chef will make you anything you’d like.”

      Since coming to the palace she’d been taking her evening meals with fourteen-year-old Elsa and eleven-year-old Ria, who were better company than their father and who did not wait until this late hour to dine.

      Livvie shook her head and refused the general’s offer. She wanted this meal to be over, the sooner the better. She did not like the way he stared at her cleavage, such as it was. She’d never been busty, but her dinner companion didn’t seem to mind that she was lacking in that department. Maybe he was staring at the diamonds that were draped across her flesh, and not at her. After all, he did seem quite fond of the jewels.

      “You must have dessert,” Menendez insisted. “Banana layer cake, the chef’s specialty.”

      Before she could refuse, a liveried servant appeared with two huge pieces of cake and two cups of coffee. The knot in her throat loosened a bit. Banana cake and coffee? The cake would go straight to her hips, and the coffee would keep her up all night. Her stomach rumbled. A couple of extra pounds and another sleepless night; she had more serious matters to worry about at the moment. Livvie ate a few bites of the cake and drank the strong coffee, and the general seemed pleased.

      While she ate, he continued to speak. He droned on and on, as he had during the entire meal, always talking about himself, his plans, his accomplishments. Menendez told her that in a few weeks he’d be traveling to Santa Rosa, Camaria’s capital city, for an extended stay. He wanted Livvie to join him. For the sake of his daughters, of course, he said as he once again fixed his eyes well beneath her neck.

      It wasn’t the first time he’d asked that she stay on as the girls’ private tutor long after the time of their original agreement ended. She adored Elsa and Ria, but a permanent job so far away from home? Working for him?

      Livvie remained silent and noncommittal, and again she wondered how she might get out of here. Maybe she could concoct a family emergency to cut her planned one-month visit short. Or she could pretend to be horribly homesick. Oh, if only she could manufacture a believable contagious disease which would require immediate medical attention that was unavailable here! No matter what story she came up with to explain her quick departure, Menendez couldn’t stop her from leaving.

      Could he?

      When Livvie’s half-eaten cake and empty coffee cup were taken away, she reached up to unclasp and remove the heavy diamond necklace.

      “No,” Menendez said, his voice so sharp Livvie immediately dropped her hands. “The diamonds are so beautiful around your throat. Leave them.” In spite of the bite in his voice, he smiled at her. She’d never seen such a cold, lifeless smile. Not even from Uncle Max, who usually had the power to set her every nerve on edge. “I will remove the necklace myself. Later.”

      The knot in her throat reappeared. There was no mistaking his intentions. There could be no mistaking the strength of her response. “No,” she said succinctly. “You won’t.”

      Menendez was not affected by her refusal. In fact, he looked more amused than ever. That wasn’t a good sign. She’d been here two weeks and three days. In the beginning days Menendez had flirted with her, but she’d dismissed his inappropriate comments and roving eye as meaningless, an unpleasant aspect of his character. In the past week or so he’d been kept blessedly busy with more urgent matters, and she’d allowed herself to believe that since she’d refused his many invitations to dinner, invitations that came with suggestions that there would be more for dessert than banana cake, that he’d turned his attentions elsewhere and would leave her to do her job. Apparently she had been badly mistaken. Tonight’s invitation hadn’t been a request at all, but a command. Livvie had never been good with commands. Not from her father, not from her uncle… not from Terry, the rat. Then again, none of their commands had been delivered by uniformed men carrying automatic weapons.

      Livvie reached up and again began to toy with the clasp. She was unfamiliar with the mechanism, and could only fumble without success. The trembling of her fingers didn’t help matters at all. Wearing the necklace was like wearing a very pretty yolk, and she was desperate to get it off. What kind of clasp was this?

      One of the general’s soldiers walked into the room without greeting and leaned over to whisper in his leader’s ear. Menendez stood crisply and laid cold eyes on Livvie. “One hour,’’ he said simply, and then he stalked from the room.

      “Great,” Livvie mumbled as she stood and rushed from the dining room. “Just great.” She continued to fumble with the clasp as she all but ran toward her room, her heels clicking on marble floors in the wide, elegant hallways. She’d lived in apartments that had less square footage than the hallway where the guest bedrooms were located! This palace was massive and extravagant, and she should be very happy here. Instead, all she could think about was how to escape.

      The lock on her door had never struck her as being particularly sturdy. There were no weapons close at hand. Even if she were the kind of person who carried firearms or knives, someone here would have confiscated the weapons shortly after her arrival, of that she was certain. She had nothing with which to defend herself.

      The palace staff was housed in another wing, and the girls’ shared room was at the other end of a long hallway. Which meant Livvie could scream all she wanted and no one would hear. And all this time she’d accepted the general’s explanation that he wanted her to have one of the finer rooms, that as his guest and a friend of his children she was a part of the family and deserved the best. In reality, he’d corralled her here.

      Her quarters were very nice, much nicer than she’d anticipated when she’d agreed to come here for the month. She’d expected a room of her own in the palace, but she hadn’t known that she’d have a series of rooms almost as large as her apartment. From the hallway she entered into a sitting room where she had her own desk, a comfortable chair and ottoman, a plush rug, and a few lush potted plants. An alcove contained a small kitchen area, complete with microwave and refrigerator. The sitting room was decorated in varying shades of green, with infrequent gold accents. It was never without fresh flowers in bright, cheerful colors, thanks to Dulcinea’s attentions.

      Beyond another doorway was her bedroom, a huge chamber where she slept on a comfortable mattress in a four-poster walnut bed. There was a matching dresser, a private bath, a rocking chair, and a reading lamp, as well as a walk-in closet. This extravagant room was also decorated in green.

      Glancing through the doorway into that bedroom did nothing to still Livvie’s fears. Someone, Dulcinea no doubt, had lit more than a dozen candles and turned back the sheets on her queen-sized bed. Flower petals, red and pink, had been scattered across the white sheets. The place smelled of perfume, as if someone had spritzed the general’s sweet cologne all over the sheets.

      “Gross,” Livvie mumbled as she grabbed the chair at her desk and placed it at the door, wedging it beneath the doorknob. Maybe that would deter the general’s visit. For a while, anyway.

      That done, she entered the bedroom and crossed to the window to look out on the night. The bars she’d always thought were meant to keep people out now took on an all new significance. She was trapped.

      Camaria had the potential to be paradise, especially here in the north. The weather was warm, but never unbearably hot, and a multitude of plants thrived. One rainy season had passed and another wouldn’t begin for a few months. Perhaps if she’d arrived at a time when it rained almost constantly she’d think the place not so much like Eden, but for now… for now it was a lovely prison.

      There were plenty of lights around the palace, but beyond the boundaries were jungle and darkness, and there was no telling what lurked in that black night. She glanced back at the bed. Could what was out there in the jungle be any worse than what awaited her here?

      “If I get out of here, I will never again do anything impulsive. I’ll even listen to Uncle Max, I’ll even let him check out any potential boyfriends before I get in too deep,” she whispered. “I’ll be good, I swear.” She glanced up at the ceiling. “Get me out of here, and I will never again be impetuous. I’ll weigh the pros and cons of every decision. I’ll come up with a plan for my life and I’ll stick with it, no matter what.” She sighed. “Rash decisions never work out for me. I should have learned that when I was fifteen.” And agreeing to come here had been a rash decision, made as much for her own sake as for Elsa and Ria. Again, she turned her eyes to the darkness beyond the palace. “Just… get me out of here.”

      She glanced down. Candlelight sparkled on the diamonds that adorned her throat and chest. The V-shaped neckline of her white satin gown dipped much too low. First things first. She had to get the necklace and the gown off, and dress herself in something more practical.

      There would have to be one more impetuous move, before she changed her ways and settled down into a life of predictable and rational decisions.

      She was going to run.

      He came with no warning. While she studied the frightening darkness beyond the window and fiddled with the maddening clasp at the back of her neck, a muscled arm circled her waist. Before she could scream a hand clamped over her mouth. Hard. Livvie kicked her feet as she was lifted off the ground, but the man who’d grabbed her paid no mind to her struggle. He’d said an hour! And how had he gotten into her room?

      Suddenly she realized that it wasn’t the general who’d grabbed her. Whoever this man was, he hadn’t drenched himself in sweet cologne, and he was taller and leaner than Menendez. He dragged her away from the window, away from the bed. She kicked the whole way. She bit her captor’s hand, but he didn’t even flinch as he hurried to the closet. The clothes hanging in her walk-in had been shoved aside, and a door at the back of the closet opened onto a narrow, dimly lit hallway. Livvie’s heart kicked all over again. The cleverly disguised door had been here all along. Locking her door at night had been a complete waste of time.

      Livvie continued to kick as she was dragged into the secret hallway. She managed to land a couple of solid blows with her white heels, but most of her efforts were entirely in vain. Once they were in the small space, the man who’d grabbed her placed her on her feet. Still, he kept her pinned against the wall as he closed the secret door.

      This was another of the general’s sick games, Livvie imagined as she glared at her captor’s shaded face. His cheeks were smeared with some kind of dark green greasepaint, and the way his head was turned she couldn’t see him well. But she was quite sure she hadn’t seen this man in the palace since her arrival.

      Still, he had to be one of the general’s men. Since she’d had the gall to say no over dinner, he was going to have her delivered to him by one of his goons.

      Low wattage lights had been placed sporadically in the hallway, and when the man who’d grabbed her turned his face to hers she could finally see him well enough. That green paint had been smeared across his face, here and there, as if he’d swiped his fingers across the high spots so the light wouldn’t catch the sheen of his skin. He had dark brown hair, slightly curly and a little too long, and a powerful build. He wasn’t bulky, like some of the general’s soldiers who apparently spent their days lifting weights. He was just big and lean and—she swallowed—mean. His eyes were hazel-green and piercing. The hand at her mouth and the knee that kept her pinned to the wall were hard and unrelenting.

      “You!” she said in a voice muffled against his palm, as she remembered where she’d seen that memorable face before.

      His voice, as he whispered, was harsh. “Okay, princess, here we are. If I take my hand from your mouth, are you going to scream?”

      She shook her head.

      He didn’t drop his hand. “Good. Maybe I won’t have to kill anybody tonight.” Did he look disappointed? He raked critical eyes over her, taking in the diamonds, the low-cut gown, the high-heeled shoes. She saw the disapproval there, the disgust. Slowly, he dropped his hand.

      “You’re here to get me out?” she asked.

      He nodded. “That’s right, princess. I’m here to save your ass one more time.”

      Max had sent him, she knew that. She’d been unable to reach her uncle by phone before coming to Camaria, but she’d mailed him a letter telling him of her plans. For once, she thanked her lucky stars that her uncle was paranoid and bossy and always seemed to know more than anyone else. He’d obviously known that it hadn’t been wise for her to come here.

      She shook her head, and as Cal took her wrist in his hand and led the way down the narrow hallway, she glanced heavenward. It was a done deal. Thank you! No more impetuous behavior for Olivia Larkin. From here on out, her life would be deliciously dull.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Can’t I go back and change clothes?” The woman he all but dragged behind him took quick steps to keep up. Cal glanced back as they hurried down the first flight of stairs.

      Olivia Larkin was prettier than she’d been four years ago. A little slimmer, a little more mature. Her blond hair was longer than it had been then, and her petite figure was warm and real in the white gown. The last time he’d been sent in to haul her ass out of trouble, she’d been wearing a baggy dress that hadn’t done her justice. He preferred his women with a little more meat on their bones, especially up top. Delicate was definitely not his style.

      An all-grown-up Livvie was definitely delicate. She was graceful, as if she’d been made for white satin, as if she’d break if he squeezed her too hard. With those diamonds around her neck she sparkled like the princess she was. Menendez’s princess.

      It hadn’t taken him long to discover which bedroom was hers. The room had been empty when he’d found it, but he’d known it wouldn’t stay unoccupied for long. He had noticed the candles, the flower petals, and more than that, the way her bedroom had reeked of the general.

      When he’d stepped into that room and smelled the cologne, he’d almost upchucked. God help him, he wanted out of this place. Now.

      “I want to go back and change clothes!” she said again.

      “No,” he said, keeping his voice low.

      “But...”

      “I have proper clothes and boots stashed at the end of the tunnel.” He’d left his backpack there not knowing what he’d encounter when he found the package, not knowing how much Livvie would fight him. For all he knew she liked it here. Max hadn’t filled him in on all the details, he’d just hired the Benning Agency to get his niece out ASAP. He hadn’t specified how.

      “But...”

      “We’re not going back.” If all continued to go well they’d be long gone before anyone missed her. Still, he needed to know how much time they had. “When were you expecting him?”

      “What?”

      “Menendez,” Cal said through clenched teeth. “How long before he discovers that you’re gone?”

      She hesitated before answering. “An hour, he said, but... ”

      “That’s all I need to know.”

      “But...”

      He stopped and turned to glare down at the package. That’s what Olivia Larkin was, a package he’d been hired to pick up and deliver. “Honey, it really would be best if we didn’t talk any more than we have to,” he whispered. “These walls are not paper thin, but if we’re speaking at the wrong place and the wrong time, someone might hear.”

      “Okay,” she said, her voice lower than his. “But what about this?” She pointed to the necklace. “Help me take the thing off, and I’ll leave it here. Someone will find it. Right?”

      Cal grabbed her hand and started walking again. “Keep it,” he whispered. He was sure she’d earned the diamonds around her pretty throat.

      “But...”

      “I will gag you if I have to,” he said. After that, Livvie stayed silent.

      He merely glanced at the closed door, one in a series of solid doors, as they hurried past it. He didn’t slow down, he didn’t experience any panic.

      But he did look very hard at that door, for a brief, heart-stopping moment. He knew too well what waited in that room. A memory that had been buried for a long time came back in a flash. He’d tried so hard to forget, but being here brought it all to the surface. He could see and smell and hear as if he’d been in that room just yesterday.

      To keep going, to get this job done, he had to push that memory away.

      Benning had originally given Santana this assignment. No one had asked Cal to return to this place, not even Max Larkin. Cal had volunteered, knowing Santana wouldn’t have a chance here. He didn’t know the palace like Cal did, and there hadn’t been time for a thorough briefing. Two weeks wouldn’t have been long enough to prepare Santana for what would await him in Camaria. But two days? Impossible.

      Besides, the package knew him, in a way. Even though it had been four years, he figured she’d recognize him and that would make explanations easier.

      A second flight of narrow steps led into the escape tunnel. It was one of two routes, and the one with which Cal was most familiar. It was darker here than it had been in the hallway, though not completely black. Livvie tensed as they descended into the tunnel. He could feel it, as if her anxiety radiated through her wrist and into his hand. Much as he wanted to shake her off, he didn’t. She was his responsibility for the next six hours. They would travel by foot to the rendezvous site, where they’d be picked up by helicopter. Benning had the rescue planned down to the last detail.

      The tunnel narrowed and sloped slightly downward before leveling off for a short distance and then turning up, taking them unerringly toward the surface. All was quiet here, and Livvie didn’t say a word. Cal saw no reason to say anything, either. Silence was best and besides… Olivia Larkin was everything he detested in the opposite sex. Spoiled little rich girl, getting her jollies by getting it on with a sadistic Third World general, living off her pretty face and whatever sorts of acrobatic tricks she could do in a man’s bed. His job was to get her out of here and to safety, but that didn’t mean he owed her anything. He would not treat her like a princess, he would not cater to her. She was just a job.

      When they reached the ladder at the end of the tunnel he snagged his backpack from a dark corner. Inside the pack was everything they’d need: Clothes for Livvie, a satellite phone in case things went wrong and he needed backup, food, water, a first-aid kit.

      Clothes were all he needed for now. He drew out the camouflage T-shirt and pants, a pair of sturdy hiking boots and thick socks.

      Livvie turned her head and fixed wide blue eyes on him. “Where am I supposed to change clothes?”

      “Here. Quickly.”

      “I can’t change in front of you.” She pursed her lips and screwed up her nose when he didn’t offer a solution to her sudden attack of modesty. “At least turn your back. Be a gentleman.”

      “I’m not a gentleman and you don’t have anything I haven’t seen before so lose the damn dress before I lose it for you.”

      Like the spoiled girl she was, Livvie lifted her chin. “This is entirely unacceptable. When Uncle Max hears about this...”

      In a fluid motion, Cal pulled his knife from the sheath at his belt, flipped it in his hand and drew it down the front of the white gown from low neckline to hem in one quick motion. The satin parted, and Livvie opened her mouth as if she were thinking of screaming.

      Cal grabbed her and pressed a hand over her mouth. “We don’t have time for this, and if you’re thinking about screaming just remember that if we get caught here and now we will both end up dead. Now, get dressed or I will, by God, dress you myself.”

      There was murder in her eyes, but she got the message. He dropped his hand, took a step back, and tossed her the traveling clothes. As she caught them, the ruined gown parted like an unbelted robe.

      “You’re a jerk,” she whispered as she shrugged off the gown and very quickly pulled on the long-sleeved T-shirt. She wasn’t so quick that Cal didn’t get a nice, if all too brief, view.

      “So I’ve been told.”

      “If I wasn’t desperate to get out of here I’d… I’d...”

      “You’d what?” he asked as she stepped into the pants. Nice legs, too, for a short woman. He should’ve remembered that.

      “Scream,” she said. “I don’t suppose you could’ve come to the front door and told the general you were here to escort me home.”

      “I don’t suppose,” he said softly.

      “Isn’t this a little overly dramatic?”

      “Max doesn’t think so.”

      She sat on the floor to pull on her socks. “So I’m just supposed to waltz into the jungle with you?”

      “Pretty much.” She’d said she was desperate to get out of here. It didn’t take much of an imagination to figure out why. “Did he hurt you?” Cal asked in a lowered voice.

      “What?” She glanced up as she tied the laces of one boot.

      “Menendez,” he said. “Did he hurt you?”

      She shook her head and gave her attention to the final chore of tying one last shoe string. “No. But what a creep! When I came here I had no idea what he was like.” She stood and brushed off the back of her pants, as if she might’ve picked up some dust on her butt.

      Livvie hadn’t been here very long, he knew that. Maybe she didn’t know exactly how creepy her lover could be, when the mood struck him.

      “Stand still,” he ordered. He squirted a generous dollop of insect repellent onto the palm of his hand and smeared it over her neck. She sputtered when he quickly swiped his hands over her face, and tried to yank her hands away when he smeared the insect repellent there. The process took less than thirty seconds.

      “Let’s go.” He grabbed her discarded shoes and gown and stuffed them, along with the repellent, into the backpack. He didn’t want anyone stumbling across the evidence that she’d left by this route.

      “Up there?” she whispered, glancing up the long metal ladder that would lead them to the surface.

      “It’s the only place to go from here, princess.”

      She stepped onto the bottom rung and he gave her a little shove to hurry her along. He had an hour or less to put some distance between them and the palace before the general discovered that his woman was missing.

      Cal climbed, staying close to Livvie. He hadn’t thought he’d ever be in Menendez’s palace again, and in spite of the instinct that told him to get out of this place as quickly as possible, he was tempted to spend a little time. He could drop in and leave his mark, and make sure the general knew who’d been here. By the time Menendez figured out what had happened, Cal would be at home, sitting in his favorite recliner and sipping on a cold beer.

      If he ventured into the palace again, maybe he’d even stumble across the general himself. He had a score to settle, and this was his chance. The only chance he would ever have.

      But his job was to get Olivia Larkin out as quickly and quietly as possible, and that’s exactly what he was going to do. No more, no less.

      She climbed as quickly as she could, moving a little more quietly without the high heels and the rustling gown. At the top of the ladder he reached past her to grab the handle on the trapdoor, throwing it open on a dark night.

      They emerged into the jungle that surrounded the general’s compound. Back on solid ground Cal closed the trapdoor and made sure it was well concealed, as it had been when he found it. He took Livvie’s wrist in an iron grip once again. Walking quickly, they left the palace behind. They’d encountered no trouble in the tunnels, and he didn’t expect trouble here. Even if someone had already discovered that Livvie was missing, the odds were no one would be searching this particular spot.

      Menendez didn’t trust easily. It was the only reason he’d survived so long. Only a handful of his most trusted soldiers knew about the maze of secret hallways and the escape tunnels.

      Cal had once been one of those soldiers.
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      Livvie gratefully took a long, deep breath of air. The tunnels had had a stale odor about them, a stench she was grateful to escape. Out of the palace, away from the general, she felt suddenly free. She wouldn’t feel entirely safe until she was home again, but still… her heart almost soared. The muggy air seemed to carry the scent of freedom.

      Cal turned and walked away from the tunnel after making sure the exit was disguised by the plants that grew around it. Did he hope that no one would realize how they’d escaped? With the chair blocking her doorway, she imagined they would figure it out, sooner or later. Probably sooner, since Menendez had planned on visiting her tonight.

      “We should hurry,” Livvie said as she followed close behind Cal, suppressing a deep shudder. The T-shirt and cargo pants he had provided fit her perfectly, the boots were her size. Of course they were perfect. Uncle Max sometimes bought her clothes and shoes for Christmas. The things he bought were usually more conservative than anything she would’ve chosen for herself, and she didn’t exactly have wild tastes.

      Cal was a little older, but he hadn’t changed much in the past four years. Livvie tried very hard not to think about the first and only time they’d met, but unfortunately it hadn’t been a forgettable time.

      She’d been straight out of college and living in Texas. Oh, she’d thought she was so grown-up, so independent. Ha. Uncle Max had known she was in trouble before she had, and just when things had been about to get ugly Cal had shown up to whisk her away. She certainly hadn’t expected it to become a habit. Neither had he, she imagined.

      Tonight he’d dressed appropriately in a black T-shirt, dark jacket, jeans, and sturdy boots. That smear of green across his face was almost frightening. It made him look a little vicious, as if he were capable of doing anything. And he probably was. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be here.

      Four years ago they’d spent twenty-four hours together, most of that time in a car going well over the speed limit. Those first few moments had been frightening, and she’d been so angry and scared and indignant. Once she’d accepted that he was telling the truth, she’d actually been grateful that Cal had shown up when he did. For a few minutes of those twenty-four hours, she’d almost found herself pleasantly intrigued with the too-macho and not- altogether-bad-looking guy.

      Almost. For the other twenty-three hours and fifty minutes or so, he’d just been exasperating. He was definitely not Prince Charming material.

      Livvie wondered for a moment if there were weapons under Cal’s jacket, maybe something other than the knife he’d used to cut her dress off. She answered herself with a silent, “Of course there are.” He wasn’t the kind of man who would enter the palace unprepared. Still, from her vantage point she saw nothing to alarm her.

      She almost laughed. Alarm her? These had been the most alarming two weeks of her life!

      Cal didn’t seem interested in holding a conversation, and she couldn’t blame him. This was no place for chitchat, and he hadn’t been exactly chummy last time. Still...

      “How have you been?” she finally asked.

      His response, a short bark of laughter, was terribly rude.

      She pouted, and didn’t feel too bad about it since he couldn’t see. After a few silent minutes, he said, “Fine. I’ve been fine.”

      Livvie hurried to catch up with him. “That’s good.” She waited for him to ask how she’d been, but of course, he didn’t. “Your hair’s longer. I like it. And I’m glad you shaved the goatee. I’m not a big fan of facial hair.”

      He glanced down at her, his eyes hard, but he didn’t actually tell her to shut up.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I ramble when I’m nervous. I’ll get it out of my system pretty quick, I promise.” She took two more steps. When she wasn’t talking the jungle was too noisy. Even when she was talking she couldn’t ignore the sounds of small critters and a multitude of insects. She and Cal might be the only human beings in the immediate vicinity, but they were not alone. The jungle was alive, and they were the intruders.

      Oh, she could not bear to think about what was out there, just beyond her reach. “What does Cal stand for?” she asked, trying desperately to take her mind in a new and less alarming direction.

      “What difference does it make, princess?” he answered. As they stepped farther into the darkness, he came up with a flashlight. It wasn’t very bright, which was smart since if people weren’t looking for them they would be soon, but the faint beam did illuminate their path. “Six hours from now you’ll be on your way home and with any luck you’ll never see me again.”

      “Six hours? We’re not going to walk for the entire six hours, are we?”

      “Yep,” he said softly.

      She had no one to blame but herself. Since she’d been prepared to walk on her own, she should just be grateful that she wasn’t alone and that Cal apparently knew where he was going and how long it would take to get there.

      He was definitely the kind of man who would know how to get where he was going, even in a place like this. Back in the States he probably had an isolated cabin and a big dog, and he could live off the land for weeks at a time. He’d be a meat and potatoes man, she imagined, who spent a lot of time in seedy bars getting into knife fights over big-breasted bleached-blond women named Bambi or Heather. And winning.

      “Calvin,” she mused. “Caleb. Calbert.”

      Cal stopped and turned to meet her face-to-face. “Calbert?”

      “That’s it.”

      “No.” He turned his back on her and continued walking, shaking his head.

      “How did you know about the tunnels and the doorway into my room?” she asked. Her heart leapt, and she felt a decidedly sick churning in her stomach. She’d thought the chair at her door might stop the general. If she hadn’t gotten out in time he would have laughed at her efforts and entered through that hidden door.

      Cal didn’t answer her question, but barreled forward, pushing past thick foliage that grew over this poor excuse for a path as if he knew his way around this jungle well.

      Too well. Livvie had a sudden and terrifying thought. Just because Uncle Max had sent Cal after her the last time she’d gotten herself in hot water, that didn’t necessarily mean he’d sent him in this time. She came to an abrupt halt. The man before her took only a single step before he turned to face her, as if he’d known she was going to stop before she did. With the flashlight shining down and to the side she couldn’t see his face, only a vague outline of his tall, muscular body.

      “Listen, princess...”

      “Don’t call me princess,” she interrupted. “You know very well that my name is Olivia Larkin. My friends call me Livvie. You can call me Miss Larkin. That’s only fair since you won’t even tell me your name.”

      He grinned, teeth bright in the night. “Fine, Miss Larkin. My name is Quinn Calhoun. My friends call me Cal. You can call me Mr. Calhoun. Now that we’ve been properly introduced can we go?”

      She pursed her lips and withheld the childish urge to stick out her tongue. “Did my uncle send you?”

      “Yes.”

      “How did he know I needed rescuing?”

      “Apparently it’s a semi-permanent state for you,” Cal said impatiently.

      She was in no position to argue with him, she knew that. She was out of the palace, away from Menendez… stuck in the middle of a dangerous jungle with Quinn Calhoun.

      “I just want to be sure,” she said more calmly.

      Cal leaned down so he was close to her. “We don’t have time for this. I was hired to get you out of General Menendez’s palace. Are you complaining? Would you like me to take you back?”

      “No,” she answered quickly, suppressing a chill. “You arrived at a very opportune moment, and I’m grateful, I really am, but...”

      “Save your breath,” he said sharply. “We have a long walk ahead of us.”
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