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Chapter One

Stevie had been working on the lock to
her cell for damned near a week--she thought--when she finally
heard a click she believed might mean success.

It wasn’t the first time she’d heard a
click that sent a thrill through her.

There’d been at least three other
times she’d been convinced she’d managed to turn the tumbler on the
lock, got really excited, and then discovered the door was still
locked. So either she hadn’t succeeded or the lock was way more
complex than it looked and it actually had multiple
tumblers.

Or she was hearing something
else.

Maybe it was like the locks on a bank
vault or something like that?

Maybe like a combination
lock?

She was convinced it was a lock that
worked with a key--but maybe it was one with a lot of the ‘teeth’
things on it and she’d previously turned a couple but not
all?

Not that she knew a damned thing about
locks anyway.

And she hadn’t actually been conscious
when whoever it was had locked her in so she hadn’t seen it ‘work’.
But there was a hole that looked like the back side of a
keyhole.

And she was desperate to
escape.

They hadn’t
actually done anything to her--except knock her out and kidnap her and lock
her in the cell. But then again they hadn’t had to get rough
because she’d been unconscious and unable to fight.

They had to have
something horrible
planned for her, though. As much as she would’ve liked to have
flatly refused to believe that, what they’d done already suggested
they didn’t have benign intentions.

And she didn’t want to know what they
had in mind if she could escape before they decided to show
her.

Horrible images had begun to dance in
her head as soon as she’d regained consciousness and discovered she
was locked up and couldn’t get out--didn’t know who had taken her
or why.

Like removing fingers to mail to
somebody as proof they had her.

If that sort of thing had
occurred to her before she went to South America she’d still be back home in
Georgia--because no amount of money was worth taking such a risk if she wasn’t
alive to spend it.

Dismissing her fears with an effort,
holding her breath, she lifted her hand and planted it against the
door, pushing slowly at it.

It scared the pure pee out of her when
the damned thing moved--because it leapt into her mind that there
was someone on the outside pulling it open.

She thought she was going to
hyperventilate and pass out.

Snatching her hand back, she stared at
the crevice revealed by the movement of the door, listening
intently.

She didn’t hear anything--no running
steps toward her, no alarm.

Finally, she shifted closer and pushed
the door a little wider, peering out through the widening
crack.

A corridor.

Shadowy but with a faint glow of
light. She could see it looked to be empty.

It still took almost more nerve than
she could gather to her to shift closer, push the door wider, lean
forward and peer further down the corridor.

Empty.

She could only see in one direction,
though.

Easing back, she checked the other
edge of the door.

The crack wasn’t wide enough to allow
her a view, she discovered, so she still couldn’t see anything in
that direction.

Finally, she shuffled forward a
little, close enough she could get her head through the opening and
then tilted her head so that she could see the other end of the
hallway.

It was clear in both
directions.

The young boy that had been bringing
her food and water came from that direction--she was almost
positive--so that might lead to a kitchen and a kitchen, she
thought, would have a way to the outside.

It seemed like a reasonable
assumption.

She couldn’t be positive of the
direction, though, because she’d never actually caught more than a
glimpse of the boy when he’d opened the tiny door near the floor
and shoved the tray through.

He didn’t speak English--no surprise
when she was reasonably certain she was still in Columbia. But then
again the poor kid was terrified and wouldn’t even listen to
her.

Which, she realized was
the main reason she was terrified.

If the kid, who was outside among her
captors, was scared to death ….

She was a scientist. She
wasn’t used to
dealing with dangerous situations. She didn’t even deal with
dangerous ‘bugs’, for crying out loud!

She’d been hired as a research
assistant to Dr. Rankin, a zoologist doing studies on the native
panthers.

She’d never actually met
him.

She’d been kidnapped almost the moment
she arrived at the airport, knocked out with something, and then
woken up in the cell--wherever it was.

It didn’t look like the sort of place
a cartel would work out of--or a lower criminal group for that
matter. It didn’t look ‘wealthy’ enough for the big money makers
and it didn’t look slummy enough to be the lair of a street
gang.

Dismissing her
speculation--because it really didn’t make a damn bit of difference
which it was because all
of them were horrible--she closed her mind to her
terror the best she could and eased out of the cell and into the
corridor.

She’d already stepped away
from the door before it occurred to her that leaving it wide open
would instantly alert them to her escape. She wasn’t certain that would make
any difference to her, but she decided to close it.

The click as it shut sounded like a
gunshot and nearly gave her instant diarrhea. She leapt toward the
handle and gave it a tug and nearly fainted when her worst fear was
realized--almost the worst. It had locked behind her.

Now she was trapped
outside the cell and had
no choice but to keep going.

She couldn’t chicken out and race back
inside and lock the door behind her.

She had to clamp a hand over her mouth
and nose and force herself to breathe slowly and deeply until the
dizziness and faintness dissipated.

Then, still dizzy, she started in the
direction she thought might lead to the kitchen.

Either the place was just built like a
maze or she was too frightened to have any wits about her. She was
lost almost the second she turned off the main corridor and onto
another and began wandering around in hope of finding a door or a
window she could climb out of.

She didn’t see anything.

Not even other cells to suggest there
were other people being kept prisoner.

Until she turned a corner and spied a
man, sprawled negligently against a stone wall, both wrists bound
with heavy chains.

She stopped dead in her tracks,
staring at him with eyes so wide she felt like they were going to
pop right out of her head, struggling to breathe, feeling light
headed.

Moments passed while she wrestled to
regain brain function.

The chains were a strong indication
that he was also a prisoner, but it was highly disconcerting that
the chains were so heavy.

Was he that strong?

That dangerous?

Or was that all they had handy to
use?

She licked her dry lips--because she’d
been panting, she realized, with terror.

It was disconcerting and unnerving
that his gaze followed the movement before he lifted his eyes and
met her gaze.

His eyes were the strangest color of
green she’d ever seen. It instantly riveted her. “I’m … I’m lost,”
she stammered in a whisper, inching a little closer to
him--prepared to run if he surged toward her.

He skimmed her length with his gaze
and then returned to her face.

There was something … assessing about
his perusal, distrustful, too.

“Anglais?” he said
finally.

“Shh! Shh!” Stevie said,
frantically waving her hands. “They might hear you!”

Something flickered in his eyes. After
a moment, he made a summoning gesture with one hand.

She stared at the hand like it was a
snake and then examined the chain carefully.

It was anchored in the wall, but she
could see there was a good bit of slack--apparently to allow him to
reach the things around him they allowed him to reach.

But how far a reach?

She looked down at the floor,
squinting her eyes in the gloom as she looked for anything that
might indicate how far his reach was.

When she lifted her head and met his
gaze again, she thought she saw amusement and … something else she
couldn’t identify.

“Who dey?”

A shiver went through her that had
nothing to do with the fear that also leapt up inside of
her.

His voice was deep, his accent thick
and unidentifiable--sounding almost French one moment and then
Spanish the next.

Disturbingly, it almost seemed to
summon heat to her lower belly.

She dismissed that.

So he spoke English, French, and
Spanish?

Curious, fearful of him, she allowed
her gaze to move over him, trying to answer the questions in her
mind.

The clothing he was wearing--trousers
and leggings--although dirty from his surroundings--or perhaps his
capture-- looked expensive and as exotic as he did. Almost like a
costume except too expensive to be one, she was sure.

He was barefoot and bare-chested. His
skin had a sort of coffee with cream look to it in the dimness--too
pale to be the typical skin tones of the natives she’d seen, but
not like a white man either. Indian blood, maybe? His hair was
black--like a raven’s, had glints of silver, blue, even green as he
moved his head and the light reflected off of it. And it was long.
Bound up in a braid, it was still nearly as long as her
arm.

Belying the grandeur of his attire--he
was muscular beyond what she would’ve thought of as natural and
‘cut’--his muscles, all she could see--which was his chest, belly
and arms-- beautifully defined.

A wave of something indefinable and
completely irrational hit her as she met his gaze again.

Desire.

He was the source of it.

It was the way he was looking at
her.

And it just seemed to set her on
fire.

She tamped it with an
effort, gathering enough of her wits in the process that it
occurred to her that he must
be a native.

He would know the jungle, she
thought.

Certainly better than she did. And
since she envisioned the entire continent as shore to shore jungle
….

He couldn’t know less about
it.

And he was big--really big--and he
looked strong.

The question was, how dangerous was
he? To her?

She stepped a little closer. “If I
help you get loose … will you take me with you?”

His gaze skimmed her length again.
“But of course, Cherie. I could not leab you here, could
I?”

Uneasiness slithered through her, but
what kind of chance did she have without him?

And it didn’t seem right to just turn
her back on him and leave him for whatever they had in
mind.

She didn’t even know if she could free
him, actually, and she’d been gone from her cell a while already.
Any time someone might notice and then they’d be looking for
her.

“You won’t … hurt me?” she
asked uneasily.

“I gib you de word ob
Prince Raphael, I would not harm you, mon
amour.” There were many things he would
like to do to her, but not harm.

It seemed a strange way to put it,
Stevie thought, but he sounded sincere.

And she realized fairly quickly that
she really had no choice.

She wasn’t going to make it through
the jungle by herself. She just wasn’t. If she’d had a weapon she
wouldn’t have a chance.

Dismissing her qualms, she moved
closer, more than half expecting he would grab her the moment she
did. He didn’t. He didn’t even try.

He did rotate his wrist when she began
trying to find a way to release the chain and brush his knuckles
very lightly along her bare arm.

Maybe in an effort to reassure
her?

It sent a shiver through
her and she flicked a glance at him, but she was becoming
increasingly uneasy about the amount of time she
had--they had--to
escape.

The lock, she discovered with relief,
was actually a very simple one.

It just took two hands to work it and
she could see the chains didn’t allow him to use both at the same
time.

When she’d released it, she unwound
the chain with an effort.

It was heavy. The very fact that he
was able to lift both arms with them wrapped in such a heavy chain
was … actually pretty stunning.

Dismissing it, she lowered the chain
carefully to keep it from jangling loudly and maybe giving them
away and then she moved to the other arm and found that lock and
removed that chain.

He startled her, unnerved her, when he
rose to his full height and stretched--to ease his cramped muscles
no doubt.

He was a good bit bigger and taller
than she’d realized.

Capturing her hand, he tugged her with
him and strode briskly away--as if he knew exactly where he was
going.

He proved he did when he reached a
door a few moments later.

It was locked.

Stevie knew that as soon as he caught
the knob.

Because the door didn’t
yield.

Until he twisted the knob off as if it
was made of plastic.

And then shouldered the door
open.

Instantly, a blaring alarm cut loose
deafeningly. Blindingly bright lights came on from every
direction.

The hair-raising screams of panthers
could be heard even above the alarm.

The man snatched her off of her feet,
planted her across his hard shoulder and launched into a jarring
run that knocked the breath out of Stevie.

* * * *

It was a trap.

Part of him knew that.

Raphael just decided to ignore
it.

Because the scent he had captured had
titillated his senses until he was drunk with the taste of her,
until the need had obliterated rational thought. She was close. He
could feel the pull. He would snatch her out from under their noses
and be away with her before they had any inkling their trap had
failed.

Rage, not caution, suffused him when
he finally reached a point where he began to realize the scent was
omnipresent. He couldn’t track it to its source because there was
not one. There were many.

He settled to think about that,
struggling to fight off the need pounding in his balls until he was
next door to witless.

He lifted his head to sniff the air,
turned it slowly, but the scent still teased him, danced just
beyond his reach.

A wiser man would have turned back, he
thought wryly--especially knowing it must be a trap, had to be
one.

But he couldn’t shake the certainty
that the scent itself was real. He could almost envision her from
that alone and he couldn’t bring himself to leave.

He kept right on following that divine
scent until he fell into the trap the fucking bastards had set for
him.

He was really enraged then--until they
lit him up with knock-out darts and he fell into a black
pit.

But then again, the rage that followed
him down, followed him up again as soon as he began to regain
consciousness.

He was chained by then, though, and
unable to do anything but rage in his mind until he had finally
exhausted it and turned his thoughts to freeing himself and
plotting revenge.

And then, what should appear to his
wondering senses but the owner of the scent used to trap
him.

Instantly, his need for revenge
fixated on that owner, the twice damned female that had lured him
into captivity so that the bastards could take him apart inch by
inch.

And then he saw her and his rage of
fury was immediately transformed into the same rage of lust that
had lured him to his capture.

Her scent had already enslaved him,
convinced him she was the one he had been searching for, wanted
beyond reason.
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