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    We dance even if there’s no radio. We drink at funerals. We talk too much and laugh too loud and live too large and, frankly, we’re suspicious of others who don’t.


    —Chris Rose


    Heart always wins out over the mind. The heart, although reckless and suicidal and a masochist all on its own, always gets its way.


    —J.A. Redmerski

  


  
    A Guide to Jean-Luc’s Cajun


    Allons! – Let’s go!


    Allons dancer! – Let’s dance!


    Alors pas – Of course not.


    Beaucoup – A lot.


    Beck moi tchew – Bite my ass.


    Catin – Dear, doll.


    C’est la vie – That’s life.


    Cher (sha) – A Cajun endearment, “sweet” or “dear”.


    Coullion (coo-yawn) – Stupid, idiot, fool.


    Cunja – A curse or spell put on someone.


    Embrasse moi tchew – Kiss my ass.


    Envie (on-vie) – Desire, longing.


    Fais do-do – A dance party, Cajun version of a square dance.


    Fils de putain – Son of a bitch.


    Frissons – Goose bumps, chills.


    Lâche pas la patate! – Literally “don’t drop the potato!”, a Cajun expression meaning “don’t give up!”


    Laissez les bons temps rouler! – Let the good times roll!


    Ma belle – My beautiful.


    Mais (may) – Well or but (interjection).


    Mais la! – An expression of exasperation.


    Mais, no! – But no! Oh no!


    Mais, yeah! – But of course!


    Maudit! – Damn!


    Merci – Thank you.


    Merde – Shit.


    Mon ami – My friend.


    Non – No.


    Oui – Yes.


    Pour l’amour de Dieu – For the love of God.


    Putain – Literal translation is “whore,” but it’s used along the same lines as “fuck” in English. An all-purpose swearword.


    Santé! – Cheers!

  


  
    Chapter One


    Niger Delta, Nigeria


    Dr. Claire Oliver stepped from the hastily thrown together quarantine tent into a wall of oppressive humidity. Sweat already trickled between her breasts as she stripped off her mask, gown, and gloves. She placed all of the protective gear in the already-full dented metal drum that served as a biohazard bin. Soon local workers would pick up the drum and wash everything inside with a bleach solution. Disposable protective gear was an unaffordable luxury in this part of the Niger River Delta.


    “Do you see now why I contacted you?” Dr. Sunday Reggie-Fubara asked in her posh British accent. Nigerian born, Sunday had lived most of her life in London until Médecins Sans Frontières—also known as MSF or Doctors Without Borders—sent her back to the land of her birth. She’d been a friend of Claire’s since boarding school, and although they’d kept in touch even after Claire had moved to the States, it had been a long time since they’d last spoken. When Sunday’s email had hit her inbox last week, she’d been surprised. Then shocked…and a little bit curious. Sunday was an outstanding doctor and never asked for help.


    Until now.


    The thought had crossed her mind that this could be a setup. A trap. After everything that had happened in the last month—her best friend killed, mercenaries chasing her across the globe, intent on stealing her life’s work—it was entirely possible. She hated that she couldn’t even view a contact from an old friend without suspicion. She’d wrestled with herself over answering the email, and in the end, decided paranoia couldn’t dictate the rest of her life. What good would she accomplish if she was always running and hiding?


    So here she was, sweating in the sticky tropical heat, soaked to the skin by the ceaseless rain of monsoon season, scratching her head over something that didn’t make any sense. “The serologic tests are coming back as hemorrhagic fever with renal syndrome?”


    “And also hantavirus pulmonary syndrome.”


    No, that wasn’t right. Too many variables weren’t adding up. Hanta wasn’t an African virus, and human-to-human transmission was so rare as to be nonexistent. Not to mention the fact that the two forms of the virus had never shown up simultaneously in one host. They were from opposite hemispheres—HFRS was found mainly in Europe and Asia, HPS in the Americas.


    Claire shook her head. “It shouldn’t be here, burning through the population like this.”


    “It’s unlike any strain we’ve seen before,” Sunday said. “It’s really all very strange. I thought if anyone could figure out what is happening here, it would be you.”


    Claire looked at the quarantine tents. “How many people have died?”


    “All of them.”


    She froze and stared at Sunday in disbelieving shock. “What did you say?”


    Sunday’s lips flattened into a grim line. “All of them have died, Claire. It has a one hundred percent fatality rate.”


    “What…?” Horror tightened Claire’s throat as she again looked at the tents. One hundred and fifty people convalesced inside the makeshift hospital, hoping the foreign doctors could help them. Men, women, children. Seniors. Babies. Even two pregnant women. There had been a toddler in one of the last beds before the decontamination zone. She’d stared at Claire and Sunday in the protective space suits with dull, fearful eyes.


    “All of them,” she repeated in a whisper and pictured the girl slowly bleeding out while her kidneys failed. It was a horrific, painful way to go.


    No. Step back. Pull yourself together.


    She closed her eyes, took a second to regroup. Getting emotionally involved wouldn’t help that toddler. What would help was figuring out why this was happening, finding a suitable treatment, and keeping anyone else from becoming infected. “That’s…” She tried to reconcile the facts she knew about hantavirus with what Sunday was saying. “Depending on the strain, hantavirus has, at most, a thirty percent mortality rate.”


    “Could it have mutated? Maybe two strains combined into a daughter virus?”


    “I suppose it’s possible.” Claire turned away from the tent and faced her friend. “But if this was a natural mutation, we’d have seen the mutated strain in Asia or Europe or South America. Even the U.S. Somewhere the virus is already prevalent. Not Nigeria, a country where there has never been a known case. It doesn’t make sense.”


    “Could someone have traveled here with it?”


    Claire considered the nearest village with its thatched roof homes. There was no electricity or running water. The locals were all uneducated fishermen, eking out a simple life along the banks of the Niger River. “Again, it’s possible. It’d be more possible if this were a city, but…” She waved a hand, encompassing the surrounding area. “This isn’t a major travel hub. Even if someone had come here with the virus, they shouldn’t have been able to transmit it to anyone else.”


    Concern drew a deep groove between Sunday’s brows. “You said ‘natural’ mutation. If it was a natural mutation, we’d have found it elsewhere. You think this is unnatural.”


    “I don’t know.” It was a puzzle, and Claire had never been able to resist a puzzle. “The village where this started is just a few kilometers east of here? I want to see it. If I can find the virus reservoir, I’ll know more about the infection.”


    “No.” Sunday grabbed Claire’s arm. “You’re white. The whole area is owned by Egbesu Fighters. They’ll think you’re with the oil companies and see you as a potential payday.”


    So what else was new? Lately, it seemed everyone was after her for a payday. She’d spent the last month running from mercenaries who wanted her research. God only knew who had hired them, but someone knew about Akeso and wanted to capitalize the antiviral’s panacean ability to kill virus-infected cells without harming healthy ones. She’d spent most of her adult life working on Akeso, and she’d be damned if she let some asshole Big Pharma company steal her research so they could turn around and sell it for ridiculous prices.


    If only she’d been able to continue her research in peace. Akeso would help these people. She was sure of it, but she and her old med school roommate, Dr. Tiffany Peters, had only just started trials on human cells in the lab before the world turned sideways and Tiffany was killed.


    Oh, she missed Tiffany. She often caught herself reaching for the phone to call, only to remember her best friend was gone.


    She gazed toward the east. Thought of the village. Who else there was infected? Had this started with an infected rat population or was this something worse? Something more sinister? She wouldn’t know without an investigation, and she couldn’t investigate if she kept running from Tiffany’s killers.


    She gave herself a moment—only a moment—for the fear, then pushed it down and locked it up. That way there be dragons and their names were Paranoia and Anxiety. It wasn’t productive to let them off their chains, especially when people were dying.


    Sunday’s hand still clenched her forearm. Claire covered it with one of her own and gave Sunday’s fingers a reassuring squeeze. “I understand your concern, but you contacted me for help.”


    Sunday gave an abrupt laugh. “Same old Claire. Always fearlessly chasing trouble.”


    “I do not chase trouble,” she protested.


    “You don’t exactly avoid it, either.” Sunday studied her for a moment, then sighed. “And I see your mind’s made up about this.”


    “If you want my help treating this virus, the village is our first step.”


    Sunday lifted a hand and waved a large man over. He had skin like onyx and thick lips that spread into a big white grin as he approached. He said something to Sunday in the local language, and Claire didn’t need to understand to know it had been intimate because Sunday’s lighter skin flushed dark with embarrassment.


    They were lovers. Or if not, they would be soon enough. Good for them.


    Claire looked down to hide her smile while Sunday smacked his arm and replied in an affectionately chiding tone.


    “This is Adedayo Temitope,” Sunday introduced. “He’s our local guide.”


    “Call me Dayo,” he said and held out a hand. “I’ve heard much about you, Dr. Claire.”


    Claire smiled at him and accepted the handshake, then raised a brow at Sunday. “I haven’t heard nearly enough about you.”


    Sunday poked her in the ribs with an elbow and Dayo’s grin only widened. But then Sunday got serious. “She wants to see the village.”


    Dayo’s grin faded. “It’s not safe.”


    Claire huffed out a breath in exasperation. “So I’ve been told, but I can’t begin to help until I know what I’m dealing with and I won’t know without an investigation.” She planted her hands on her hips and stared the two of them down. “So will you help or not?”

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Things could be worse. Things could be worse. Things could be worse.


    Jean-Luc Cavalier kept repeating the mantra to himself as he sat propped against the stone wall of his prison, trying to ignore the throbbing in his arm where an ugly knife wound was still oozing blood and beginning to fester. Though he wasn’t sure how anything could be worse than his current situation. The guard who was supposed to be guarding him had dropped dead half a day ago and now rotted on the other side of his prison’s door. He had no food, no water, and no way to communicate with his team, who were halfway across the world because he was a coullion who went chasing weak intel with only one questionably sane man for backup.


    And who knew where Marcus Deangelo had ended up. Or even if he was still alive. They’d been separated when militants attacked their truck and Jean-Luc hadn’t seen him in days.


    HORNET’s commanders, Gabe and Quinn, had warned Jean-Luc not to come to Nigeria. Had told him he’d get himself dead if he did. At the time, he’d thought they were just spooked by the team’s last clusterfuck of a mission in Martinique. They had lost a man that night—Marcus’s best friend Danny—and nobody wanted a repeat.


    Jean-Luc didn’t blame his commanders for their caution, but nor could he stay at HQ twiddling his thumbs while Harvard, their computer whiz, gathered actionable intel. He’d made someone a promise.


    Claire.


    He shut his eyes and brought her face up from his memories. Brilliant blue eyes, the dusting of freckles over her slightly upturned nose. Her shoulder-length bob of blond hair that somehow looked both severely professional and ungodly sexy at the same time. She was petite, not a lot in the way of curves, but merde, her mouth. She had lips made for kissing, upper lip slightly fuller than the lower. She wasn’t all beauty. She had a brain to match, and a tongue sharp enough to draw blood. She fascinated him.


    Claire was the reason he’d disobeyed orders and endangered his career as a linguist for HumInt Inc.’s Hostage Rescue and Negotiation Team. She was the reason he was here. When he’d helped her escape Martinique, he’d promised to find her again, to help keep her safe.


    He didn’t intend to break that promise.


    Which brought him back to his current predicament.


    It could be worse.


    Yeah. Maybe if aliens invaded? That would be worse. The apocalypse would be worse. Four Horsemen, End Times, and all that. But barring those scenarios, nothing was fucking worse than this.


    Jean-Luc sighed and pushed himself to his feet. He’d been trying to reach the keys on the dead guard’s belt for hours until exhaustion finally won out, but it was time to move again. He wasn’t dying here. Not like this.


    He bellied up to the bars and reached his good hand through. He could almost catch the guard’s shirt between his fingers. He just had to stretch…a little…farther…


    His fingers brushed the edge of the T-shirt, but he couldn’t get a grip on it. For the first time in his life, he wished he didn’t have such muscular arms and shoulders. He only needed another inch, and he’d have a fist full of the fabric. He stretched, felt the rusted bar dig into his biceps, ignored it, and stretched more, and…


    Nothing.


    Putain! He couldn’t reach.


    He sat up and leaned the side of his face against the bars. He was shaking and sweating from the effort he’d expended. Exhausted. Every muscle in his body ached, even his goddamn eyelids. He hoped his current state was due to the beating he’d taken plus a lack of food or water, and not whatever had killed the fils de putain who was currently stinking up the place. Because he did not want to go out like that guy had, leaking blood from multiple orifices while coughing up his lungs.


    Man, he’d seriously screwed up this time. He wasn’t going to be able to talk, fuck, or kill his way out of this mess.


    When he first arrived in Africa two weeks ago, he’d had a purpose, a plan, and a partner in crime. He’d find Claire and keep her and her research safe. He’d failed her so spectacularly two months ago in Martinique that he hadn’t been able to get a good night’s rest since. His need to find her became all consuming until he finally narrowed his search to Nigeria. Marcus had come along, chasing—or maybe running from—his own demons.


    Had Marcus stayed in Nigeria after they were separated? Had he called in the rest of the team for help? Probably not. They’d gone against direct orders by coming here. That act of defiance had likely been the end of their careers with HORNET. For all he knew, Tucker Quentin, CEO and founder of HumInt, had written them off.


    He shouldn’t have come here. This time last year, he wouldn’t have. He would have shrugged Claire’s problems off as her own to deal with and gone about the rest of his life without much concern.


    But when his grandmother died unexpectedly eight months ago, his whole world had tilted sideways. The foundation he’d built everything on had crumbled. He’d been determined to fuck and drink away the grief and had been doing a damn fine job of it until he’d crossed paths with a voodoo queen on Mardi Gras, and she’d cursed him with celibacy. Now Jean-Luc Laissez Les Bons Temps Rouler Cavalier was gone and he didn’t recognize the person he’d become. He wanted his old life back—go on dangerous missions and rid the world of some bad guys, come home and drink himself stupid, have some fun with a woman or two. Lather, rinse, and repeat. He’d liked it that way. Hadn’t seen any need to change a thing.


    So why the fuck had everything changed?


    Claire. It all came back and centered on her. His life had only been sideways and unstable until he met her. But that night in Martinique, when she looked across the poolside bar with those sea-blue eyes and flatly told him his rendition of “The Piña Colada Song” was off-key—that was when everything flipped fucking upside down.


    He wished he could hate her for it. He didn’t. Even now, the need to find her chewed at him.


    Jean-Luc heaved in a breath and straightened away from the bars of his prison. If he didn’t find a way out soon, he might as well dig his own grave in the hard-packed dirt beneath his feet, because this was where he’d bite it. He climbed to his feet, paced around the small space, looking for something, anything to aid his escape. A crack in the wall, a loose bar in the door…but his captors had known what they were doing when they chose his prison. Nothing short of a grenade was getting through these walls.


    Dig a grave.


    Now there was an idea. Maybe he could Shawshank his way out of here. Only problem was he didn’t have a rock hammer or twenty years to dig his way to freedom.


    He looked down. His captors had taken his boots, and his feet were bare and filthy. He dug one toe into the dirt floor. It was hard packed, but not so much that it was like concrete. It could still be moved.


    He gazed over at the barred door again. There were about three inches between the bottom bar and the dirt floor. He wouldn’t need to dig a hole deep enough to fit his entire body. Just one big enough to allow him to reach those damn keys. The throbbing in his arm spoke up right then, reminding him this would be a one-handed endeavor.


    Mais, things could be worse.


    He shook his head once, dropped to his knees in front of the door, and started digging.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    The village was perched precariously on the riverbank, a cluster of newer mud huts with rusted tin roofs mixed in with the more traditional stilt houses made of wood, bamboo, and palm fronds. A dripping rain had started during the bumpy drive over, and now drummed steadily against the roof of the old Toyota truck MSF took into Port Harcourt for supply runs. The truck had no a/c, so it was either keep the windows down and get soaked, or roll them up and potentially die of suffocation in the stifling heat. Claire chose the rain. With humidity sitting at 100 percent, her tank top and capri pants already felt waterlogged anyway.


    Claire studied the village through the windshield as the wipers did their best to keep up with the now pelting rain. No sign of people. Because of the rain? Or because they were all dead or dying?


    “Are you sure you want to do this now?”


    She turned in her seat to smile at Dayo. She’d learned a bit about him during the drive. Like Sunday, he had left Nigeria for an education, though his had been in the United States, and had only recently returned to his homeland to help his people in the Niger Delta. He’d come from a village very much like this one, and the strain around his mouth told her he was playing the “what if” game in his head. What if this had happened in his village, to his family?


    “I need to do this now,” she told him.


    He didn’t argue. He only pushed open his door and went around to the back of the truck to start unloading the rattraps they’d brought.


    Claire pulled up the hood of her raincoat, and tried to ignore the dark hole of dread opening up in her belly. She shoved open the door and hurried to help Dayo with the traps. “Do you know which house the index case came from?”


    “I no no,” Dayo said, then corrected himself for her benefit, “I don’t know.”


    She’d spent enough time in Africa to understand the many versions of Pidgin English, but she didn’t correct him. She picked up several of the rat cages. “All right. We’ll start with food storage areas and work our way from there.”


    They worked quickly, placing traps in all the likely places, and saw not another soul. This wasn’t right. Even with the downpour, there should be people. Animals. Sound. But the village was a ghost town. She stopped in front of one of the houses. The rain sluiced off the thatched roof, obscuring her view inside.


    “Dayo,” she called.


    He finished placing a trap near one of the buildings and straightened.


    “Did the villagers flee? The ones who weren’t sick?”


    “They did before Sunday and her team got here. We convinced some to come to us, but not all.”


    Then they were standing on the edge of a pandemic. If any of the villagers who fled were sick, she was going to need help containing this outbreak. She had to call her contacts in the CDC and USAMRIID…


    Which meant painting a target on her back again.


    But, really, what was her life compared to the potentially thousands that would be lost if she did nothing? No matter which way she weighed it, the scale didn’t tip in her favor.


    She turned away from the house to tell Dayo to pack up, but movement inside caught her attention. Was someone in there? She squinted. A human shape shifted in the darkness.


    “Hello?” she called out. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m here to help.”


    A child— ten, twelve years old at most—appeared in the doorway. She was skinny, her arms little more than flesh-covered bones. The skin around her eyes had sunk into deep hollows and her cheekbones stood out in sharp peaks. She was saying something, but Claire couldn’t understand the language. She called Dayo over.


    After listening for a moment, he translated. “She says they all died. Her mom, dad, siblings. Aunts, uncles, cousins. They’re all dead.”


    “Ask her if she’s sick.”


    He did, then shook his head when the girl answered. “She says she was. She thought she was going to die too, but then she got better.”


    A survivor. The virus was survivable. And now they had someone with antibodies that could be studied. This little girl could be the key to saving all of those people at the MSF field hospital.


    “What’s your name?” she asked.


    The girl must have understood, because she responded without needing translation. “Ebiere.”


    “Ebiere. Okay. I’m a doctor from the United States. Do you know where that is?”


    Ebiere looked to Dayo for a translation then nodded and inched from the house. The rain plastered her colorful dress to her body, highlighting how thin she was.


    “Okay. Good.” Despite her bulky protective gear, Claire knelt down so the girl could see her through her facemask. “I’m here to stop people from dying, and you might be able to help me. Would you be willing to come back to the hospital with me? We’ll get you some food and fresh clothes. You’ll be safe. And you might be able to help us save some people.” She held out a gloved hand and waited for Dayo to translate. The girl hesitated, then reached out and placed her hand in Claire’s. It was tiny, frail. Claire had always been a petite woman, too thin and too short, but she felt like she’d break the child’s hand if she held too tight.


    “Did you place the last of the traps?” she asked Dayo as she straightened.


    He nodded.


    “All right. Let’s go back to the hospital. Ebiere.” She waited for the girl to look up at her. “Do you know who got sick first?”


    As they made their way back to the truck, Dayo translated. The girl spoke for a long time, gesturing to the south. Claire glanced in that direction, saw nothing but a thick tangle of mangroves and palms. Dayo asked some questions, Ebiere responded.


    Finally, Dayo nodded and turned to Claire. “The first was a local boy, Joyful Solomon, who had run off to join the Egbesu Fighters. They have a camp not too far from here and recruit from the village often. He left earlier this summer, but returned home about two weeks ago because he was sick. Within three days, it had spread to his whole family. By the end of the first week, over half of the village was infected. By the end of the second week…” He motioned to the village with a sweeping gesture. “This.”


    Claire shook her head in awe. If this started two weeks ago, then the virus spread and killed at alarming rates. They had to contain it now, before it spread to nearby cities like Port Harcourt.


    She spotted one of the traps she’d laid, and knew without a doubt their efforts of the last few hours weren’t going to turn up anything. If Joyful Solomon was the index case, he didn’t contract the virus here. He brought it here, which meant he contracted it elsewhere—likely the Egbesu camp. Which also meant he may not be the index case.


    She had to go to the camp.


    Dayo must have been reading her thoughts, because before she even opened her mouth, he said, “No. Claire, it’s not safe.”


    “Nowhere will be safe if this virus makes it to the cities.”


    They reached the Toyota and she paused as Dayo helped Ebiere into the cab through the driver’s side. He shut the door, met her gaze over the hood.


    “I have to go,” she said, “with or without you. It’s your choice.”


    Dayo swore colorfully in both his native language and in English. “You’re going to get us killed.”


    “You’ve seen what this virus does to people. We’re all dead if we don’t stop it. Your family, Sunday’s, mine. We’re on the precipice of a Black Plague-level event here.”


    He said nothing for a long time. Lifted his face to the sky and let the rain pelt his face shield. Finally, he looked at her again. “Do you truly think it will get that bad?”


    “With nearly one hundred percent fatality rate? Yes, Dayo. I really do.”


    “All right. All right.” He opened the truck’s door again. “I’ll take you to the Egbesu camp.”

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Coordinating Ebiere’s return to the field hospital was more time consuming than Claire anticipated. Sunday was as thrilled about the survivor as Claire had been. There were questions to ask, an exam to perform, blood to draw. Three hours after Ebiere was given her own cordoned off space within the hospital, the thrill had worn thin, and Claire was restless to check out the Egbesu camp. It took far too much time to gather rattraps and supplies for any sick they might come across. Sunday insisted she take more protection than Dayo with her, and so now three local police escorts huddled in the back of the truck, hunched into their jackets against the driving rain.


    The ride to the camp felt endless. She’d never been one of those children to ask “are we there yet?” every five minutes during a road trip—mainly because her parents would never do something as low-class as a road trip—but she had to refrain from it now. She all but twitched with restless energy.


    Dayo smiled over at her. “You believe we’re on to something here.”


    “I know it.” She realized she’d been tapping her foot on the underside of the dashboard and made herself stop. She looked out the window at the passing tropical foliage. In some places, it was so thick, she couldn’t see beyond the edge of the road. “Have you ever heard of Joyful Solomon before?”


    “No, but I wasn’t raised here. My village is more west. Closer to Lagos.”


    Claire heard the worry in his voice and set a hand on his muscular arm. “It hasn’t spread that far yet.”


    “I hope not.”


    “It hasn’t, but it will if we don’t get ahead of it. We need more information.” She dropped her hand and gazed out the windshield. The rain seemed to be letting up. Less downpour and more steady drizzle. It was the best she could hope for at this time of year in Southern Nigeria. “Joyful Solomon is definitely our first case in the village, but we need to know if he was patient zero or if someone else gave it to him while he was at the camp.”


    Dayo’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. “We will run into resistance with the Fighters. They won’t want to help you.”


    She made a noncommittal sound. She wasn’t going to say it out loud, but she suspected they wouldn’t find anyone alive at the camp to resist.


    They rode in silence until Dayo pulled the truck to a stop in the middle of an overgrown, barely there road. “We have to go on foot from here.”


    Claire pushed open the door and jumped out. “Everyone, listen up. Masks, face shields, and gloves from here on out. You may feel like you’re suffocating, but do not take any of the equipment off until I tell you we’re clear.” She studied the three police officers. They all wore uniform shirts, but that was the only thing that indicated they were police. One was in shorts, another in flip-flops, and the third had on rubber rain boots. She shook her head and pointed at the trio. “If we come across any bodies, you are not to go anywhere near them.”


    …


    It took another hour of walking before they reached the camp, and Claire’s clothes were soaked through with sweat under her protective gear. Her facemask kept steaming up, turning the already muggy air unbearably oppressive. She wanted the bottle of water in her backpack, but didn’t dare drink it this close to the camp. At least not until she got a look at what was going on within its borders. If what she suspected turned out to be true, they were entering a very biologically hot zone.


    Dayo held up a hand, indicating they should stop, and took cover behind some foliage. Claire crouched by his side. The three officers stopped moving and dropped the rattraps they carried with a clatter of noise.


    Claire shushed them, then turned her attention back to Dayo. He scanned the clearing up ahead with a pair of binoculars. If his mask was as clouded as hers, she didn’t know how he could see anything. It also didn’t help that fog had rolled in from the river, giving everything an eerie, dream-like quality.


    “What do you see?” she asked.


    He replaced the binoculars in his pack. “Nothing.”


    “I’m not surprised. Your mask is clouded and the fog—”


    “No.” He turned to her. “I don’t see any movement. There should be movement. This time of day, there should be smoke from campfires. They would be making dinner. It’s quiet.”


    “Like the village?”


    He gave a solemn nod. “Exactly like the village.”


    Their gazes locked and held for a beat. In his dark eyes, she saw sadness and also anger. He knew what was coming as well as she.


    Behind them, the officers chatted and joked like they weren’t standing on the edge of a terrorist organization’s camp. One laughed loudly enough to startle a flock of birds into the air. Claire and Dayo both glanced back at the trio, then looked at the camp again.


    Waited.


    Nobody came to investigate the noise.


    Claire huffed out a breath that fogged her mask and pushed to her feet. “I don’t think we need to worry about being shot. Either this camp is abandoned or…” She let the thought trail off as Dayo’s jaw tightened. His expression was one of thinly veiled rage. She couldn’t blame him. It was hard not to get angry when you felt so powerless. She turned to the officers. “Bring the traps. Set them around livestock and food storage areas. And be careful not to disturb the bodies.”


    The officers’ smiles faded and they looked at each other.


    “Bodies?” one asked.


    Sure, now they understood the gravity of the situation. “We don’t know if they’re still contagious. Do not put yourselves at risk.”


    She left the officers sharing concerned glances and marched out into the cleaning. The camp sat right on the edge of the Niger River. The buildings were mostly wood with palm frond roofs, though she noticed one covered with a green tarp instead. Despite the rain, the air smelled strongly of oil, and the mud beneath her boots was black with it. They passed several large metal vats and oil drums, dented and burned.


    “What is all this?” Claire asked.


    “A refinery,” Dayo said. “They were bunkering—siphoning oil from the big companies and refining it themselves.” He stopped moving and gazed down into a barrel of crude oil. “It’s the only work available to people here. The only way they can survive, feed their families.” He looked up, eyes wet with tears. “These aren’t bad people, Claire. They’re desperate.”


    Claire glanced around. The refinery was a giant scar on the land, everything around it blackened, oil-slicked, and burned. It looked like something out of a post-apocalyptic movie. “Desperation can make good people do bad things.”


    In a shocking burst of temper, Dayo kicked over the barrel. Oil gushed across the ground like blood from a fatal wound. “Doesn’t matter now, does it? They’re all dead.”


    “We don’t know that—”


    He snatched a rattrap from one of the officers and stalked away.


    Claire took a breath. Even behind her mask, the smell of oil was strong enough to make her eyes water. But under that was a scent she recognized. Rot—the particular odor given off by human remains.


    This was going to be bad.


    She closed her eyes, gave herself a moment, then pushed back her shoulders and followed. The first body she found was a young man, barely out of his teens. He sat slumped over in a rickety plastic chair near one of the huts. That was one of the most disturbing things about hemorrhagic viruses. The virus killed slowly—until it didn’t. One minute, a victim could be talking to you. The next, they’d be gone. The kid probably never even realized he was dying when he sat down there.


    She peeked inside the nearest hut. More bodies, all of them young men. She guessed the oldest of them had been maybe twenty-five, twenty-six. Some of them still clutched guns in their hands as if they could fight off the virus with bullets. Some looked nearly alive, while others had been dead long enough that they no longer appeared human. The smell was horrendous. Her eyes filled with tears and she blinked hard to hold them back.


    She didn’t want to see more, but she made herself move methodically from one building to the next, counting the dead and checking for survivors. They could use more survivors like Ebiere, but if there had been any from the camp, they were long gone.


    How many other frightened young men had run home sick and dying, carrying the virus to their loved ones like Joyful Solomon had? How many other villages or camps had been wiped out? Had it already spread too far for the medical teams to have any chance of successful containment?


    She walked over to the next hut in the line, and was just about to look inside when a commotion on the far end of camp caught her attention. She ran toward the noise and found the police officers wrestling with a fourth man. Definitely not an Egbesu Fighter, or even a local. He was white with blond hair that hung in limp, dirty tangles over his shoulders. His clothes were stained and torn, and he wore no shoes. He held his own against the officers, but he favored one arm and his movements were growing sloppy. It wouldn’t be long before they overpowered him.


    The rain picked up, and the blond man slipped in the mud. As he fell, he ripped off one officer’s mask. The officer let out a scream of rage and kicked him. The others joined in.


    “Stop!” The downpour drowned out her command. She took a step forward, but suddenly Dayo was there. He put a hand on her shoulder to stop her, then waded in to break up the fight himself. The officers were all skinny, and the three of them together weren’t as big as Dayo. Thankfully, things ended quickly.


    Claire rushed to the white man’s side. He hadn’t moved since going down. She set a gloved hand on his shoulder and very carefully rolled him to his back.


    Shock sizzled through her. The face was leaner, the angles of his jaw and cheekbones sharper, but she still recognized him. How could she not when his face had haunted her dreams for weeks?


    He’d come for her. She hadn’t fully believed he would.


    She swept a knotted strand of hair back from his face. “Jean-Luc?”


    He opened gunmetal-blue eyes and blinked up at her as rivulets of rain streamed over him. She leaned over, using her body to shield him. He stared at her for a long moment like he couldn’t comprehend what he was seeing, then his lips spread in a grin that was a shadow of the one she remembered.


    “If you like piña coladas,” he sang softly, “and getting caught in the rain…”


    She laughed around the lump rising in her throat. The first time they’d met two months ago, the night he’d saved her life, she’d scolded him for being off-key while singing that song. “You’re still off-key.”


    “Am not. I’ll have you know my mamere always said I’m an excellent singer.” He turned his head to the side and coughed hard. When the fit passed and he smiled at her again, blood stained his lips and teeth.


    Her heart nosedived into her stomach.


    He was infected.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Jean-Luc couldn’t believe he’d found her. Okay, technically, she’d found him, but semantics. After weeks of searching, here she was, leaning over him dressed like a spaceman. Wasn’t exactly the reunion he’d pictured, and he certainly hadn’t planned to be flat on his back, feeling like a whole Mardi Gras parade had danced across his body. But still. She was here. He could reach out and touch her, know she was alive and safe.


    He did just that, reaching out his good arm and trailing his fingers across the front of the weird mask shielding her pretty face. “What’s with all this, ma belle?”


    Then he noticed the tears rolling down her cheeks. He tried to sit up, but the fight had drained the last of his energy. He dropped uselessly back into the mud, which actually felt lovely. He hadn’t realized how hot he was until he felt the cool mud against his back.


    “Don’t sit up,” Claire said and placed a hand on his shoulder to keep him still.


    A large black man knelt by her side. “Do you know this man?” His accent was musical Nigerian, but his English diction was perfect. Jean-Luc guessed he’d been born here, but educated in either the U.K. or the U.S.


    Claire glanced over at the newcomer. “Yes. He’s a friend. We need to move him back to the hospital, but we have to be careful. Keep him quarantined. Can you find something to use as a stretcher?”


    “He’s infected?” the man asked.


    “Yes.”


    “What?” Jean-Luc tried to sit up again as the big man moved away, but again failed. Merde, he couldn’t remember a time he’d felt this horrible, and he’d had some pretty epic hangovers in his day.


    Claire leaned over him. The tears were rolling freely now, dripping onto the inside of her mask. “This is a hot zone. Everyone in this camp died of an unknown hemorrhagic virus and you’ve been exposed. How long have you been here?”


    He shook his head. He couldn’t remember exactly. Time had blurred and his brain had just slammed on the brakes at the words “hemorrhagic virus” and “you’ve been exposed.” He was infected?


    Well…fuck.


    “This is important. Try to think,” Claire urged. “When did you arrive? Before or after these people died?”


    He shook his head again and that seemed to clear away some of the fog. “Before. I knew you were here. Because of the virus outbreak, I knew you’d be here and I came looking.”


    She gave a tight smile. “That was reckless.”


    “Tell me about it.” His teammates had warned he’d die in Bumfuck, Africa, if he went chasing weak intel. Wouldn’t they love to know they’d been right.


    And, hell, what about Marcus? Had he been infected when they were separated? Was he dying in agony somewhere in the jungle? Because judging by how Jean-Luc felt now, this was going to be agony.


    He suppressed a cough and turned his head to scan the camp. “I figured if I found the nearest WHO or MSF field hospital, I’d find you, but these assholes ambushed our vehicle. They thought they were going to ransom us to some big oil company for money.”


    “Us?”


    “Marcus Deangelo. A teammate. A friend. He came with me. He wanted to find you, too.”


    He saw her brow crinkle, and couldn’t blame her confusion. She’d never met Marcus, so why would he risk his life to save a stranger?


    “Marcus has his own reasons,” he added before she could ask.


    She nodded as if that was explanation enough for her. “Then what happened?”


    “We were separated during the ambush. I need to find him. If he’s sick, too…”


    She covered his bad hand with her gloved one. “I’ll ask around as soon as we’re back to the hospital. What happened after the ambush?”


    “They put me in a cell.” He pointed to the building with his good arm. Claire turned to look. The dead guard had started rotting in the heat and rain and had ballooned. Just the memory of the smell had bile rising up in Jean-Luc’s throat. “Then they started dying. Just dropping like flies. The guard…he was sick—coughing blood all over everything, his nose bleeding. He was delirious, but he kept talking to me, taunting me, telling me about how much money I was going to make them. Then he just slumped over and he was gone.”


    “How did you get free?” Claire asked, still staring at the guard’s body.


    It had to be obvious. “I dug under the bars enough to reach him and pulled him over.” A lump of sickness rose in his throat and he had to look away. He could still feel the man’s dead flesh sloughing away under his hand with each tug. “I got him close enough to take the key.”


    He’d vomited in the mud once he was free, but he left that part out. It wasn’t exactly sexy. Then again, neither was dying of a hemorrhagic virus.


    Huh. He’d lived his entire adult life a man-whore, and now he was going to die celibate thanks to that curse the voodoo queen had laid on him. Now he’d never get the chance to break it.


    He’d never get a chance with Claire.


    Merde. He’d really, really wanted that chance.


    The big man returned with a makeshift stretcher, which basically amounted to a tarp attached to two questionably sturdy pieces of wood.


    Claire gazed up at the guy. “Thank you, Dayo.” Then she leaned over and tried to smile. It was strained. “Your ride is here.”


    He took one look at it and sat up. “Nope. I’ll walk.”


    “Don’t be stubborn,” Claire chided. “You need to conserve your energy. You haven’t had any proper nutrition in days. You’re dehydrated, you vomited—”


    So she had noticed that. Damn.


    “—and your body is fighting a war right now,” she finished. “You’re not walking anywhere. You’re getting on that stretcher.”


    He grinned at her, even though he felt like screaming. But his mamere had always said that humor could relieve any ailment, and he didn’t have much else to cling to at the moment. “I love it when you go all Dr. Dominatrix. It’s hot.”


    Claire was not amused. Her lips thinned as she stood up and pointed at the “stretcher.”


    He pushed to his feet and walked over to the tarp like a good boy. And, okay, she was right. He wasn’t as strong as he wanted to be. By the time he lay down, his head swam with dizziness. Claire must have noticed the sudden sheen of sweat on his forehead, but she said nothing, only made sure he was tucked into the tarp then nodded to the big guy. He felt them lift him and closed his eyes. All this time, he’d thought the weakness plaguing him was due to a lack of food and water. He’d found both after his escape, but he hadn’t been able to keep anything down.


    No wonder, since he was dying and all.


    Fuck.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    When Claire said “hospital,” Jean-Luc had foolishly assumed an actual hospital, where he’d receive the best care money could buy.


    But, no. Not this time. This wasn’t a sanctioned HORNET mission, and he didn’t have billionaire philanthropist Tuc Quentin, the big boss-man, footing the medical bills here.


    The hospital consisted of a series of white tents connected by passageways and segregated by temporary fencing. He couldn’t see much of it from his prone position within the “stretcher”—which, by the way, was killing his back—but he saw enough to know this wasn’t a hospital so much as a place the infected went to die. Although Claire tried to hide it from his view, he clearly saw the line of body bags behind one of the fences. All of them were full, marked with biohazard symbols. The dead lying there in a line, in the rain, waiting for a disposal team.


    So many dead.


    If all those people couldn’t survive it, how could he?


    For the first time since this adventure started, panic reared its ugly head. No, he wasn’t ready. He couldn’t die yet. He had so much left to do. So many languages yet to learn. And he still had to make his mamere proud of him. He never had while she was alive, always too busy drinking and fucking and chasing some kind of fulfillment he never found. He’d promised over her grave he’d do at least one thing to make her proud before he died.


    And now he was running out of time.


    Jean-Luc watched the top of the tent pass in sections. Every few feet, they stopped to pass through another layer of containment. Finally, they set him down on a creaky bed.


    Claire stood at the foot in white and yellow protective gear and nodded her thanks at the two men who had carried him. “Dayo, make sure Uzoma is also quarantined. We have no way of knowing whether he was exposed when his mask came off.”


    Jean-Luc groaned inwardly. The mask hadn’t just fallen off—he’d pulled the damn thing off. When the three men came at him, he’d had no idea who they were or what they wanted. He’d just fought, and hoped like hell he could take them in his weakened state. He hoped to God he hadn’t doomed the poor guy.


    Claire must have read his expression because she said, “Uzoma should be fine. We’ve seen no indication this is airborne. It’s likely spread through bodily fluids.” She nodded toward the raw meat of his forearm. “You have an open wound. You were probably infected by your guard.”


    He gave a humorless laugh and sat up on the edge of the bed to pull the wet tarp out from under him. “Of all the things I thought would eventually kill me, Ebola was nowhere on the list.”


    “It’s not Ebola,” Claire said. “I’m starting to believe it’s not hanta either. We don’t know what it is, but it’s interesting. Almost like—”


    He sent her a dry look.


    “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I’m…not very good at this bedside manner stuff. I’m usually the behind-the-scenes guy—the researcher. There’s a reason I never went into medical practice.” She paused, drew a breath that moved her shoulders. “So let’s get some fluids into you, and we’ll take a look at your arm. I don’t want you any more dehydrated.”


    She rolled a cart over by his bed and picked up a bag of fluids. He held out his good arm cooperatively, and studied the room as she poked at him. Beds lined the cavernous space, and most of them were full with people of all ages. Some writhed in pain. Others lay deathly still, staring at nothing.


    This was his future.


    He shut his eyes at the pinch of the needle sliding into his skin. Not because it hurt, but because he couldn’t bear to look at the dying anymore.


    “Almost done,” Claire said soothingly.


    “Has anyone survived?” He focused on her, but could only see her eyes under her goggles. Sapphire-blue eyes, red from crying.


    She wouldn’t meet his gaze. “One girl from a local village. She said she was sick, but until we run tests…”


    “One?” His voice came out choked. “Just one. So I’m fucked,” he said softly and wiped away the sweat gathering on his brow. “What’s going to happen?”


    Claire finished taping the IV to his arm and hooked up the saline drip. Then she rested a gloved hand on his knee and finally met his eyes. “You just focus on resting. Healing. If you dwell on—”


    “That bad?” He squeezed her hand, wished he could feel her skin instead of the rubber of her glove. “Tell me, f’true. I need to know.”


    She said nothing for a long time.


    “Claire. Please.”


    She drew a breath. When she spoke again, it was like a med school professor lecturing to a class and he was okay with that. It somehow made it less…real to hear everything in such clinical terms.


    “The virus interferes with the blood’s clotting ability and breaks down the walls of blood vessels, causing uncontrolled hemorrhaging. It attacks the lungs and the kidneys, so if a victim survives the hemorrhagic phase, they ultimately die of pneumonia or acute renal failure, but most don’t survive that long. We can offer supportive care, but there isn’t a cure.”


    Putain! This was going to be even worse than he expected. “What are the symptoms? What should I expect?”


    “Fatigue, muscle aches, back ache, fever. Nausea, vomiting. Uncontrolled bleeding can lead to bruising, a rash. Fluid builds up in the lungs, causing difficult breathing, coughing blood.”


    Hadn’t he already felt like he was suffocating over the last day or so? He’d been coughing a lot, and had coughed up blood on more than one occasion. He’d thought the bruises all over his body were from the ambush and subsequent imprisonment, but now he looked at them in a much more ominous light. His arms were covered with deep purple blotches. He was bleeding out under his skin.


    Holy fuck.


    His stomach flipped over and he tore his gaze away from his arm. “How long do I have, doc?”


    She shook her head. “I won’t know until we run more tests.”


    “In general?”


    “A week from the first onset of symptoms. Maybe ten days.”


    He’d started coughing yesterday—no, two days ago, when his guard was still alive. The bruising had started yesterday. Which meant, at best, he was looking at a week. Likely less. “You need to find Marcus.”


    She nodded. “I’ve already asked Dayo to put out feelers. If Marcus is anywhere in the region, we’ll find out where.”


    “Once you find him, if he’s not sick, you need to leave with him.”


    “What?”


    “You can’t stay here. If I found you—”


    “I found you,” she reminded.


    He waved his good hand dismissively. “Semantics. I knew where to look, and that means Defion will, too. They won’t be far behind me.”


    “Defion?”


    “The mercenary group that was hired to kidnap you in Martinique. We made coullions of them, and now their professional reputation is staked on finding you for their client. They’ll stop at nothing to get their hands on your research. You’re not safe here.”


    Behind the protective goggles, her eyes snapped blue fire. “I’m not safe anywhere! And people are dying here. People I can help.”


    Mon dieu, he’d been dreading this moment since he started looking for her. He reached for her hand and waited until she met his gaze. ”Claire, they killed Tiffany in Martinique. I couldn’t save her.”


    “I know,” she said softly. “I saw the news reports.”


    “I’m sorry. I did everything I could—”


    “Don’t.” She withdrew her hand and started rummaging through the cart of supplies, but he saw the glimmer of tears. “Don’t blame yourself. It was an impossible situation. Tiffany knew that. It’s why she told me to run instead of letting me walk into their hands.” She stopped with the busywork. “We were like sisters,” she whispered in a choked voice.


    “They didn’t get her portion of your research. My team made sure of that.”


    “That’s good.” She straightened and continued gathering supplies off her cart. “Let’s take a look at your arm.”


    ”Claire.” He caught her hand again and made her face him. “You need to leave. Oui, people are dying here, but think of how many more will die in the years to come if you don’t finish your research.” He indicated the room with a sweep of his good arm. “Akeso will change so many lives, especially in places like this. If Defion gets hold of you, they’ll pass you off to Bioteric Pharmaceuticals. Do you think Bioteric has any interest in helping people in a poor third-world country?”


    “Bioteric.” She released a long breath and shook her head. “I should’ve known they were behind Martinique. They offered me an obscene amount of money to work for them, to develop Akeso for them. I turned them down. It felt too…icky.”


    “They’ve sunk a lot of money into finding you, and they’re not going to stop. In fact…” He got up and, careful of the IV in his arm, grabbed a pen and pad from her cart. He scribbled down a name and phone number and passed the pad to her. “Don’t wait until Marcus is found. Get out of here now.”


    Her eyes widened when she read the name, then narrowed in disbelief. She held up the pad. “Tucker Quentin? The billionaire former teen movie star? Seriously?”


    “F’true. He owns the company my team works for. He’ll put you in touch with them and they’ll keep you safe.”


    “I don’t think—” She started to pass the pad back to him, but he stopped her. He ripped off the top page, awkwardly folded it with one hand, and placed it in the front pocket of her yellow apron.


    She sighed. “No, it’ll get wet there when I go through decontamination.” She took a small iPad off the cart and pulled the paper from her pocket. She tapped the screen for a moment, then set both down. “There. Emailed it to myself.”


    “Promise you’ll call him.”


    “I will.” But she glanced away as she said it.


    “Claire…”


    She looked back at him. “I’m not leaving you until you’re better. Now sit down before you fall down. I need to look at that arm.”


    Maudit. She wasn’t going to listen. Bless her heart, she was as stubborn as his mamere had been. Still, he did as he was told, partly because, yeah, she was right. If he didn’t sit, he was going to fall over. He felt weak as a kitten. “We both know I’m not going to get better, cher.”


    “No, we don’t know that. You’ve had better medical care throughout your life and have a stronger immune system than anyone else in this hospital. If anyone can pull through this, it’s you. Can someone bring me a suture kit?” she called to one of the nurses over her shoulder.


    While they fussed over his arm, Jean-Luc thought of all the body bags lined up outside. Claire was grasping at straws, hoping for a miracle that would never happen. With the way he’d lived his life, he didn’t deserve one anyway. If anyone deserved a miracle, it was the toddler crying out in pain five beds over, or the skinny teenage girl across the way, who had been shyly staring at him with sunken eyes since he arrived.


    “Well, it’s infected,” Claire said ten minutes later after much discussion with one of the other doctors. “It’s still bleeding because of the virus and we can’t close it until the infection clears. We’ll pack the wound, start you on antibiotics, and get you stitched up in a few days.”


    He didn’t bother pointing out that he probably wasn’t going to be alive long enough for an infected wound to kill him, so what did it matter? It made her feel better to be doing something, and he wasn’t about to take that away from her. He sat patiently while she and a nurse worked to pack the wound.


    When they finished, she stepped back and smiled. “Good as new.”


    He looked at the white bandage extending from the top of his wrist to nearly his elbow. There was a mummy joke on the tip of his tongue, but he didn’t have the energy to be funny right now. Didn’t have the energy for much of anything at the moment. “Yeah, thanks, doc.”


    She patted his shoulder. “I have to leave now. Get some rest tonight. I’ll see you in the morning.”


    He covered her gloved hand with his. “I’m glad I got to see you again.”


    A pause. When she spoke again, emotion thickened her voice. “Jean-Luc, I—”


    He let go of her hand and fought for a reassuring smile. “Good night, ma belle.”

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    The next morning, Claire rushed through breakfast, gulping down her coffee when she usually savored it. Sunday noticed, of course, and caught her at the door of the mess tent. “What’s the rush?”


    She tried for a nonchalant shrug. “I have patients to see.”


    “Like the white bloke you and Dayo brought in yesterday?”


    “Among others.”


    Sunday sighed. “Claire, I understand you have some kind of history with this man, but he’s infected. You know his odds are—”


    “You don’t have to remind me.” Realizing she’d snapped, she groaned and rubbed both hands over her face. She hadn’t slept enough last night, her mind too busy racing through every possible scenario. None of them were good. “I just… He has a stronger immune system than the local population. Maybe it will help.”


    “Oh, love, he’s—”


    She didn’t wait for Sunday to finish and pushed through the tent’s flap door. It was raining again. Surprise, surprise. It hadn’t stopped raining for more than an hour or two since she arrived, and locals told her the monsoon season had another month at least. She lifted the hood on her poncho and sprinted across the camp to the quarantine tents.


    Technically, she had other things to do first—get samples from Ebiere to send to the lab in Lagos, check the traps at the village and Egbesu camp—but she wanted to see Jean-Luc. He’d seemed so…depressed when she’d left him last night. She couldn’t blame him. He’d had a lot of bad news yesterday, and he’d been exhausted. Still, it worried her. Last night, he’d seemed to withdraw into himself, and the funny, irreverent man she met at the hotel bar in Martinique had disappeared.


    She made herself slow down while donning her protective gear. The weird mix of nervousness and excitement and dread bubbling inside her was no excuse for sloppiness. She couldn’t help him if she infected herself.


    Her heart thudded while she waited impatiently for the airlock to open to the hot zone, but as soon as it did—


    Her heart nearly stopped beating altogether.


    Jean-Luc wasn’t in his bed.


    Panic sizzled through her. A sudden empty bed in a hot zone always meant the patient had died. But that couldn’t be possible. His illness wasn’t that far advanced yet, and she’d left orders with the night staff to contact her if something catastrophic happened. No one had, so he had to be okay. Or at least as okay as he could be. She just had to slow her jackhammering heart and think rationally for a moment.


    He had to be here somewhere. The tent was a large, cavernous space, but he couldn’t have left it without setting off all kinds of warnings. She glanced around. Saw a few more empty beds that hadn’t been empty yesterday. Some, she knew, had died during the night. But not all. It seemed to be all the kids missing and she spotted a handful of them in the corner set up as a play area.


    Calm again, she walked over and wasn’t the least bit surprised to see Jean-Luc holding court at the center of the group. Ijemma, the youngest victim, only three years old, sat on his lap laughing at everything he said, even though she doubted the toddler understood him. Machie, the teenager who had stared at Jean-Luc in awestruck wonder yesterday, sat cross-legged in front of him.


    Of course he’d attract all the girls—he had a kind of magnetism about him that drew the opposite sex. It certainly had drawn Claire in when they first met, and she’d been as helpless to resist as the girls were now.


    But it wasn’t just the girls. He’d drawn the attention of many of the boys and some of the adults too. Made sense, since the first white people they’d ever seen were the doctors treating them. Of course it’d intrigue them to suddenly have a blond-haired, blue-eyed white man with no protective gear in their midst.


    As she drew closer, she realized their conversation wasn’t in English like she’d assumed. He spoke the local language like a native and enthralled his audience with his story.


    Dr. Haskins, one of Sunday’s MSF colleagues, stopped at her side. “He’s been entertaining us all morning. It’s been a nice change of pace. A ray of sunlight in all the gloom.”


    She looked over at the doctor, but because of the protective gear, couldn’t see more than the crinkle of crow’s feet around his sleepy brown eyes. “Did we lose many last night?”


    He sighed heavily. “Six. We’ll lose at least two others before noon.”


    “Dear God.”


    “I don’t think God has much to do with this.”


    Neither did she. Although she’d dutifully gone to church every week with her parents as a kid, she’d found it harder and harder to believe in a benevolent, loving god while watching good people all over the world die of horrible diseases. “This whole situation is bad.”


    “The worst I’ve seen in my twenty years of working in hot zones,” Haskins agreed. He patted her shoulder twice. “My shift’s just about over. Will you be okay until the morning crew comes in?”


    “Yes, go on. Get some sleep.”


    He glanced over at the group gathered around Jean-Luc, then shook his head. “Doubt I will, but I’ll try.”


    She knew what he meant. In cases such as this, you either passed out cold from over-exhaustion or you stayed up remembering the faces of all the people you hadn’t been able to save.


    Jean-Luc must have sensed her presence because he glanced over just then and grinned. He was pale, his eyes red rimmed, and still it didn’t detract from his beauty.


    She ignored the little bum-bump of her heart and walked over. “You’ve made friends.”


    Machie took hold of Claire’s hand. Her eyes were wide in her thin face. “Jean-Luc says he’s from a place called New Orleans. He says it’s magic. Have you seen it?”


    “I have.” She smiled down at the girl and remembered the last time she’d visited. There was no denying the vibrancy of the city. It had a feel all its own, a power, a pull. One less scientifically minded than her could even call it magical. “It is a very special place.”


    “I want to see it, too,” Machie said longingly.


    The words were nothing less than a spear through Claire’s chest. The pain of it left her speechless. The girl shouldn’t even be here. She lived in Port Harcourt, and she would have been safe had she not been innocently visiting her grandparents when Joyful Solomon brought the virus to the village. Her grandparents had died before MSF arrived, and her parents died shortly after. At fifteen, she was all that remained of her family.


    Jean-Luc reached over with his good arm and affectionately tugged on the end of the colorful scarf wrapped around Machie’s head. “You will, catin. We gotta get better first, but then I’ll take you there.”


    She shook her head. “I don’t have money.”


    “Don’t you worry about that. You focus on getting healthy, and I’ll get you to New Orleans.”


    The girl stared at him like she was half in love. Who could blame her? It was hard not to fall for that smile and wicked charm.


    “Speaking of,” Jean-Luc said and handed the toddler off to the woman who had been caring for her since her mother passed. “We should all go back to our beds now. The doctors will be in soon to check on everyone.” He looked at Claire, and for the first time she noticed the exhaustion straining his smile. He was looking for an out.


    “We need to pass out morning medications,” she told the group in her most doctorly voice. “If everyone could please go back to their beds.”


    Machie was the first to move. “I’ll get better,” she said even as a thin trail of blood leaked from her nose. She swiped at it, looked at the streak of red on her hand, and set her jaw. “I will get better.”


    “I have no doubt,” Jean-Luc said with another smile. “Go on now, cher.”


    He waited until everyone was gone. Seemed to gather his strength before pushing out of the plastic chair. He moved slowly, like he wasn’t sure how steady he’d be on his feet.


    Claire took hold of his arm to help steady him. “How are you feeling?”


    “Took everything I had in me to drag my ass over to that chair this morning, but everyone was so damn sad. I had to do something.”


    “You gave them a bright spot of hope. That was kind of you.”


    “If they don’t have hope, they have nothing to fight for.”


    She helped him over to his bed. “When did you learn the local language?”


    He sat down and released a long, exhausted breath. “I studied up on the plane ride.”


    She stared at him. Blinked. Realized she was staring and looked away. “You learned that much Ijaw during a plane ride?”


    “No. I learned the basics. How it’s put together. Essential vocabulary words. Then I close my eyes…” He did just that. “And listen to the flow of it around me. It’s beautiful. Musical.” After a moment, he opened his eyes again. “I’m nowhere near fluent. It’d take a solid six months to a year of hard study to reach fluency.”


    “Wow.” She knew five languages, but she only claimed fluency in three: English, French, and Spanish. She was decent with Portuguese, and rusty with Swahili. And it had taken her a lifetime of study to learn that much. “You have a gift.”


    “Gift of gab.” A smile touched his lips, then faded. “Mamere always said so. Said I’d have been a snake oil salesman in another life.”


    “Your mamere has a lot to say.”


    “She had the gift of gab too, but her circumstances being what they were, she never got the education to capitalize on it like I have.”


    “She encouraged you to study languages?”


    “Encouraged? Hell, she gave me my first Spanish dictionary. She said I’m a danger to myself and others when I’m bored, so I should put my silver tongue to use and learn something.” He seemed to struggle to catch his breath. The short walk to his cot had exhausted him.


    “How are you today? Really.” She touched his cheek and he gazed up at her through the tangles of his hopelessly matted hair.


    “No worse than yesterday. Those muscle aches you mentioned? Yeah. Feels like the greatest boxers of all time took turns using me as a punching bag. Arm hurts like a son of a bitch, but that’s small potatoes.”


    “No, it’s not. I’ll have some pain meds brought to you.”


    Just then, a coughing fit erupted from a bed two down from his. The older man writhed in agony as he struggled to breathe.


    “Give the meds to him,” Jean-Luc said, his gaze locked on the man. “He needs them more than I do right now.”


    She opened her mouth to reply, but the man’s coughing grew more violent. She glanced over and realized he was in serious distress. Blood so dark red it looked black spewed from his mouth with every cough. She raced to his bedside, reaching him seconds before the nurse on duty. His lips and gums had gone blue. He wasn’t getting enough oxygen. He jackknifed off the bed with the next cough and blood splattered her respirator’s face shield.


    For one heart stopping moment, she worried about the integrity of her suit—had she secured everything properly in her rush to see Jean-Luc? Had she snagged the suit on anything since coming into the hospital? But the panic was short lived. The man heaved one last time and went limp, collapsing half off his bed. She and the nurse hoisted him up on the bed, but they were too late. His eyes, half open, showed no pupil or iris. They had rolled up under the lid, leaving only the bloodshot white of his eye visible. No breath, no pulse. A trickle of blood dripped from the corner of his lips.


    He was gone.


    She stepped back while the nurse gently set a sheet over the body. Told herself there was nothing she could’ve done to save him. Her brain knew that to be true, but her heart screamed in protest. She could save them all. Akeso could save them all. If only she was further along in testing…but she wasn’t and using these people as guinea pigs would be unethical when they barely understood what was happening to begin with. Most of them believed the virus was some kind of witch’s curse or black magic.


    She looked over her shoulder at Jean-Luc. Through the blood splatter, she saw him sitting up on the edge of his bed, his fingers dug into the mattress beside each hip. His complexion had gone white, his expression shocked horror. And then, as the realization that he was facing a similar end sank in, came the fear. It was written on his face in stark lines. Shaking his head, he lay down on his cot and turned his back to the dead man.


    She had to go decontaminate, but she couldn’t just leave. She walked over to the foot of his bed. “Jean-Luc?”


    He said nothing for several seconds. Then, in a dull tone: “You shouldn’t be in here.”


    “What do you mean? This is what I do for a living.”


    “You can’t get sick. You can’t die like…like that.”


    “I won’t.”


    “You don’t know that.” He rolled enough to look at her. “Please, Claire. I need you to get out of here. Go call Tuc. Let him take you someplace safe.”


    “I-I can’t leave—” You, she wanted to say. He hadn’t left her in Martinique when he’d had no reason to help her whatsoever, so she wasn’t about to turn her back on him. And, if she was honest with herself, it was more than that. So much more.


    He sat up and glared at her. Already sliding from denial to anger. “Claire. Pour l’amour de Dieu, leave. I’m not dying here just so you can go get yourself killed by this fucking virus. I came to protect you and if I have to make the call myself, I’ll find a way to get out of here and do it.”


    The anger drained away and his eyes softened. His voice wavered. “I’m sorry. Please. Just leave. I don’t want you seeing me…” He trailed off and his gaze slid over to the sheet-covered figure. “I don’t want you seeing me like that. I want you to remember the guy at the bar in Martinique, the one who sings ‘The Piña Colada Song’ off-key. Not like…that.”


    Her heart broke for him. She’d once slipped and poked her glove with an Ebola-contaminated needle, and waiting the twenty-one days to see if she’d infected herself had been the most stressful and terrifying time of her life. And she hadn’t even known if she was infected or not. He knew the virus was in him, and he’d just seen someone die a gruesome death because of it. Of course he’d be freaked out. Anybody would be.


    “Claire.” Sunday was suddenly at her side, startling her. “You need to go decontaminate. Now.”


    “Okay, okay.” She sent Jean-Luc one last glance over her shoulder. “I’ll come back as soon as I’m able.”


    He just shook his head and settled back on the cot.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    The rules were in place for a reason, but Claire hated every second she had to wait to go back inside. She tried to keep busy, taking the needed samples from Ebiere and riding with Dayo to check the traps at the village. No luck. That worried her because viruses didn’t usually kill their host organism. It was inefficient. A virus’s sole purpose was to reproduce and spread. Viruses killed when they became zoonotic and jumped species, but this virus seemed to kill everything—humans and rats.


    Almost like its only function was to kill.


    They set out more traps with peanut butter for bait, then she caught a ride back to the field hospital while Dayo went on to check the Egbesu camp. She expected he’d find more empty traps.


    Concerning, yes, but something to worry about later. Right now, her only concern was getting back to the hospital in time for her shift in the quarantine wards.


    She took a cooler full of bottled water in with her, and resisted the urge to go to Jean-Luc first. He wasn’t the only patient there, and as much as her heart kept pulling her toward him, she had to do right by the others. When she finally made it to him, he was sitting up on his cot.


    He sighed when he spotted her. “You came back.”


    “I told you I would.”


    “And I told you to leave,” he said. “Did you call Tuc?”


    “I was a little busy.” She realized she’d snapped at him, and drew a breath to dispel the annoyance. It hurt that he was pushing her away. As a doctor who had spent her career dealing with victims of some of the worst pathogens the world had to offer, she understood his reasoning. She’d seen other infected do the exact same to their friends and family. She’d consoled those friends and family.


    But being on this side of it hurt. She’d never realized how much.


    She wheeled the cooler to a stop beside his bed. “I have water for you.”


    He looked at the cooler with little interest. “You won’t let me die with a shred of dignity left, no?”


    “I’m not letting you die, period.”


    “We both know you have no control over it, cher.”


    She hated it. She hated all of this. She opened the cooler. “You need to drink as much water as you can.”


    “Claire,” he said softly. “Tell me about yourself.”


    She froze, hand halfway into the cooler. Generally, her patients didn’t ask questions like that. But then again, Jean-Luc wasn’t just any patient.


    She shrugged and picked up the bottle of water she’d been reaching for. “There’s not much to tell.”


    “You were born in London,” he prompted. “Lived there until you were…ten, eleven? Then moved to the States.”


    She raised her brows at him and twisted off the cap of the water before handing the bottle over. “Sounds like you already know all about me.”


    “I did my research. I know the broad details, but not the little stuff. The stuff that makes you you. I want to know.” He took a long drink of the water, and it made him cough hard. She hurried to his side with a towel as blood dribbled from the corner of his mouth. She rubbed his back while he wheezed through the coughing fit.


    “I’m good. I’m good,” he said finally.


    No, he wasn’t. She was watching him deteriorate before her eyes. She dipped a cloth in the bowl of water beside his bed and laid it across his forehead. “I was ten. My father’s career took us to California. Originally, they had planned to leave me at the boarding school I attended in Warwickshire—but my mother thought it would reflect poorly on her. She’s all about image, so she uprooted me to California. They gave me the best of everything…”


    “But,” he prompted after she trailed off.


    “But I was like a prized pony to them. They trotted me out to impress friends or business partners—‘Look at our little girl. Isn’t she so beautiful! And smart, too!’—but once the party was over or the deal closed, they sent me away to be raised by staff until the next time they needed to impress someone.”


    His brow furrowed. “They must be proud of you now.”


    She shrugged. “Honestly, I wouldn’t know. I haven’t spoken to my mother since I entered med school—she thought it was a distasteful choice of career and below me. She wanted me to marry rich and become a country club trophy wife like her. And my father was always too busy to pay much attention to me one way or another. If you walked up to him and asked him to recite his only child’s full name, he’d be hard-pressed to do so.”


    “Which is…?”


    “Hmm?”


    “Your full name?”


    “Oh.” She gave a rueful smile. “Antoinette Margaret Ophelia Claire Oliver.”


    He grinned. “And here I’ve always thought Jean-Luc Barthelme Cavalier was a mouthful.”


    “Barthelme?”


    He cracked a smile. “You’re one to talk, Ophelia. At least I have the excuse that my mother was most likely drunk or high when she named me.”


    Her pleasure at his smile faded. “I’m sorry.”


    “Oh, no, cher. Don’t be. I’m not looking to stir the pity pot here. Just stating a fact. My childhood wasn’t as…structured as yours. My mom, Lydiane, was the black sheep of the Cavalier family. Ran off to New Orleans at sixteen, got pregnant four times by four different men who were all long gone before the pregnancy tests even turned up positive. She raised us in the city for a time, bouncing around jobs—everything from waitressing to stripping to occasional prostitution.”


    Claire couldn’t imagine it. The childhood he described was so far removed from the life of culture and privilege she’d experienced. Sure, her parents had been distant and cold, but she’d never lacked for anything. “Was it horrible?”


    “Sometimes it was.” He answered in such a blasé way, she had to wonder what kind of emotional scars he was hiding under his nonchalant outer shell. Ever since their first meeting, she had the feeling he used jokes and humor to deflect. He wasn’t in much of a joking mood now—who could blame him?— so she suspected he defaulted to that casual attitude for protection instead.


    “But not always,” he added in a softer tone. “Mom was a lot of fun. She loved us as best she could and worked hard to take care of us—when she was sober. During one of her longer stretches of sobriety, she ironically worked in one of the touristy bars on Bourbon Street. She could never afford a sitter, so she’d take us with her. I’d sit in a booth in the back, watch over my brother and sisters, and just soak in the color, the life of the place. I was nine when Mom nosedived off the wagon into drugs. Child Services took us away from her and placed us with her mother.”


    She smiled. “Your infamous mamere?”


    “Oui, Mamere Edmee.” He gave a small huff of laughter. “You know, you’d think I’d hate New Orleans after watching my mom get swallowed up by it. Mais, no. I love that city with my whole heart.”


    She wasn’t surprised. The city must have felt like the only link he had to his mother, and despite all of her shortcomings, Claire could tell he’d loved Lydiane like all sons loved their mothers. “Were things better once you were placed with your grandmother?”


    He nodded. “Things were more stable. Pawpaw had been the breadwinner in the family, and after he died, Mamere was left poor. She never finished school, only worked part-time at a local diner, and didn’t have room in her house for four kids, but she made it work. We were never lacking for love and we never had to worry whether we’d get our next meal or not. Moving in with her allowed us to be kids again. Marielle was less afraid of everything, Etienne less angry. Roseline, my youngest sister, finally started talking at five years old. Mamere saved us by taking us in.”


    “You love your grandmother a lot.” A statement, not a question. Claire could see the love he had for the woman in the softness of his smile whenever he spoke of her.


    “She was…” His voice caught and he trailed off. Cleared his throat. “She was our rock. Our foundation. Everything’s felt shakier since we lost her.”


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize she had passed.”


    “An aneurysm, back in January. It was fast. I always thought too fast, but…” He glanced around at all the sick people in the room. “I’m glad it was fast. She would’ve gone mad sitting around, contemplating her mortality while her body slowly died. She would’ve hated it.”


    Like you do. Claire didn’t say that out loud, though. Instead she asked, “Do you know what happened to your mother?”


    “She died during Katrina.” He said it flatly, no inflection in his voice to indicate how he felt about it.


    It wasn’t the answer she’d expected. “Oh, God, Jean-Luc. I-I’m so sorry.”


    “She was long gone before the storm. By then, she’d drank away anything that resembled the woman we loved. I hadn’t seen her in at least ten years. Last I’d heard of her, she’d been homeless, begging on the streets, trading sex for drugs or alcohol. I’m told I had another brother, but we don’t know what she did with him. He was a toddler at the time and hasn’t been seen since the storm.”


    “That must have been difficult for your family.”


    “It was a rough year for all of us, but especially for Mamere. She searched and searched for the kid until the day she died.”


    “Were you in New Orleans during the storm?”


    “Non. I was already working with the CIA, and they had me in some war-torn place or another. I can’t tell you where exactly. A lot of that shit’s still classified.”


    “CIA,” she repeated in disbelief. “Classified.”


    “Yeah, and I was more than a translator for them.” He stared at her for a long time with his bloodshot eyes as if gauging her reaction. When she didn’t respond, he asked, “Does that bother you, cher?”


    She thought about it. She didn’t know what he’d done for the CIA, but she could guess. A man with a photographic memory who had the ability to perfectly mimic any language—yes, they would have used him as much more than a mere translator. And in Martinique she’d seen firsthand how deadly he could be with a knife.


    Did it bother her? Yes, of course it did. From the look in his eyes, it bothered him as well. But—and she knew this was the real question he wanted answered—did it make her scared of him? No. Not at all. Honestly, she didn’t think anything could at this point.


    “We all have pasts,” she replied finally.


    He grunted. “Some are worse than others, and I’m starting to regret a lot of the decisions I made in mine.”


    “Don’t.” She touched his hand. “Don’t do that.”


    He turned his palm toward hers and laced their fingers together. “I’ve made bad decisions.”


    “Haven’t we all?”


    He shook his head slightly. “Mamere always said I was too much like my mom for my own good. She tried to steer me away from that life, but I still managed to find my way back to Bourbon Street. Time and again, I let her down. She died disappointed in me.”


    “I don’t believe that. Maybe you disappointed her on occasion, but what child doesn’t let down their parents—or grandparents—from time to time? It sounds like she loved you very much, and if she wasn’t proud of the kind, funny, intelligent man you became, then she was a foolish old woman.”


    He grinned. A real one that, for a moment, overshadowed everything else. “Mais, she would’ve adored you. As soon as I brought you home, she would’ve started planning a wedding.”


    Pleasure warmed her belly. “Would you have brought me home to meet her?”


    He stayed silent for a beat. “I think I would’ve, and you’d have been the first.”


    She laughed at that. “I’m flattered, but you can hardly expect me to believe you’ve never taken another woman home to—”


    “Never. I’ve slept with a lot of women.” He winced. “More than I want to admit to right now. But I never took any of them home. You’d have been the first. The only.”


    Her face grew hot and she was glad for the protective covering that shielded all but her eyes from his view, because she had to look like a tomato underneath. “Oh, c’mon. Now you’re just sweet-talking.”


    He grumbled, annoyance snapping in his eyes. “What would be the point of sweet-talking now? I’m dying. I’ll never take you to bed, though I’ve wanted nothing but since meeting you.” He lifted their still joined hands. “I’ll never even be able to touch you without a sheet of plastic between us. So what exactly do I gain by sweet-talking you now? I’m only telling you truth. Of all the regrets I have, coming here, finding you, is not one of them.”

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Claire didn’t know how to respond. If he hadn’t come for me, he wouldn’t be sick now. How could he not regret that?


    So she steered the conversation to lighter topics. Favorite foods—him, étouffée; her, fish and chips with a side of mushy peas. Music—him, everything; her, mainly instrumental. Movies—


    “28 Days Later,” she said.


    He raised a brow. “Yeah?”


    “Love me a good zombie movie. Oh, and also, Outbreak.”


    He laughed, which set off a coughing fit. “Color me surprised,” he wheezed when the fit subsided. “Dr. Virus Hunter loves virus movies.”


    “Not going to lie. Outbreak started my fascination.” He shivered with fever, so she tucked a sheet around him, smoothing it out over his chest. “Let me guess…your favorite is a comedy.”


    “Of sorts. Up.”


    Okay, yes, he’d managed to surprise her. Her hands stilled on his chest. “Up? The animated movie?”


    “Mais, yeah. It’s got everything. Romance, tragedy, adventure, talking dogs. What’s not to love? Best movie ever, hands down.”


    She smiled down at him. “Did it make you cry?”


    The conversation seemed to be exhausting him, but he still managed a smile. “If you don’t cry in the first ten minutes of that movie, you’re not human.”


    She poked his chest lightly with one gloved finger. “You’re just a big old softie, aren’t you?”


    “Don’t go around telling people,” he muttered as his eyes drifted shut. “I have a reputation.”


    As the day wore on, his fever continued to spike, and he descended into incoherence. The few times he resurfaced, he thought he was back in Louisiana, in his grandmother’s house with his family. If her heart wasn’t breaking open, she might have been amused by the thickened Cajun accent and how he kept calling her by his youngest sister’s name, insisting she stole his beignet when he wasn’t looking.


    She gripped his hand and mopped sweat off his brow. “Shh. I’ll get you another beignet. As soon as you’re better, I expect a trip to New Orleans.”


    He blinked up at her and his glazed eyes seemed to clear. “Claire?” he croaked.


    Her heart thumped. “Yes, it’s me. I’m right here for you.”


    His chest heaved, and bloodstained tears streamed from the corners of his eyes. “I don’t want to die like that old man.”


    Her own tears dropped on the inside of her visor. She shook her head to clear them away. “You won’t.”


    “If I get…that bad. Put me out of my misery. I don’t wanna go out that way.”


    “You’ll get better. You’ll see.”


    “Tell my brother and sisters I love them. And tell my friends…mais, tell Tuc I’m a dumbass, but joining HORNET was the best decision I ever made. And I’m sorry I won’t be at Seth and Phoebe’s wedding. Or see Gabe and Audrey’s baby. Find Marcus and make sure he’s safe. He’s hurting right now and is gonna get himself killed too unless he has our teammates at his six. He needs them. And you…” His voice broke on a cough. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met. I wish we could’ve had more. I wanted more.”


    “You can tell all of them yourself. And as for us…” She had to stop because her throat constricted, making speech impossible. “I want more too, so you need to fight this. You can fight this, Jean-Luc.”


    He stared up at her with raw fear. “Do you believe in the afterlife? In Hell?”


    She rocked back, stunned by the question. “I…I don’t think so.” Well, that was a weak answer. He needed something more solid from her than that. She shook her head and steadied her voice. “No, I don’t.”


    He was silent for a moment. “I haven’t been a good man. I always joked…” He coughed, wheezed. “Always joked the devil would come collect my soul himself. It was a point of pride. But now I think he really is coming. I see him getting closer every time I close my eyes, and I’m scared, cher.”


    Her throat tightened around a painful knot and she had to swallow several times to find her voice. “Don’t be. I’m right here and I won’t let him take you. I’ll do everything in my power to help you.”


    “You’re too good for me,” he muttered and moments later, lapsed into unconsciousness. She stayed with him, wiping his hot skin with a damp cloth. Logically, she knew his fever had him seeing devils and demons, but she couldn’t make herself leave for fear that they would indeed come take him away. She wanted to stay by his bedside all night, but Sunday eventually convinced her it was too dangerous. What if she fell asleep and pulled off her mask? What if she fell out of the chair and ripped open her suit? If she infected herself, she’d be no help to him or anyone else.


    She took one last look at Jean-Luc’s still form, terrified it’d be the last time she saw him alive. He was deteriorating faster than she’d anticipated and anything could happen during the night. She cried through the entire decontamination process. Couldn’t help herself and couldn’t seem to stop.


    Once outside the hot zone, she crumbled. Her legs just dropped out from under her and she sat down hard in the mud. The ever-falling rain mixed with her tears and chilled her to the bone. “He’s going to die. I told him I’d help, but he’s—” A sob choked off her words. “He saved my life and I— I won’t be able to return the favor. I can’t save him.”


    “Oh, love.” Sunday knelt down, clasped her in a hug, and held her until the crying jag faded into hiccups. Then she pulled back and clasped Claire’s face in her palms. “You need some palm wine, yeah? We’ll get pished like the good old days and forget everything for a while.”


    Claire sniffled and wiped at her eyes. “No, I can’t. I have to—”


    “Take a break. Please,” Sunday said. “For my sake if not for your own.”


    The mess tent was quiet, everyone else having already retired to their own tents for the night. Sunday helped herself to a jug of palm wine and brought it over to one of the tables, snagging two glasses on the way. She poured them each a healthy dose, then left the bottle open.


    Claire sat down and reluctantly picked up the glass her friend nudged toward her.


    “Cheers,” Sunday said, clinking their rims before downing the drink like a shot. Claire took a breath, then also knocked it back.


    “I’m sorry I lost it out there,” she said as she replaced the glass on the table.


    Sunday immediately refilled it. “Don’t be, love. We’re all entitled to a breakdown now and again. Especially in these conditions.” She sighed and rested her chin in her palm. “We’re too far behind. We’re running this race with our legs tied and the virus is winning. The WHO team found another decimated village today, but the Nigerian government wants to go on pretending this isn’t happening.”


    “It’s the oil,” Claire said softly, rubbing one finger along the top edge of her glass. It made a hollow ringing sound. “If they cordon this area, declare the outbreak, oil production stops and they lose money.”


    “It always comes down to bloody money doesn’t it?” Sunday brooded into her drink, then took another large gulp. “Enough of that. Tell me about this Jean-Luc. How did you meet him?”


    Claire took a smaller sip of the sweet, foamy wine then set her glass down. She knew from experience palm wine could be deceptive. Because it didn’t taste alcoholic, it was easy to get drunk and as tempting as the idea was, she wanted a clear head tonight in case Jean-Luc needed her. She stared down into the milk-colored liquid.


    “He hit on me.” She smiled a little, remembering his swagger. He’d been so sure of himself, and she figured he saw himself as God’s gift to womankind. “I turned him down flat.”


    Sunday gave her a dry look. “Now I know he didn’t follow you all the way to Nigeria for a second chance.”


    “No, he didn’t. We met again, later that night at the hotel bar, and talked for a bit. I liked him. He was funny and charming and—”


    “Sexy?” A devilish gleam lit Sunday’s eyes. “So did you shag him?”


    “I might have.” She lifted her shoulder in a half shrug. “Honestly considered it, but we didn’t have the opportunity.” She hesitated, wondering if she should say more. Probably not, but she was already warm from the wine and it loosened her tongue. “We were at the Trinity Sands Resort in Martinique.”


    Sunday jolted, spilling some of her drink. “Oh my God. You were there when terrorists took over the hotel?”


    They hadn’t been terrorists. There had been no political or religious motivation behind their actions—only greed. And they had been after her and Tiffany for their research, but she left all that out in her retelling. Telling Sunday would only make her friend a target. Or could possibly even get her killed like Tiffany.


    “I wasn’t there for long,” she told Sunday instead. “Because of Jean-Luc. He got me out when the hostage situation first started.” Then he’d gone back in to try to rescue Tiffany. Every preconceived notion she’d had of him had vanished when he’d done that. Sure, he was cocky and arrogant, but he’d had no reason to risk his life for Tiffany other than Claire had asked him to. Under all the snark and bravado, he had a good heart.


    One that was currently failing him as she sat here getting drunk.


    She realized tears had started pouring again and set her glass down with a thunk. “I can’t let him die. I won’t.” She stood up. She’d promised she’d do everything in her power to help him beat the virus, but there was one thing she wasn’t doing. The one thing she knew with all her heart would save him. “I need to go to Lagos.”


    “What?” Sunday also stood. “When?”


    “Right now.” She hadn’t been completely idle while running for her life. She’d purposely traveled to places she knew she’d be able to continue her research on Akeso. Tiffany had died because the wrong people found out it worked on human cells in the lab. With the tweaks Claire had made since, it would work on Jean-Luc. It had to.


    It had to.


    …


    It was dawn before the plane Claire chartered made it out to the field hospital. The pilots were too afraid of the virus to stay on the ground long—they’d barely touched down on the muddy runway before they were itching to take off again—but it was long enough for Claire and Sunday to load some broken equipment and samples from Ebiere and the other infected patients. The equipment would be either fixed or replaced. A lab would run tests on the samples and start working on an effective treatment using Ebiere’s antibodies—if she indeed had them.


    At last, Claire climbed into the cargo hold.


    “Let’s go. Let’s go,” the pilot said.


    “In a moment.” She turned in the doorway and met Sunday’s gaze. “You’ll look after him?”


    “You know I will.”


    “I’ll be back by sunset.”


    Dayo walked up holding a duffle bag on his shoulder. He paused long enough to give Sunday a light kiss, then joined Claire in the plane.


    “What are you doing?” she asked.


    “You’re not going alone,” he said and secured the door. He tapped twice on the back of the pilot’s seat and said something in the local language. The pilot didn’t need to be told twice, and soon had the small plane airborne again.


    Claire watched out the window as the ground fell away and hoped to God she was doing the right thing.


    The flight was only a bit over an hour long, but it seemed like the longest of her life. The pilots were much more relaxed landing at the busy Lagos airport. They even offered to help unload, apparently forgetting they were carrying the very thing that had so frightened them back at the field hospital. A rental van already waited for them. Claire didn’t know where it had come from and could only marvel at Dayo’s efficiency. The man knew how to get things done.


    “Where to?” Dayo asked, sliding in behind the wheel.


    “We’ll take the samples in first. Then the equipment.” And while he was distracted, she’d slip away on her own errand. As efficient as he was, and as much as Sunday trusted him, Claire wasn’t sure she was ready to tell him all of her secrets.


    Besides, her secrets got people killed and she liked him too much to risk that.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Lagos, Nigeria


    Mercedes Raya couldn’t sleep. For the past week, she’d lain awake every night, staring at the cracked ceiling while an overworked floor fan pushed muggy air around her shitty one-bedroom flat. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw one of three faces. Dr. Claire Oliver, the puta who had managed to evade her for weeks. Jerome Briggs, the man who had failed to obtain the doctor in Martinique last month and had paid for his mistakes with his life. And Harrison Stead, who was the only father figure Mercedes cared to remember and also the head honcho at Defion. More than the others, it was his face—lips pulled into a tight frown under his gray mustache, dark eyes condemning—that kept her from sleep. Despite their close relationship, if she didn’t start producing results, Harrison would send someone to give her the pink slip.


    And you didn’t walk away from one of Harrison’s firings. Just ask Jerome Briggs.


    She couldn’t fail this mission like he had.


    Mercedes gave up on sleep and swung her legs out of bed. Her lover was still out cold, snoring softly, face buried in his pillow, the sheets twisted around his legs. After months apart, they’d finally met up and spent the entire night drinking and fucking. Any sane person would be asleep after that.


    Naked, she crossed the one-room apartment to the groaning old fridge and took out a bottle of water. The place was dismal, but it came furnished and cheap at less than three thousand dollars a year. She’d paid for the whole year up front, mostly to keep away any nosy landlords, but she hoped to God she wouldn’t be here that long.


    Sebastian lifted his head from the pillow. “What are you doing?”


    “Needed water. Hot as hades here.”


    “What time is it?” He fumbled for his phone on the rickety table beside the bed and squinted at it with one eye. “Shit. Did you even sleep?”


    “Some.” She finished the water in one long gulp, then tossed the bottle aside and walked past the wall covered with photos of Dr. Claire Oliver and all of her known colleagues. She stopped next to the window and stared out at the garbage-strewn alley below. The other reason she’d chosen this apartment over some of the nicer ones was right across the street—a blocky gray building that housed the research laboratory of a known associate. If Dr. Oliver was indeed here in Nigeria, and if she’d continued her research since Martinique, then she’d need a lab. It was the best shot at finding her, but the waiting was going to drive Mercedes mad.


    Sebastian groaned and rolled to his back, shielding his eyes with one muscular arm. “Mercy, you need to stop worrying.”


    She whirled on him. “You wouldn’t be saying that if it was your head on the line. Briggs—”


    “Was an idiot. You’re not.” He dropped his arm and sat up. “And my head is on the line here, too. In case you’ve forgotten.”


    She had. She was in a woe-is-me mood and had completely forgotten about his problems. She sighed and turned away from the window. “I’m sorry. Is Harrison still angry?”


    “Pissed as hell. He’s started calling the mission in Martinique ‘The Great Fuck-up.’ I killed the wrong guy, and he doesn’t trust me anymore.”


    “You’ll win him back.”


    He shook his head. He’d let his dark hair grow out from the high and tight it’d been in last time she’d seen him, and the strands, damp with sweat from the heat, stuck to his forehead. He drew his knees up, rested his elbows on them, and delved his hands into that tousled hair. “Honestly? I’m not sure I want to.”


    She strode over and sat down beside him, placing one hand on his knee. “Don’t start talking like that or you will end up just like Briggs.”


    He scoffed. There was the cocky man with attitude for days that she’d fallen in love with. “I’m not afraid of Harrison.”


    The words sent ice surging through her veins. “You should be.” The thought of losing him turned her stomach. And she would lose him if he kept talking defection. Defion was like the mafia. Once you were in, you didn’t get out. “Please, don’t start down this road.”


    He pulled away from her touch and stood, grabbing his jeans from the floor. “Merce, I killed an innocent man for him. Daniel Giancarelli. FBI agent. Wife, three young kids.”


    Yes, she’d figured that had still been eating him up inside after all these weeks. Sebastian was a killer, but he wasn’t cold blooded. He lived by a code, and she loved that about him. “You couldn’t have known your target would duck just as you pulled the trigger. Besides, Giancarelli wasn’t innocent. He was with HORNET, and they’re the enemy. They’re dangerous.”


    “Toeing the company line. Ah, that’s so like you, Mercedes.” He shook out his jeans and stepped into the legs, covering his gorgeous ass with denim. He left the button undone as he searched for his shirt. “Ask me, Harrison’s hard-on for HORNET has more to do with his jealousy of Tucker Quentin than anything else. Quentin has the empire, the kind of power that Harrison’ll only ever see in his dreams.”


    “That’s not true. Harrison has a government contract to dismantle HORNET. They’re considered a threat to—”


    Sebastian snapped his shirt off a nearby chair and pulled it on without buttoning it. “To the good old U.S. of A.? Bullshit. It’s all bullshit. Open your eyes, baby. Your love for Harrison is blinding you to his faults. And he has many.”


    With that, he picked up his boots and stormed out.


    Mercedes sat there in stunned silence for several seconds, then scrambled to find clothes and chased him out. He was already at the lower floor. She leaned over the bannister. “What are you saying? You’re not going to complete your mission?”


    He gazed up. “I’ll complete the mission because as long as Marcus Deangelo is still alive, I’m not the best goddamn sniper in the world. I haven’t fulfilled the contract and can’t have that blemish on my record. But then I’m outta here. I’m done doing Harrison’s dirty work.”


    “Seb, you can’t—”


    He held up a hand to stop her protest and his blue-green eyes softened like they did right before he kissed her. “I can. It’s already in the works. The only question left is will you go with me?”


    He didn’t wait for an answer and left through the creaking front door of the building. Mercedes stood there for a moment, unsure of what to do. And that pissed her off because she always knew what to do, always knew her next step. How dare he twist her up like this?


    God. She’d known the FBI agent’s death on Martinique had shaken Sebastian. He’d been sullen and distant ever since pulling the trigger. It wasn’t like him to have second thoughts after a kill. Wasn’t like him to even think about a previous kill. And the way he was talking now? This was more than just a crisis of faith.


    She wasn’t leaving Defion. And he was suicidal for considering it. And that terrified her.


    He’d come around, she decided and walked back to her apartment. He’d get over this mood, complete his mission, and everything would settle into normalcy again. But until then, she also had a job to do. She returned to the window, stopping for another bottle of water on the way.


    She hated the tedium of stakeout duty, day in and day out watching the same street corner. She could almost set her watch by the comings and goings below. She was familiar with every face, every cab, every bus. As mind-numbing as it was, without knowing Dr. Oliver’s exact whereabouts in Nigeria, watching the woman’s one known associate in the country was the most solid plan. She wasn’t about to go busting in somewhere with guns blazing like Briggs had. That macho attitude was what got him killed.


    She pulled up a chair, rested her crossed ankles on the windowsill, and checked the time on her phone. It was after nine a.m., so she’d already missed Dr. Toby Yevgeny’s arrival. The Canadian WHO doctor was as punctual as the morning buses were late.


    She twisted open the cap of her water and raised the bottle to her lips, but froze at the flash of blond hair on the street below. That was not normal. Water forgotten, she sat up and grabbed her binoculars. She focused on the blonde—a woman!—with a growing sense of exhilaration. The woman paused as she exited the building and clasped hands with the gray-haired Dr. Yevgeny. She carried a cooler in one hand and a bag on her shoulder.


    This was it. The watch-and-wait paid off.


    Claire Oliver had come for her research. Finally.


    Mercedes pumped a fist in the air, then happy-danced over to her clothes on the floor. As she dragged them on, she went back to the window and again experienced a jolt of adrenaline.


    “No. Fucking. Way.”


    Down below, a man had stepped out of the shadows and into Dr. Oliver’s path. Mercedes fumbled for her phone with tingling fingers and nearly dropped it.


    “Seb, you need to come back,” she said when he picked up the other line.


    “I have work to do.” He sounded grumpy.


    “No. You really need to come back.”


    A suspicious pause. “Why?”


    “Because my target just met with yours.”

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    At the front door of the lab, Claire said a heartfelt goodbye and thank you to Toby Yevgeny. The man had been a mentor to her at the start of her career and she’d known he’d keep her secrets for her. She’d been reluctant to get him involved at first, knowing it’d put him in danger, but she’d needed help, and he’d always had all the answers while she was in med school. Once he’d heard her predicament, he’d refused to let her walk away without help.


    She had Akeso.


    And now she couldn’t shake the feeling that she had a target on her back. The little hairs on her neck and arms stood at attention. She’d been very careful to make sure she wasn’t followed here, but she swore she felt eyes on her, tracking her every move.


    She hurried down the alley between the lab and the apartment complex next door. She had a cab waiting one street over, but even so, she was cutting it close. Dayo would be back at the local MSF facility in less than a half hour, expecting her to be there.


    A man with a leering yellow smile catcalled from one of the first-floor apartments. She picked up her pace and adjusted the bag on her shoulder. It was full of all the research she and Tiffany had done before Tiffany’s death and the strap dug in painfully.


    She should have told Dayo where she was going. Better yet, she should have let him come with her. He was a big guy. If nothing else, he’d deter the catcalls.


    Up ahead, a man stepped out of the shadowed alcove of the apartment building and blocked her path. At first she thought he was just another catcaller, but he wasn’t a local. Olive skinned with curly dark hair that was too long and unkempt, he looked a bit wild. His dark brown eyes focused on her with an intensity that was beyond startling. Definitely not someone she wanted to run into in a dark alleyway back home, not to mention one in the middle of Lagos, Nigeria.


    Oh, God. What if he was with Defion?


    Her heart kicked and she stopped in her tracks, then took a step backward as he continued to approach. She risked a glance behind her. Would she be able to run fast enough with the heavy bag to get back to the safety of Toby’s locked lab? She certainly couldn’t leave the bag behind.


    She could use it as a weapon, though. It was heavy enough to knock out even a muscular man like him. But that would require he get close enough that she could swing it at his head, which was something she wanted to avoid.


    “Dr. Claire Oliver?” he asked. His voice gave no hint of his intentions.


    She continued backing away. “Do I know you?”


    “No.” As if realizing he’d frightened her, he stopped several feet away and raised his hands, palms out. “But you know a friend of mine. Jean-Luc Cavalier. You met him at the Trinity Sands Resort in Martinique.”


    Some of the tension eased out of her spine, but she wasn’t completely ready to trust this man yet. Just about anyone could find out that information if they wanted to. “Tell me something about him only his friend would know.”


    His brows arched in surprise, then after a moment, he nodded. “He has two younger sisters and a brother. Marielle, Etienne, and Roseline. He was raised by his grandmother, who died earlier this year, and he’s been off-kilter ever since.”


    “Anyone can find that out with an internet search.”


    Another lift of the brows. “Okay. He thinks a voodoo priestess cursed him with celibacy on Mardi Gras.”


    Now it was her turn to be surprised. “He does?”


    The man smirked. “Didn’t tell you that, did he? Yeah, he wouldn’t have. You got to him like no other woman ever has.”


    Her cheeks heated up. “I did?”


    “He chased you to Nigeria.” He waved a hand at the bustling city around them. “What do you think?”


    And now he was dying. Her breath caught in her throat as the weight of the bag on her shoulder seemed to increase. She didn’t have time to stand here quizzing this guy. She had to get back. “What’s your name?”


    “Marcus Deangelo.”


    She nodded. She’d suspected as much. “He’s been looking for you.”


    “You too, Claire.”


    She hurried toward him. “We need to go right now. He needs us.”


    As she passed, he fell into step beside her. “Where is he?”


    “He’s sick.”


    He caught her hand and pulled her to a stop. “What?”


    She met his gaze. “He’s infected with an unknown hemorrhagic virus. I’m trying to save him.”


    “Jesus Christ.” He took the bag off her shoulder. “Let’s move.”


    …


    “Let me take the shot.”


    Mercedes placed her hand on Sebastian’s rifle and pushed it toward the floor. He’d come racing back to her apartment with the weapon ready to go. “No. You kill him now, I’ll lose Dr. Oliver.”


    “If I don’t kill him now…” He trailed off at the look on her face. “I want out, Mercy. Killing Deangelo, finishing my mission, gives me a clean break.”


    This again. He had to know deep in his heart that wasn’t true. “If you care anything about me, you won’t take that shot—”


    “Don’t do that.”


    “You want to get away? Well, I want to live and capturing Dr. Oliver is my only chance to keep breathing. I don’t want to end up like Briggs!”


    In a rare moment of tenderness, Seb raised his callused hand and cupped her cheek. “I don’t want that either.”


    “Then let’s work together. We’ve always made a good team. Please, Seb.”


    After a tense moment, he backed away from the window and lowered the rifle. “They’re on the move. Whatever we’re going to do, we need to do it now.”


    She grabbed her go bag and headed for the door. “We get close enough to bug them with a tracker. Then once I know where Dr. Oliver is holed up, you can have your shot at Deangelo.”


    …


    Dayo waited next to their rental van, arms crossed over his large chest, a frown dragging down the corners of his lips. He pushed away from the vehicle when he spotted Claire on the busy street.


    He was pissed. She couldn’t blame him. He’d taken on the role of her protector and she’d ducked away the first chance she’d had.


    “Where were you?” His eyes narrowed in on Marcus. “And who is that?”


    She decided to answer the second question because it was easier. “A friend.”


    Marcus seemed just as skeptical as Dayo was of him. “Who are you?”


    Claire huffed. “Also a friend.” She held out her hands to keep them apart, half afraid they’d start a brawl right here on the street if they got too close to each other. “Guys, can we save the dick measuring contest? We don’t have time. We—”


    A skinny teenager smacked into her from behind and she very nearly went sprawling onto the potholed road. Both Dayo and Marcus jumped forward to catch her before she fell flat on her face. She couldn’t say why, but their actions annoyed her. She could take care of herself, dammit. She’d made it this long without bodyguards, and had done just fine for herself.


    She pushed them both away and straightened, checking her pockets. She’d had about ten thousand naira, the equivalent of about twenty-eight U.S. dollars, folded up in her side pocket, but the bills were gone. Figures. She searched for the little thief, but he was long gone.


    Didn’t matter. She turned back to the guys. “We have to go.”


    Dayo stepped back to block the door of the van. “We don’t know him. He’s not going back with us.”


    She looked at him, silently pleading. They were wasting time. Every second they stood here arguing was a second closer Jean-Luc slipped toward death.


    After a hesitant moment, Dayo stepped aside. “I don’t like this.”


    She touched his hand as she climbed into the seat. “Please, trust me.”


    …


    Mercedes peeled off the equivalent of twenty U.S. dollars and handed it over to the kid, who grinned up at her with yellow teeth. She had no doubt he’d also pick-pocketed Dr. Oliver while planting the bug, but that was okay. The street kid would be eating well for the next week on this one job. In fact, she kind of wanted to give him more. She’d been in his position once, and knew what real hunger felt like.


    Ah, what the hell. Not like it was going to break her. She gave him what amounted to another twenty and his eyes rounded in shock. He’d likely never had so much money in his life.


    “You use this well,” she told him. “Get yourself food, shoes.”


    Tears sparkled in his eyes. “I will, I will. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.”


    She jerked her chin, afraid she’d tear up if he continued thanking her. “Go on. Get outta here.”


    She walked a block to where Seb waited in his car. He smiled as she slid into the passenger seat. “You’re a softie, Merce.”


    When she glared at him, his grin only spread. “Not saying it’s a bad thing. It’s one of the many things I love about you.”


    She shifted uncomfortably in her seat. He’d been dropping the L-bomb a lot lately and she was never sure what to say in response. He seemed pretty sure the thing they had was love, but how was she supposed to know?


    Before Sebastian, the only thing she’d ever had resembling a loving relationship was with Defion and Harrison Stead, but that was always with the caveat that she do as she was told and always return successful from a mission. She suspected that’s not how love, fatherly or otherwise, was supposed to work. Of course she’d heard the love songs, watched the rom coms, read the books and poems, and in them love was always given freely, without qualifications or restrictions, but she couldn’t help but see that as fantasy and nothing more. It made her wonder what Seb wanted from her besides sex.


    She cleared her throat. “Are we good to go?”


    Seb opened his mouth to say something, but then just shook his head and hit a few keys on the computer sitting on the dashboard between them. A map popped up with a blinking red beacon. “We have her,” he said and handed the laptop to her before shifting the car into gear.


    Mercedes stared at the map, watched the beacon move toward the airport. Love or not, she’d never failed a mission for Harrison, and she wasn’t about to start now.


    I’m coming for you, Dr. Oliver. There’s no place to hide now.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Marcus Deangelo had seen a metric ton of bad shit in his life. With his father’s half of the family firmly entrenched in the mafia, he’d seen more death and destruction before his tenth birthday than most people saw in a lifetime.


    But this…


    This was next level horror. The body bags were piled two and three deep in some places. His stomach turned over, but whether that was from the gruesome sight or the copious amount of alcohol he’d consumed last night was anyone’s guess. He should lay off the drinking. He knew he was slipping over the edge, but couldn’t seem to sleep anymore without the dulling effects of booze.


    Claire noticed him staring at the bodies. “We’re running out of locals willing to help. All we can do is remove the dead from the hospital to open up beds for new patients.”


    “How many have died?” His voice came out like a croak, and he cleared his throat. “How do you stop it?”


    “At last count, the death toll was nearly one thousand, but the government still refuses to acknowledge the problem. At this point, the only way to stop it is to contain it,” Claire said as she led him through the maze of white tents that made up the hospital. “I used to work with the United States Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases and contacted several former colleagues. Along with the WHO and CDC, USAMRIID will put pressure on the Nigerian government to throw money at the problem, but until then, we’re working with limited resources. It’s like trying to contain a flood with a strainer.”


    Unease rippled through him. If she contacted all of those people, it was only a matter of time until Defion found her. He knew Jean-Luc would want him to whisk her as far away from here as possible, but he couldn’t. Not until the Cajun was on the mend. If the Cajun could be saved at all…


    No. He slammed the mental doors on those dark thoughts, and instead refocused on his surroundings. “Is it always like…” He waved an arm at the body bags. “This?”


    “Unfortunately, it’s not unusual,” Claire said with a sigh. “Civil war, a lack of resources, and political corruption are endemic in the kinds of places these outbreaks happen. The thing that’s unusual about this situation is how completely unconcerned the government is. They probably think that because it’s hitting the Niger Delta, it’s solving their problem with the oil pirates and militant groups in the region. But they’re making a huge miscalculation. If they don’t act soon, the virus will spread beyond the Delta and into their cities, and from there, we’ll end up with a worldwide pandemic. It’s highly infectious and has a nearly one hundred percent mortality rate.”


    He drew a shaky breath. “And Jean-Luc…?” He couldn’t finish the sentence. He’d already lost one of his best friends this summer. He couldn’t bear the thought of losing the other.


    “Yes,” she said in a clipped tone that was meant to mask her emotion. It didn’t. She really cared for the guy, and that knowledge sent a bolt of guilt through Marcus’s gut. If she succeeded in saving Jean-Luc, he’d stick around for a while, but it wouldn’t last. The Ragin’ Cajun just wasn’t the kind of guy who stuck. It was one of the things Marcus had always liked about him. While the rest of their teammates were pairing off, getting engaged, married, and becoming family men, he and Jean-Luc were the confirmed lifetime bachelors.


    Jean-Luc would break her heart.


    Marcus opened his mouth to tell her to guard that particular organ, but she didn’t give him the chance.


    “In here.” She held open a flap on one of the tents. “If you want to see him, we have to suit up. And hurry. Sunday says he’s running out of time.”


    Marcus had never worn a full biohazard containment suit before. It was a process to get on. They changed into scrubs then donned white coveralls with hoods. Claire used duct tape to secure his boots to the legs of his suit. Next came latex gloves and a second pair of rubber gloves, which were again tapped securely to the suit. The respirator felt suffocating until the airflow started. It had a faintly plastic scent. Claire taped his hood to his mask, and then he stood there, sweating, while a nurse helped her through the same process.


    Finally they crossed into the first of the containment units, what Claire called the “warm zone.”


    “Usually,” Claire said, “this area would be full of patients recovering from the virus.”


    He looked around at the empty space. There was one bed, and a skinny girl sat on it, watching them with apprehension. “Is she the survivor you told me about?”


    “We don’t have her test results yet, so it’s premature to call her a survivor. We don’t know that she ever had the virus. But, yes, that’s Ebiere.” She lifted a hand and waved. Ebiere hesitated, then waved back.


    Claire paused before they crossed though an airlock into the next tent. “This is the hot zone. If you catch your suit on anything, even if you don’t think it ripped, be sure to tell me right away. We’ll have to leave and decontaminate.”


    He nodded.


    Claire moved forward, but stopped when he didn’t immediately follow. She glanced back. “You don’t have to do this, you know.”


    He looked at the airlock separating them from the hot zone, and for the first time in his adult life, he knew real fear. It was a sour taste on the back of his tongue, a roiling in his stomach, a cold sweat dripping down his spine. He didn’t want to go in, but… “Jean-Luc is in there?”


    “Yes.”


    He thought of Danny dying in his arms on that Martinique beach and drew a sharp breath of plastic-scented air. He was already more than half broken by the experience, and it’d likely shatter him to watch Jean-Luc die, but he sure as hell wasn’t about to let the guy die alone, surrounded by strangers.


    Claire touched his arm, drawing his gaze to her. He could only see her blue eyes through the mask, but they were fierce, intelligent. She was the furthest thing from Jean-Luc’s usual airhead type.


    “I am going to save him,” she said. “I just have to have his consent first.”


    She was so determined, and so unafraid to walk into a place where one tiny tear in her suit could mean death. He felt like a coward next to her. He straightened his spine, and told himself to man up. “Let’s do this.”


    Claire led the way, and even with the mental pep talk he gave himself as they crossed from the warm into the hot zone, he was woefully underprepared for the sight that greeted him. People…everywhere. Some were laid out on stretchers on the floor. Sheets stained with blood and who knew what else covered the ones who had passed.


    Jean-Luc was here. He was one of these people crying out in agony. Marcus’s heart had climbed into his throat by the time Claire stopped at the foot of a bed. He didn’t want to look. He couldn’t look. And he couldn’t not look.


    Dark bruise-like splotches covered Jean-Luc’s arms and chest. He seemed to be struggling to breathe, each inhale-exhale shuddering his wide chest. Christ, he looked like Danny had in those final moments.


    Claire moved around to the side of his bed and took his limp hand. “Jean-Luc? Look who I found.”


    He didn’t stir. Didn’t even open his eyes. Just continued with the pained breathing.


    Claire gazed up. “Talk to him. Maybe hearing your voice will bring him around.”


    Marcus opened his mouth, but nothing but an odd croaking sound came out at first. He tried again. “Hey, man. You got yourself into some shit this time.”


    Still nothing.


    Claire shook her head and flagged down a passing nurse. “Has he regained consciousness since I left this morning?”


    “He hasn’t. I’m sorry, Dr. Oliver.”


    “No…” She leaned over Jean-Luc and pried open one of his eyes. “We can’t be too late. We can’t…”


    Marcus was no medical professional but even he knew the lack of reaction to her penlight was a bad sign. A wave of dizziness washed over him and he gripped the end of the bed so hard the frame creaked.


    Claire grabbed Jean-Luc’s shoulder and shook him. “C’mon, you need to wake up. I can’t save you if you don’t wake up and talk to me. Please…” Her voice broke. Tears streamed from her eyes, and her facemask fogged.


    “If we don’t do anything, he’ll die?” he asked hoarsely.


    She was openly sobbing now and weaved her fingers through Jean-Luc’s. “Nobody’s recovered yet.”


    “And if you give him the antiviral drug you’ve been working on, he’ll be a guinea pig.”


    “Yes.”


    “But without it, he’s dead anyway.” He made up his mind. “Do it.”


    Her head snapped up. “What?”


    “I’m his healthcare proxy.” Everyone on the team had chosen one last year after their leader, Gabe, was shot during a mission and had nearly died. At the time he’d thought it an unnecessary precaution, but now he was grateful Jesse, their medic, had pushed for it. He couldn’t lose another friend. “I say do it. Give him Akeso.”


    Claire straightened and stared at him for a beat. There was no mistaking the hope in her tear-filled eyes. “Are you sure? This is absolutely a shot in the dark. I don’t know the correct dosage or…anything, really, except it worked in the lab tests. You do understand this could kill him? Or worse.”


    He waved a hand at the bed. “What could be worse than this? Yes, I’m fucking sure. I’ll sign anything you need me to. I’ll take the heat if things go wrong. I’ll say I forced you.” Even he heard the hysterical edge to his voice, but this was too much. Danny and Jean-Luc were both on the short list of people he loved most in this world. “Please, Claire. He’s like a brother to me. I can’t—lose him. Work your magic.”


    “It’s not magic.” She chewed on her lower lip and gazed down at the small red cooler she’d brought in with them, then looked at Jean-Luc’s still form on the bed.


    He followed her gaze to the only true friend he had left. It wasn’t right, seeing Jean-Luc like this. The man was so full of life, light, laughter. The epitome of laissez les bons temps rouler, as Jean-Luc himself would say.


    Claire finally moved. She released her grip on Jean-Luc’s hand and grabbed the cooler. “This is crazy,” she muttered as she opened it and removed a package of dry ice.


    “He wouldn’t want it any other way.”


    “Yes, I believe that.” She carefully lifted three vials of clear liquid from their foam nests. It looked so innocuous, like water, and gave him a moment’s hesitation.


    That was supposed to save Jean-Luc?


    “I need to do some math. Hang on.” She set the vials out on a tray and picked up an iPad. After several agonizingly long minutes, she picked up a syringe and poked it into one of the vials. “According to my very basic calculations, he’ll need a little over half of what I have here. I’m going to give it to him in small doses over several hours.” She filled the syringe and moved over to Jean-Luc’s IV.


    Marcus’s mouth went dry. “How does it work?”


    “Viruses create long strings of double-stranded RNA that are not naturally found anywhere else in the human body. We combined a RNA-binding protein with a protein that triggers a cell’s ability to self-destruct. Basically, Akeso binds to virus infected cells and makes them commit suicide.”


    “What about healthy cells?”


    “Theoretically, it shouldn’t harm healthy cells since they contain no double-stranded RNA.”


    “And you think this could save him?”


    “I can’t be one hundred percent positive, but based on the successful lab tests my partner Tiffany performed before her death, I’m eighty percent sure this is his best chance at survival.”


    “Eighty percent is better than the zero he has without.” Marcus watched, his heart thundering in his throat, as she injected the drug into Jean-Luc’s IV line. His gloved fingers tightened on the foot rail of the bed.


    Jean-Luc didn’t move.


    He didn’t know whether to be relieved or terrified. He looked over at Claire. “Now what?”


    “Now…” She dragged a plastic chair over to the bedside and sat down. “We wait.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    HORNET Headquarters


    Wyoming, U.S.A.


    “I just don’t get why they’d take off and not tell anyone where they were going.”


    Eric “Harvard” Physick looked up from his computer and met Samira Blackwood’s smoky eyes. She sat at a desk directly across from his, working on her own computer, a powerful beast of a desktop she had built herself. She was nearly as good with electronics as he, and with some instruction, she might very well even surpass him. It was the main reason he’d wanted her to join HORNET’s training program.


    It had nothing to do with the fact those gray-blue eyes sent a bolt of lightning right through him. Nothing whatsoever.


    He was her mentor. She was his student. Their relationship was a professional one and always would be.


    He refocused on his computer. “It was a very Jean-Luc thing to do. He’s never been good at thinking things through. Even when we were CIA, he—”


    “Whoa, whoa,” Sami said. “You were CIA?”


    He saw her eyes widen with shock and mentally cursed. Last thing he needed was for her to have a case of hero worship. He ducked his head and typed nonsense on his keyboard to make himself look busy. “Just an analyst.”


    And, apparently, he’d never be anything more. He’d worked his ass off for years training with HORNET, building muscle and combat skills, to prove he was as good in the field as he was behind a computer, but everyone still saw him as “the kid.” The team’s baby, meant to be coddled and protected, never to be trusted with their lives beyond his ability to collect data. Never mind that he’d just turned twenty-five and was plenty capable of doing whatever a mission called for.


    He scowled at his screen. He’d thought if anyone would give him a shot at more, it’d be Jean-Luc.


    Seems he’d thought wrong.


    “Still, that’s awesome.” Sami pushed away from the desk and leaned back in her chair. She’d had the chair custom made to resemble the Iron Throne, which he secretly thought was cool as hell. “Do you think they realize how worried everyone is?”


    Or how worried he was? He’d known Jean-Luc for close to seven years, ever since the CIA recruited him at age eighteen. They’d worked ops together. They’d left the CIA and joined HORNET at the same time. He’d thought they were friends. And even with all that history, the guy hadn’t trusted him enough to find the intel he needed after the disaster that was Martinique. Another twenty-four hours, forty-eight at most, and Harvard would’ve had Dr. Oliver’s location. The team could’ve gone in together after her. Instead, Jean-Luc had gone off half-cocked and had asked Marcus of all people for help. The one guy on the team who wasn’t on steady emotional ground.


    “Harvard?”


    He dragged himself back to the conversation. That’s right—she’d asked a question. “I’m sure he knows and doesn’t care. Jean-Luc’s a selfish bastard. A wizard with languages, hilarious, tons of fun, but he doesn’t usually think about anyone but himself.”


    “C’mon, Harvard. That’s not fair.” She waved in a vaguely eastern direction. “The whole reason he left was because he was worried about someone else. Dr. Oliver.”


    Yeah, and he had to admit that made no sense. He’d never seen the Cajun get so twisted up over a woman, but it wouldn’t last. Nothing ever did where Jean-Luc was concerned. “He’s only interested in Claire because he’s attracted and she’s unobtainable. After he has her, he’ll forget about her and go on to his next flavor of the week.”


    “He’d really do that to her?”


    “Yes.” He sighed, realizing he sounded bitter. Sami was right—he was being unfair. But he’d gone his whole life without anything approaching a family until he met Jean-Luc. The Cajun had wormed past all of Harvard’s firewalls, and had even been the one to suggest HORNET might be a better fit for his career goals after they both left the CIA. Before that, it had always just been him and his computer—his one true friend—against the world. He hadn’t needed anyone else.


    Jean-Luc leaving like he had felt like a betrayal and cut so deeply he was surprised he didn’t leave bloodstains on his keyboard.


    Maybe he’d been better off on his own.


    And that was dangerous thinking. He’d gotten into trouble when it had been just him and his computer. That was how he’d landed on the CIA’s radar to begin with.


    Exhaling hard, Harvard took off his glasses and rubbed at his tired eyes. Yes, Jean-Luc was a selfish bastard, but it was his job to find the guy and bring him home.


    He put his glasses back on and walked over to Sami’s desk. “Show me what you have.” He’d been busy with the string of recent hacking attempts on their network and, out of necessity, had passed the job of locating Jean-Luc and Marcus off to her.


    “Well…” She swung around to her keyboard and pulled up several cameras. “Assuming they’re in southern Nigeria like Jesse thinks, I’m monitoring all recent video footage in the area, focusing on Lagos and Port Harcourt since they’re the biggest cities near the outbreak. I figure if Jean-Luc and Marcus find Dr. Oliver, they’ll head to the nearest population center to make arrangements for exfil. I fed all of their pictures into the program, and got a couple potential hits on Marcus in Lagos, but the computer was only twenty to thirty percent sure.” She printed off a page and handed it to him. “Those are from a week ago.”


    The page showed five extremely blurry photos of a man who looked like Marcus. Or any other man with a Mediterranean heritage. The pictures were too blurry to make out anything other than dark wavy to curly hair and olive skin. No distinguishing features.


    “I’ve also been tracking their cell phones,” she continued, “but there’s been zero activity since they left the States.”


    “They know I can track their phones even when turned off. I tracked Gabe that way once when we lost him in Colombia. No, they got burners.” Harvard set down the page. “You’re right to focus the search on Marcus. Jean-Luc was trained by some of the CIA’s best operatives. He knows how to become a ghost, but Marcus was only a FBI hostage negotiator. He didn’t start escape and evasion training until he joined HORNET, so if anyone slips up, it’ll be him.”


    “Or Dr. Oliver.”


    “I wouldn’t be so sure. She’s managed to evade both us and Defion for this long. She doesn’t have the training, but she has the street smarts and the desperation to stay under the radar.”


    “Except…” Sami’s brows knit together as she turned back to the computer. “Dr. Oliver isn’t hiding anymore. We know she’s in Nigeria working on this virus outbreak. So maybe if…”


    She trailed off and Harvard leaned over to see what she was doing. She smelled good, something dark and lightly floral. “Are you hacking into the Center for Disease Control?”


    She sent him a quick smile, a flash of white behind her purple lipstick. “Don’t tell anyone.”


    “Don’t get caught.”


    “Me?” She huffed with exaggerated outrage. “I never get caught.”


    “You did once when you tried to hack Quentin Enterprises. That’s how you ended up here. Or did you forget?”


    “Psh. The CDC’s protections are child’s play compared to Quentin’s network. And…” Another smile, sly this time as her fingers flew over the keyboard, working out the code. “Maybe I wanted to get caught.”


    He stared at her. Honestly, the thought she had manipulated her way into the training program had never crossed his mind. “You wanted to—”


    She gave him a duh look through her dark lashes. “Quentin owns the biggest tech company in the world. Of course I wanted to work for him. I had to get his attention somehow.”


    “Sami, Jesus. He could’ve had you tossed in jail.”


    “No place I haven’t been before,” she muttered.


    “What?” He wasn’t sure he’d heard right. She’d been in jail? That bit of intel absolutely hadn’t been in the dossier he’d compiled on her before she joined the program. If it had, Gabe and Quinn would’ve turned her down flat. And if they found out he’d missed something that big…


    Jesus, they’d never fully trust him.


    He took a mental step back. “When were you in jail?”


    If she noticed the sudden coolness in his voice, she didn’t acknowledge it. “A while ago.” She shrugged one shoulder, never taking her fingers off the keyboard. “No big. It was a risk I was willing to take. One that paid off. Now shush. I’m working.” More typing, then she sat back and pumped a fist in the air. “Got her. Dr. Oliver is at a Doctors Without Borders field hospital near a village about thirty-five miles southwest of Port Harcourt. Right smack dab in the middle of the hot zone.” She winced. “Shit, this virus sounds nasty.”


    Harvard crowded in behind her to read her screen. “How did you find her?”


    “She’s mentioned in a CDC field report. And wherever the doctor goes…”


    “…Jean-Luc is sure to follow. Yes!” He smacked a hand on the desk, making her jump. “Sami, you’re brilliant. Pure genius.”


    She grinned up at him, all sparkle and mischief. “My former life of crime pays off occasionally.”


    Refusing to acknowledge the jumble of emotions and physical reactions coursing through his body that made him want to do something decidedly un-mentor-like, he took a step back. “Send me that info.”


    She saluted. “Sir, yes, sir.”


    He snapped up his tablet on his way out the door and raced down the hall of the training facility, sliding around a corner and nearly colliding with the solid wall that was Jeremiah Wolfe, medic trainee.


    “Whoa!” Wolfe said, bobbling the bottle of water he was carrying. “Where’s the fire, man?”


    Harvard ignored him and kept trucking until he reached Travis Quinn’s office. Quinn had been HORNET’s executive officer once upon a time, and although he was now running the training program, he still held a behind-the-scenes command role within the team.


    The door was closed, but he didn’t bother knocking and burst in. Ian Reinhardt, the team’s explosives expert, sat in the chair across from Quinn’s desk with a pissed off expression on his face. No surprise there. His expression basically only came in different flavors of pissed off.


    Quinn sat behind the desk, pinching the bridge of his nose like he had one of his headaches. Again, not a surprise. Everyone got headaches when dealing with Ian and the massive chip on his shoulder.


    Both men glared over at the intrusion. The only one who seemed happy to have a visitor was Ian’s dog. Tank hopped up and, tail wagging, bounded over for a head scratch. Despite his hurry, Harvard couldn’t resist the puppy eyes. Nobody on the team could, and Tank knew it and used it to his full advantage.


    “What?” Quinn growled.


    Harvard gave Tank’s ear one last scratch, then strode in and slapped the tablet down on the desk. “We found them.”

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    MSF Field Hospital


    Niger Delta, Nigeria


    Jean-Luc opened his eyes to the worst headache of his life. The light stabbed his retinas like icepicks, and he slammed his lids closed again with a groan.


    What on God’s green earth had he drank last night? And how much of it?


    He’d lived through some epic hangovers, but he’d never had a headache like this, like his skull was one heartbeat from an implosion. After several seconds of breathing through the pain, he experimentally cracked one eye open.


    Okay. Not pleasant, but tolerable.


    He opened the other eye and slowly turned his head on his pillow to assess his surroundings. The bed next to his sat empty. And he remembered the old man dying horribly there.


    Merde. He remembered everything now. Not a hangover. He was dying of an unknown, incurable hemorrhagic virus.


    No wonder his head thundered like drums at a rock concert.


    Except…he actually felt better than he had in days. He was thirsty as hell, but the pervasive ache that had made even lifting his head a chore had disappeared. He raised his hand in front of his face, shocked to see the deep purple bruises on his arm fading.


    Was he…healing?


    He didn’t dare hope.


    Where was Claire? She’d be able to tell him what was going on. Very carefully, he pushed himself upright and heard a surprised gasp, followed by a crash nearby. He glanced over to see a nurse had dropped the tray of food she’d been carrying. She stared at him as if she’d seen a zombie rise from the grave. Her eyes, the only thing he could see under the protective suit, nearly bugged out of her head.


    “Where’s…Claire?” The question came out unrecognizable in any language and he tried to moisten his lips, but his mouth was desert dry. He tried again, carefully enunciating, “Dr. Oliver?”


    She nodded mutely and ran toward the exit.


    His good arm started buckling under his weight, so he eased back to the mattress and took stock. The room had far more empty beds than he last remembered. It was quieter. Many more had died while he was unconscious. He gazed down his body to the bed across from his. Occupied, but not by Machie, the vibrant, determined teenage girl. This woman was a middle-aged skeleton, barely alive.


    Machie had died. The realization packed a punch straight to the gut. He’d never fulfill his promise to take her to New Orleans.


    Way to go, Jean-Luc. Just another broken promise in a long list of many.


    He closed his eyes, but that didn’t stop the tears from leaking out at the corners. He felt the wet line of them drizzle across his temples to soak into the matted hair by his ears.


    Why hadn’t he joined Machie and the rest of them in death? He’d been so sure he would. He distinctly remembered the feel of his body betraying him, slowly shutting down, giving out. It had terrified him, and then…that was it. He couldn’t recall anything more until waking up a few minutes ago.


    Had Claire been right and his immune system was simply stronger than the local population’s?


    A commotion at the door drew his attention as two figures rushed in. He recognized Claire instantly. He’d gotten good at picking her out of the group, even with her protective gear on. The other figure he didn’t recognize until they got closer and he saw the guy’s brown eyes.


    He blinked a couple times. Maybe he was hallucinating. “Marcus?”


    “Hey, buddy,” Marcus said with a grin in his voice. “Glad to see you back with the living.”


    “Claire found you.”


    “More like I found her, and she brought me here.”


    Jean-Luc’s gaze shifted to her. She cried silently behind her mask and he wished he could wipe away those tears. “Why didn’t you leave with him like I said to? You’re not safe here.”


    “We weren’t leaving you,” Marcus said before she pulled herself together enough to reply.


    “Coullions,” he muttered and let his head fall back on his pillow. “Both of you. I’m not worth your lives.”


    Claire sniffled and blinked hard to dry her tears. “How do you feel?”


    He considered the question for a moment. “Alive,” he finally decided. “Not good, but I’m alive and I’m pretty sure I shouldn’t be, so I’m not gonna complain about a headache.”


    “Is that all that hurts? Just your head?”


    “Yeah,” he said after checking with his internal pain-o-meter. “Think so. I’m thirsty and weak, but the only pain is my head.” He looked at the bandage on his injured arm. “My arm’s not throbbing anymore. I don’t feel like I’m drowning. Can take a full breath without coughing up a lung.”


    Claire and Marcus exchanged an inscrutable look. Damn their protective gear. He couldn’t read their expressions.


    “It worked,” Marcus said, something like awe in his voice.


    She shook her head. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I’ll have to run tests.”


    “Wait. Tests?” Jean-Luc didn’t like the sound of that and pushed himself upright again. He scowled at the two of them. “What worked?”


    Another glance between them.


    Claire finally dragged up a chair and sat down so she could meet his gaze. Her blue eyes, still red from crying, danced with happiness. “Marcus told me he’s your health care proxy. Is that true?”


    He glanced suspiciously at Marcus, then nodded.


    “Okay. Well…” She drew a breath that sounded a bit like Darth Vader due to her mask. “You were dying, Jean-Luc. Three days ago, you slipped into unconsciousness—”


    “Wait. Three days?” Last thing he remembered clearly was begging Claire to not let him die like the old man two beds down had. That had been three days ago? A chill scraped down his spine. All those hours were nothing but a black hole to him.


    Claire nodded. “You were in a coma, unresponsive to stimuli. After I found Marcus, he gave me permission to give you Akeso.”


    He stared at her, then squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his fingers to his temple as his headache got worse. “You…gave me a drug that’s never been tested on humans?”


    “It’s been tested on human cells,” Claire protested.


    “But not on humans.”


    “No. You’re the first.”


    “Don’t be pissed at her,” Marcus cut in. “I made the decision.”


    He knew he should probably be angry, but he wasn’t. At all. He’d been so close to death he could all but smell the fires of hell, but Claire’s research, her life’s work, had brought him back. She had saved him. He wanted to jump up and hug her. More than that, he wanted to kiss her until they were both gasping and breathless. The good kind of breathless that made your fingertips tingle and promised twisted bed sheets later.


    He. Wasn’t. Dying.


    A rusty laugh rolled out of him as an overwhelming sense of relief made him giddy. He had the best fucking friends a guy could ask for. The best. He didn’t deserve them, but he would. He’d make sure they never regretted saving his sorry ass.


    Claire was smiling. He couldn’t see her mouth under her mask, but her eyes crinkled and he could hear it in her voice. “Would you like some water?”


    “Oh, I’d kiss you for some water. Mais, I’d kiss you just for the pleasure of kissing you.” He jerked his thumb toward Marcus. “I’d kiss him for some water.”


    She laughed softly. “Nobody has to kiss anyone.”


    “That’s a shame. Kissing is one of life’s greatest pleasures.”


    Marcus snorted. “Oh, yeah, he’s back to his old self.”

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    The headache didn’t fade for several hours, but after some water and a sick man’s meal of bread and broth, he was already feeling well enough that lying in bed with nothing to do was starting to make him twitch. Marcus and Claire had been forced to leave—apparently they could only spend so much time in the hot zone before they had to decontaminate—and he was left to twiddle his thumbs while Claire ran tests on his blood.


    He sat up and watched the medical staff tend to the sick. So many had died while he’d been unconscious, but the staff was still outnumbered. They needed help, and while he didn’t have much in the way of medical training, he did have two hands.


    One emaciated patient two beds down reached weakly for a water bottle beside his bed and knocked it over. Remembering how dry his own mouth had been, Jean-Luc jumped up and grabbed the bottle before the entire thing spilled out onto the floor. The man looked at him with pleading, bloodshot eyes.


    “I gotchu, mon ami,” he whispered and slid a hand under the man’s head to help him sit up. He lifted the bottle and poured a little into the man’s mouth. It made the man cough and turn his head away in rejection. Water flowed down his chin and chest.


    Dieu, Jean-Luc knew exactly how that felt. Drowning in your own body. It was hell and he felt more than a little guilty that he was healing while everyone else in here was dying.


    What had he done to deserve salvation?


    Didn’t seem fair.


    “Rest, mon ami. I’ll come back in a bit.” He settled the man back into bed and set the water bottle aside, then moved on to the next patient to see if there was anything he could do to help.


    By the time Claire came back, he was making his second round of the hospital. She gasped when she saw him wiping blood away from a child’s mouth. “Jean-Luc! Stop! You’re going to reinfect yourself!”


    He gently laid the listless child back in her bed and stood. His temper was hot under his skin, had been simmering since he got out of bed, and ignited at her words. “You have your miracle drug. Just dose me again. Or better yet—” He pointed at the girl. “Dose her.”


    “I can’t,” Claire said. “She’s too young to consent and her parents are too uneducated to understand what they’d be consenting to. It’s unethical. And, as far as a second dose, I have no way of knowing what it would do to you.”


    “You didn’t know what it’d do the first time, either.”


    “You’re right. I didn’t. But it worked and I’m not willing to risk you again.”


    He stared down at the girl and something snapped painfully in the vicinity of his heart. “Well, then, get me a fucking space suit! She needs help.”


    “No. You should be resting.” Claire stood her ground, didn’t give an inch.


    Not that he’d expected her to. He’d fallen half in love with her that day in Martinique when she’d given him a skeptical up-down in the hotel lobby and told him in no uncertain terms, “I don’t think so.” That woman wasn’t the kind who shrank back at a bit of spicy Cajun temper. Maybe that was why he’d felt comfortable unloading on her. Because he was a jumble of messy emotions and survivor’s guilt and she could take any of the shit he dished out.


    He threw the blood-soaked rag in a bucket already overflowing with them. “I’m not lying around when I feel fine. These people need help. I can’t do anything but give them water and wipe away blood, but it’s better than doing no-fucking-thing.”


    Behind her mask, her eyes softened. She stepped forward and clasped his good hand between both of hers. “But you are doing something. You are walking proof Akeso works. Just by living, you’re guaranteeing the funding I need to finish Akeso and get it out into the hands of people who need it.”


    His anger fizzled out, leaving in its wake a bone-deep sadness. “It won’t help them now.”


    “No.” She looked at the semi-conscious little girl and he heard the raw emotion in her voice when she added, “It won’t help these people. There’s nothing we can do for them at this point. They’ll either beat it, or they won’t.” She met his gaze again. “But next time there’s an outbreak, we’ll be ready. Because of you. So you need to be careful. You can’t risk reinfection. Your body didn’t fight off the virus naturally, and we don’t know if you have antibodies like the other survivors.”


    His heart did a little loop-de-loop. “Survivors?”


    “We have two. With Ebiere, the girl we found at the village, it makes three total.”


    “Three out of…” He trailed off as he stared at all the empty beds around them. “How many died?”


    “More than three,” Claire said, heartache raw in her voice. “The virus still has close to a one hundred percent fatality rate. They’re calling it Delta Hemorrhagic Fever.” She was still holding his hand and gave it a little squeeze. “C’mon, we’re moving you into the warm zone with the other survivors until we can do more blood tests.”


    He winced. “You’re going to poke me again?” It was a silly thing to be worried about after everything, but needles freaked him out. It was why he’d never gotten a tattoo.


    “Probably a few times.” If he wasn’t mistaken, there was a smile in her voice.


    “You don’t have to take so much joy in it,” he muttered and followed her toward the exit.


    Stepping through into the warm zone was a bit surreal. When they’d carried him in here days earlier, he’d absolutely expected to be carried back out in a body bag.


    “Okay,” Claire said and turned to him. “I need you to strip.”


    He arched a brow at her. “I’m all for some kink, cher, but this is probably not the best place to—”


    She pointed at the yellow-clad nurse who carried a sprayer and his smirk faded.


    “I’m not gonna like this, f’true?”


    …


    Nope, he hadn’t liked it. He cursed a blue streak in every language he knew while two male nurses covered the wound on his arm then scrubbed him from head to toe. There were some things a man was just supposed to do on his own and scrubbing his junk clean was one of them.


    Okay, he was overreacting. They hadn’t actually sexually assaulted him, but they’d come too damn close for his liking, thank you very much.


    When they finally released him from bath time hell in a pair of blue scrubs, he found Claire waiting for him on the other side. She only wore regular protective gear—gloves and a surgical mask, currently hanging loose around her neck.


    For the first time since their meeting in Martinique, he saw her face unshielded and stopped short in awe. Of course he’d remembered she was beautiful, but his memory hadn’t done her justice. She had naturally gorgeous skin, and wore no makeup to hide the faint dusting of freckles across her slightly upturned nose. He hadn’t forgotten her sensual month, or the way her upper lip was fuller than the bottom—he had dreamed about that mouth more times than he was comfortable admitting. But, still, his memory hadn’t captured the je ne sais quoi that made her so unbelievably stunning in person.


    He wanted to kiss her. Hell, he’d be happy just to touch her.


    He took a step forward, but she held up a hand in a halt gesture and his heart sank. She must have noticed his disappointment, because she gave a soft smile, then pulled on her mask. “We have to make sure you didn’t reinfect yourself first. The chances are low. You have enough Akeso still in your system that it should wipe out any reintroduced virus, but we still need to take precautions for the next day or so.”


    “Sure.” He forced a grin. “Yeah, of course. I want you to stay safe.” Which was true. He wanted her safety more than he wanted anything else in his life. But the need to hold her, just grab her and pull her into his arms had been so…real. It actually hurt that he wasn’t able to.


    Claire led him into another tent that was a smaller version of the hospital with fewer beds. She motioned to one. “Here, sit down. I want to look at your arm.”


    He winced when she pulled off the bandage. The gash looked red and wicked to him, but she made a pleased sound.


    “I think we knocked the infection out. Let me get a suture kit and I’ll stitch it up.”


    She left, came back a few minutes later with a metal cart, rolling it over beside him. As she prepped a syringe of local anesthetic, he scowled. “More needles.”


    “Suck it up, buttercup. This is your life now.” Even as she stabbed him with the needle, she softened her words with a reassuring smile. He couldn’t see it behind her surgical mask, but it crinkled her eyes. “If it bothers you so much, don’t watch.”


    As his arm went numb, he watched her thread the needle and broke out into a cold sweat. Yeah, not watching was a good plan.


    He was such a coullion. His weapon of choice was a knife. He’d dispatched many bad guys with a blade over the years, but come at him with a tiny needle and he turned into a big baby.


    Instead of watching Claire close the wound, he took the time to study the rest of the room. He found himself holding his breath, scanning the few faces of the survivors. He didn’t recognize any of them. Why did that put a knot in his stomach?


    Claire finished the final stitch and touched the back of his hand. “She’s not here.”


    Machie.


    He swallowed hard. “When did she die?”


    “About a day before you woke up.”


    He swore softly. “I gave her false hope.”


    “Jean-Luc…” She trailed off like she couldn’t think of what to say. In silence, she placed a fresh bandage over his neatly stitched wound, then tried again. “No, you didn’t give her false hope. You gave her hope, period. You gave her New Orleans, and dreaming about the city was a way to escape the inescapable for her. That carried her through her last days. It helped.”


    Maybe it had, but he wasn’t totally convinced. He remembered the way Machie’s dark eyes had lit up when he spoke of his hometown. Was it better to dream of a place you’d never see, or to never know of its existence at all? The question brought his headache thundering back and he squeezed his eyes shut.


    “She was such a smart girl. Had a light inside her.” He opened his eyes again and met Claire’s gaze. “You have the same light, cher. Don’t you ever let anyone put it out. Including me.”


    “You would never hurt me.”


    She said it with such certainty, he winced.


    She didn’t know him. Not really. She didn’t know about all the women he’d taken to bed, sometimes more than one at a time. Some had been married, which had meant little to him as long as it didn’t end with him getting his ass handed to him by an angry husband. He’d spent his entire adult life leaving a trail of broken hearts and marriages wherever he went, and she thought he wouldn’t hurt her? Hah. He was poison and she should stay far, far away from him.


    But when he opened his mouth to tell her so, he couldn’t find the words. He was too ashamed of himself. For the first time in his life, he was ashamed of how he’d lived it.


    Rather than say what was on his mind, he settled back on the bed and faked a yawn. “I’m feeling a bit rundown.” A lie. In fact, he felt better than he had in a long while, and the flash of concern across Claire’s features only twisted the knife in his heart. Here he was lying to her, causing her to worry, just because he couldn’t face his own fucked up self.


    She deserved better.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    How did you kidnap a doctor from a hot zone without risking infection yourself?


    Mercedes had been working on the problem for days, ever since she and Seb tracked Dr. Oliver to the field hospital and set up camp on the opposite side of the river. She’d considered prying Claire out of her tent in the middle of the night, but the woman hardly slept, and when she did, it never seemed to be in her own quarters.


    Through her binoculars, she watched the woman come out of the largest of the tents—the main hospital, she guessed—and walk over to join Marcus Deangelo where he stood in front of one of the smaller tents—likely the mess hall judging by all the traffic going in and out.


    Beside her, Sebastian tensed and raised his rifle. “He’s right fucking there. Let me take the shot, Merce. Let me finish the job and we can run away. Disappear and start again.”


    Mercedes placed a gentle hand on the barrel of the rifle and pushed it toward the ground. Rain pattered against the leaves around them, reminding her strangely of children, of tiny bare feet running. It also made her think of Seb as a father. He’d be great at it. A natural. She, on the other hand… Well, that wasn’t the kind of life she’d ever lead, as much as Seb wanted it to be.


    “You know there’s no disappearing from Defion,” she said. “Especially if I bail before my job’s complete.”


    “Your brother did it.”


    Her spine snapped straight at the mention of her brother and she couldn’t help the coolness that seeped into her voice. But, dammit, Seb knew the topic of her brother was off-limits. “He never escaped, and you know it.”


    With a sigh, Seb lowered the weapon and shook his head. “Okay, sorry. That was out of line, but you gotta listen to me, Mercy. What are your options here? You won’t get Dr. Oliver out of there without a fight, and you can’t go in without risking infection. I won’t let you go in.”


    She arched a brow at him. “You won’t let me?”


    “No, I won’t. I will knock you out and carry you away from here before I’ll let you go in that fucking hospital.”


    She should be offended, but she couldn’t bring herself to be when his words made her melt into a gooey puddle. But she couldn’t let him see that. She mustered up as much derision as she was able. “Caveman.”


    “If being a caveman means I don’t see you die of some horrible virus, then yeah, I’m a caveman.”


    Ugh. For such a stone-cold killer, Seb could be an amazingly sweet man. She kind of wanted to kiss him, so instead she lifted her binoculars to watch Dr. Oliver and Marcus Deangelo have an apparently intense conversation. Marcus stared out across the river, and for a moment, she feared he’d spotted them. This was it. Game over.


    Marcus turned away and followed the doctor inside the mess tent.


    Seb sat back against a tree and dragged his rifle bag over. Probably to clean the weapon again. He did that when he was bored and itching for action. One night, months ago, when they’d met for a drunken night of sex in Barcelona after each completing successful jobs, he’d told her he’d loved his SABR 308 more than anything else in the world…until he met her.


    “Too bad we don’t have a disposable army we could send in to flush them out,” Seb muttered as he started breaking down the weapon.


    She turned to him. “What?”


    “You know, grunts. The guys generals send out onto the frontlines because there are always more to take their place. Don’t suppose Harrison would lend us a few of his less desirable men?”


    “No.” But a new idea started to form. “You’re right. We need to flush them out.”


    “Fucking great idea,” Seb said, sarcasm heavy in his tone. “And how are we gonna do that?”


    After days of camping in the rain without a fire to warm them, he was getting cranky, and she couldn’t blame him. She didn’t like this any more than he did. She was ready to end it, too. All of it—maybe including her career with Defion. Seb’s constant refrain of running away and starting fresh sounded more and more appealing each passing day.


    “Remember the militants we passed on the way in?” she asked.


    He paused halfway through unzipping his cleaning kit. “The ones we avoided because they looked like trouble?”


    “Yeah.” She gazed back out over the river and lifted her binocs again. Dr. Oliver and Marcus hadn’t re-emerged from the tent. All was quiet. “Maybe we should go have a chat with them. Bet they’d love to know where this hospital is.”


    Seb stared at her for a solid five seconds. Then closed his mouth, zipped up his cleaning kit, and snapped his rifle back together. He stood. “You’re a crazy woman, Mercedes, but I love it. Let’s go stir us up some grunts.”


    …


    Claire couldn’t put her finger on it, but something was different about Jean-Luc since he’d woken up. It was expected that he’d be wrestling with survivor’s guilt. Anyone would in his position. The other survivors were struggling with it, too. But his dark mood seemed to come from somewhere else, somewhere deeper inside that enigmatic mind of his, the place that he hid behind smiles and charm and jokes. Was it depression? Did he have a history of it? She had no idea, but she knew exactly who to ask.


    She found Marcus standing just outside the mess tent in the rain. He stared intently out across the dark water of one of the many tributaries that made up the Niger Delta. “Marcus?”


    He didn’t seem to hear her. She reached out to touch his arm, but thought better of it before making contact. In Martinique, she’d seen how deadly Jean-Luc could be, and had no doubt Marcus was just as highly trained. She didn’t want to startle him.


    Instead, she stepped up beside him. “Marcus?”


    Still no response. He seemed to be holding his breath, as if waiting for something significant to happen.


    She followed his gaze to the opposite shore of the river. “Did you see something over there?”


    He shook his head like he was trying to shake off a bad dream. “I thought I saw…” Another head shake. “It’s not possible. Never mind.”


    Now she touched him, placing a gentle hand on his upper back and turning him toward the mess tent. “Why don’t you come in out of the rain?”


    The tent was crowded as other doctors and staff grabbed a quick lunch before heading back to work. Claire found a table that a pair of nurses had just vacated and sat Marcus down. He was pale, and the hand he rubbed over his face shook. Like he’d seen a ghost. She left him long enough to pick up a couple bottles of water, but paused on her way back when she saw the tears streaming silently down his face. She set the water in front of him, then took the seat across the table. She said nothing. Only waited there, sipping her water, until he acknowledged her presence again.


    He finally moved, reaching out to pick up the water. “I think I’m losing my mind.” He took a long drink, draining half the bottle in one breath. The knuckles on both of his hands were bruised and scabbed. She’d noticed other wounds and contusions on his arms and legs as well, all at different stages of the healing process. Marcus hadn’t been infected like Jean-Luc, but he’d also had to fight to survive after the militant attack separated them. She wondered what had happened to him during that week or so he’d been on his own, but wasn’t about to push for an explanation. Jean-Luc had said Marcus had his own demons, and he was obviously battling them now.


    “You both have been through so much,” she said gently. “You’re allowed a moment to break down every now and again.”


    And maybe that was also what had happened to Jean-Luc back in the hospital. He was having his own breakdown moment. A more than plausible explanation for his sudden distance with her and, still, she couldn’t shake the feeling it was something more.


    Either way, Marcus wasn’t going to be much help right now. He needed a friend, not questions.


    Marcus rested his head on the table, knocked his forehead lightly against the wood a couple times. “Are there tests you can run on me, doc? Tell me if I’m losing my mind.”


    “Why do you think so?”


    “I keep seeing him,” he said, his words muffled by the table.


    “Who?”


    “Danny. He was my best friend. No, more like a brother. He was family. We went through the FBI academy together, rose through the ranks together. I saw him every day until I left the FBI and joined HORNET. He died in Martinique.”


    Oh, so many people had died that night, and all because of her research. How could he not blame her? “I’m sorry, Marcus. It’s inadequate, but I truly am sorry for what happened that night.”


    “It’s not your fault, Claire.”


    “It certainly feels like it is.” When he lifted his head and she saw his expression ravaged by grief, she shook off the self-pity. She’d drown that later in some palm wine. Right now, he needed help, and she was a doctor. Okay, not a head doctor, but she was all he had. “Is that when you started seeing Danny? After Martinique?”


    “No. It was after Jean-Luc and I got separated here in Nigeria. I was trudging through the jungle, trying to find civilization, and I didn’t know if I was gonna make it. I have survival and combat skills but I’m no Rambo. I was in bad shape. I’d whacked my head hard when we were attacked and I wasn’t quite with it. I fell, passed out for a while, and when I opened my eyes, I saw Danny in the distance, like a mirage. I crawled over to the spot, and found a road. Some workers from one of the oil companies scooped me up and took me to their facility, had their doc bandage me up, then put me on a flight to Lagos. I thought I saw Danny because I hit my head, but that was weeks ago and…”


    “And you saw him again,” Claire finished and nodded in the general direction of the river. “Outside just now, on the opposite bank.”


    “Like a mirage.” He looked defeated as he sat up and screwed the cap back onto his water bottle. “Am I bonkers?”


    “No,” she said flatly. “You’re grieving.”


    He sniffed hard and swiped at his eyes. “How’s Jean-Luc?”


    And that, she knew, was the end of that conversation. She took a sip of her own water before answering. “He’s…not himself. He’s…” She searched for the right word. “Sad.”


    “Grieving?” Marcus said with an edge of sarcasm in his voice.


    She didn’t let it bother her. He was snapping at her because she was the only person available, just like how Jean-Luc had snapped when she found him wiping blood off that poor girl’s face. “Maybe. Was he also close with your friend Danny?”


    Marcus shook his head. “They were friends, sure. But not like—” He stopped. “It hurt everyone on the team when Danny was killed. He’s the first man we’ve ever lost.”


    So Danny’s death probably hadn’t affected Jean-Luc the same as it had Marcus. Maybe his sour mood had been just survivor’s guilt, after all. “Has Jean-Luc ever suffered from depression?”


    “The Ragin’ Cajun?” Marcus laughed, though there was little humor in it. “To hear him tell it, he’s the happiest man on Earth.”


    “Do you believe that?”


    “Listen.” Marcus sighed and stood up. “Jean-Luc avoids. It’s what he does best. He learns new languages so he doesn’t have to think about anything too deep, and when that doesn’t work, he uses alcohol and sex. And, word of warning, he’ll use you too if you let him.”


    He’ll use you, too.


    Marcus’s words replayed through her mind as she watched him leave. She stayed seated for a moment, then shook her head and shoved to her feet. It was only midday, but after getting so little sleep this week, she was beyond exhausted. Could barely keep her eyes open, not to mention work through the messy entanglement that was her growing attraction to Jean-Luc. She needed sleep, but Sunday caught her before she could escape the mess tent.


    “Claire!”


    Suppressing a groan, she turned to face her friend. “Is everything okay?”


    Sunday thrust a tablet into her hands. “I just saw Jean-Luc’s last blood test.”


    She glanced down at the test results, but nothing had changed since she’d examined them earlier that day. “What’s wrong with it? Everything looks good to me. If his test tomorrow comes back like this, I’ll release him from the hospital.”


    “Exactly. Cured.” Sunday pulled the tablet out of her hands and stared at her with wide, astonished eyes. “What the hell did you give him?”


    Oh. That. She never told Sunday about Akeso.


    She rubbed the back of her aching neck. “It’s something I’ve been working on. An anti-viral. Can we talk about it tomorrow? I’m beat.”


    Sunday opened her mouth, no doubt to protest, but then closed it without uttering a sound. Her scowl softened. “Yeah, you look it, love.” She tilted her head toward the door. “Go on, get out of here. Take tonight off. But tomorrow you owe me an explanation over breakfast.”


    “And you’ll get one.” She started out. “I’ll see you in the morning.”


    “Hey.”


    She glanced back and Sunday grinned.


    “You saved his life, Claire. Just like you said you would. You should be proud.”


    She was. Maybe. Except even having had Marcus’s permission, using Jean-Luc as a guinea pig still sat like lead in her gut. And, God, what if there were horrible side effects that just hadn’t manifested yet?


    Oh, she didn’t know. She was too tired to think straight.


    She left the mess tent and sprinted through the rain to her quarters. Without undressing, she collapsed face-first on her cot and expected to fall asleep instantly.


    She didn’t.


    He’ll use you, too.


    Marcus’s words snaked back into her mind, a refrain that kept her tossing and turning in the muggy heat. Frustrated, she sat up.


    Unfortunately, no matter how many times she turned it over in her head and dissected it, it rang true. Jean-Luc would use her to dull whatever psychological pain he was trying to avoid. And maybe she’d let him use her. After all, he couldn’t break her heart if she never gave it to him, right?


    Too late, a small voice said in the back of her mind.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Jean-Luc’s first thought when he spotted Claire in the doorway of the exam room the next morning was: She’s not wearing any protective gear. His second: Jesus, she’s beautiful.


    “How do you feel?” she asked.


    “Like a pin cushion.” He scowled over at the nurse preparing to stick another damn needle in his arm. “You like poking me, don’t you?”


    The nurse, a local woman from Port Harcourt, gave an ultra-sweet smile. “You’ll feel a little pinch now.”


    He hissed out a breath and looked away as the needle slid into his vein. Claire smothered a laugh and he turned his scowl on her.


    “You’re enjoying this,” he accused.


    Her smile faded into what he thought of as her serious doctor face. “Of course not. You’re the first human test subject of Akeso. We’ll have to check your blood regularly for a while, but if the test comes back like your last one, you’re cured.” She waited until the nurse finished up, nodded and smiled her thanks. After the nurse left, she looked at him with a pained expression.


    Merde. She had bad news. There had been some kind of unanticipated side effect, or the drug wasn’t doing its job anymore and he would get sick again. He’d awakened in a good mood, which had dampened when he found out he had to be poked again. Now it vanished completely.


    He pulled the edge of his T-shirt over the bandage the nurse had left on his arm. Between that one and the large bandage over his stitches on his other arm, he really was starting to look like a mummy.


    He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “What is it, doc? Let me hear it. I can handle whatever you’re about to lay on me.”


    To his surprise, her cheeks pinked. He’d never seen her blush before, and found it strangely appealing. With her face all rosy, she looked sweeter, softer. Not his usual type of female, but for the first time in months, his cock stirred in response.


    Well, there you are, mon ami. You checked out for half a year, but the pretty doc blushes and now you’re all ‘let’s play’? You’re such a dick. Literally.


    Claire sucked in a breath through her nose and he realized he’d been scowling at her again. He tried to smooth out his features and gave an encouraging smile. He had to focus. She had bad news, and here he was with his brain firmly lodged in his cock.


    She pushed back her shoulders as if fortifying herself, then reached into the pocket of her lab coat and held out a little jar to him. “I need a semen sample.”


    Annnd his mind went right back to his dick. The stirring became a full-blown hard-on.


    “That so?” He smiled slowly and knew it was more predatory than intended when her hand wobbled. He sat back in the chair and let his legs fall open just enough that it’d be hard for her to miss exactly how her words had affected him.


    “Y-yes.” She cleared her throat, strode forward, and shoved the jar into his palm. “We have to test it for the virus, just like your blood. So don’t take all night. I’ll be waiting outside.”


    He caught her wrist as she made to turn away. “Or you could stay and watch.” The thought of it solidified his erection to near pain and deepened his voice to a growl. “Or…help.”


    She stared down at him for a long moment, her lips parted slightly. It wasn’t embarrassment flooding her cheeks with color this time. No, he knew women, knew their bodies, and that was want. Lust. Need. He wasn’t alone in this attraction, which made him feel less dirty for wanting her as much as he did.


    Holding her gaze, he pushed down the borrowed scrub bottoms and freed himself.


    She didn’t move away. Her gaze flicked down and her tongue darted out to wet her lips. She probably didn’t even realize she’d done it, but the act had him aching with need.


    “Oh, envie. You give me the frissons when you look at me like that.” He closed a hand around himself and started an easy up-down rhythm.


    She lifted her gaze to his. Her eyes were dazed, slightly out of focus. Her lips soft, wet, and inviting. He wanted to kiss her.


    They couldn’t, though. Not yet.


    “Envie?” she whispered.


    “A craving.” He continued to work himself and stared at her mouth, imagining how her lips would feel against his. Imagining how she’d taste. “A desire. You’ve been mine since I first laid eyes on you.”


    She swallowed hard. “How could you have wanted me? I told you off the first time.”


    “Yes.” His cock bucked in his hand. At the time, he’d been perplexed and annoyed by her initial coolness, but now that he knew her, it was so fucking sexy. He kind of wished she’d talk to him like that more often. “Would you tell me off now?”


    “No.” The word was barely a breath of sound as she watched his hand move.


    “It turns me on when you shoot me down.” When her eyes snapped to his, he gave his best devilish grin. “I’m not used to rejection. I’ve always gotten more yeses than nos.”


    “I’ll just bet you have.” Her gaze cooled just a bit and she stepped back. “Glad to see the infection didn’t damage your ego, Mr. God’s Gift to Womankind. How’s this for rejection? I’ll be outside when you’re done.”


    He watched her go and groaned as his climax pumped from him. Having her speak to him in that cold, clinical tone shouldn’t make him go wild, but it was so different from any response he’d ever had from a woman.


    She was different.


    It was probably better that he goaded her back to that clinical distance. God knew he wanted her, but she was worlds better than him. For all of his womanizing ways, he knew and respected when one was out of his league. And Claire absolutely was.


    He looked down at himself. The turn of his thoughts had shriveled his cock. Or maybe that was the voodoo celibacy curse kicking in to torture him some more.


    Mais, at least she got her sample.

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    The militants weren’t hard to find, but they had traveled a ways in the opposite direction of the hospital and getting to them took longer than Mercedes liked. After hours of cruising through the labyrinth of mangrove-lined rivers and creeks in a boat, Sebastian finally spotted the camp. The militants had spotted them as well, and were already running toward the shore with weapons in hand.


    “This is crazy.” Seb shut down the boat’s engine and made sure his rifle case was securely hidden beside his seat. “What if they’re infected?”


    “We won’t get close enough to catch it.”


    “They might just kill us, you know? It’s what I’d do.”


    “They won’t.” Mercedes walked to the front of the boat and held up her hands as the militants swarmed out onto a dock and wadded into the water, weapons aimed. They all wore masks made of beanies with holes cut out for the eyes, and they were all heavily armed.


    “Who are you?” one of the masked men demanded from the dock. All of the other men stepped back and allowed him to approach the front of their boat. If these were the Egbesu Fighters, then this man was their leader, Goodway “Goody” Igwe. He waved his weapon in a way meant to intimidate, but all she saw was a man with a happy trigger finger and no training. Yes, he probably was as deadly as her intel suggested, but in close quarters combat, he wouldn’t stand a chance against her. She could disarm him in two seconds, flat.


    “I’m an ally,” she called back. “A friend who believes in your cause.”


    “What do you want?” His gun wavered like he was debating whether or not to trust her. Definitely not trained. And if she wasn’t mistaken, he was high on something, probably the mixture of alcohol and liquid cocaine these guys drank to ward off spirits. His eyes were bloodshot behind his mask. Either that, or he was infected with the hemorrhagic virus Dr. Oliver came here for.


    The boat and dock came together with a clunk and he boarded.


    Please, don’t let him be infected.


    “What do you want?” he demanded again.


    “To talk,” she said very evenly. “I have information that may be of use to you, Mr. Igwe.”


    The gun steadied and pointed at her chest. Behind her, she felt more than saw Seb tighten up, readying for an attack. Oh, he hated this. If he had it his way, she’d stay safe at home while he went out and did the dirty work, which was exactly why their relationship had been doomed from the start. She wasn’t that kind of woman, and he wasn’t the kind of man to accept that.


    “Is your information worth more than I could get ransoming you?” Goody asked.


    “Yes,” she said, though she doubted it was true. Then again, Harrison Stead might not pay a ransom if she was sloppy enough to get herself caught. His fatherly love likely didn’t extend that far.


    The thought hurt, but she shoved it aside. “I know you’ve lost men recently. A whole camp.”


    “A prisoner, too. He’s worth a lot of money.” Again with the gun waving. “Did you take him and make my men sick?”


    “Would I be here now if I had?”


    After a moment humming with tension, he relaxed and lowered the gun. Rookie move. If she had a weapon of her own, she could’ve taken him out right then. Obviously, the deadly Goody Igwe was not used to fighting anyone who knew how to fight back. These men claimed to be fighting for a noble cause—fighting against government corruption for their people and their land—but they were cowards at heart, more interested in attacking soft oil execs in the dark than fighting a real war.


    Disgust boiled inside her, but she kept it off her face. Like it or not, she needed them. Sometimes completing a mission meant dealing with unsavory people. “I didn’t take your prisoner, but I know where he is. Your men, too.”


    “And what do you want for this information?” Goody asked. His mask slipped up, and she could see the scar slicing horizontally across his face. Half his nose was missing. Her intel didn’t say how he’d received the scar, but local mythology claimed he did it to himself as an offering to the war god Egbesu, for whom his group was named, to make himself bulletproof.


    She highly doubted he was bulletproof, but after scanning several of the unmasked faces of his men, she realized they all believed the legend enough to have mutilated themselves in similar fashions. For all intents and purposes, this group was a heavily armed cult.


    She hoped she wasn’t in over her head here.


    She met Goody’s bloodshot gaze again. “I want you to help me kidnap someone.”

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Sunday pushed away from her microscope and shook her head slowly in shock. “It’s amazing. He’s virus-free.”


    “Completely?” Claire let out her breath in a rush and leaped forward to take a look for herself. Sure enough, his cells were healthy and undamaged, with no sign of the football-shaped virus anywhere in any of his samples. “Holy shit. He’s cured.”


    “But more than that, it’s like he never had the virus at all. Ebiere still has traces of it in her body, but it’s gone from Jean-Luc. His blood, saliva, semen. All clean.” Sunday jumped up and grabbed her iPad. “And have you looked at his arm recently? It’s almost completely healed.”


    “What?” Claire snatched the tablet and studied the photo of Jean-Luc’s stitched wound. A wound as deep as that took weeks to heal, but Sunday wasn’t joking. His arm looked as if it had been treated for weeks rather than only a few days. He could probably even have the stitches removed. “How is this…?”


    “You tell me. You’re the mad scientist.”


    “No. Akeso couldn’t have…” She trailed off. She had been tweaking the formula to aid in healthy cell regeneration after the drug killed the virus. Had that caused his accelerated healing? “I didn’t expect that.”


    “Do you know what this means?” Sunday squealed like an excited little girl and bounced on her feet. “You’ve made a super drug! If this works on all viruses, you’ve cured Ebola. Oh my God, HIV!”


    Claire held up her hand in a slow down gesture, even though inwardly, she was bouncing as well. “Okay, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We don’t know about potential side effects or—”


    “Has he complained of any side effects?”


    She looked down at the photo of his arm again, still stunned by what it was telling her. “Only headaches. He said they were bad at first but are weakening the stronger he gets. He’s also restless, but I’m not sure if that’s a side effect or if it’s normal for him. Marcus says he gets twitchy when he’s bored.”


    “Well.” Sunday plucked the iPad from her hands and held it away when she tried to take it back. “Go relieve his boredom.”


    Claire put her hands on her hips and scowled at her friend. “Sunday…no. It’s not like that.”


    “It’s not? Because Abebi told me after she drew his blood this morning you stayed with him while he gave his semen sample.”


    Her cheeks heated and she had no way of hiding the color she knew blazed there. Damn her pale skin. “Okay, so there is something. But he needs more time to heal and—”


    “Excuses, excuses. He is healed, Claire. You saw his blood work. He’s fine.” She smirked. “In more ways than one. Don’t tell Dayo I said that.”


    “Where is Dayo?”


    “He took a day to go check on his family. He’s rightfully worried. And you’re changing the subject.” When Claire said nothing in response, she rolled her eyes and set the iPad aside. “Well, at the very least go spring him from the hospital and take him to the mess tent for a decent meal.”


    “Okay.” Why was her heart hammering? Excitement. Nervousness. Maybe both? Probably both. Because Sunday was right and there was something between her and Jean-Luc. A spark that had been there from the start, and it thrilled and terrified her. “Okay,” she said again. “That I can do.”


    As she walked toward the door, Sunday called, “And think about the other!”


    Oh, she’d think about it all right. She’d thought of little else since she’d watched the man masturbate. It had left her feeling voyeuristic, dirty, and so achingly hot. She’d fantasized about touching him more times today than she cared to admit.


    And now she could.


    But should she? Even if she shouldn’t, would she anyway? Maybe. Sure, there was risk involved, but she had a feeling he’d be worth the potential of a broken heart. So worth it.


    Still. She hadn’t worked it all out in her mind yet, and until she did, she had to keep her distance.


    As usual, Jean-Luc wasn’t in his bed. She found him sitting with an old man, another of the few survivors, sharing a pineapple and conversing in Ijaw. That he’d learned so much of the language in his short time here was astounding. The man was brilliant, but he hid all that intelligence behind jokes and a playboy facade. Had to wonder why he felt the need.


    He noticed her in the doorway and said something to his companion, then got up from his seat. There was more than a bit of devil in his smile as he approached the hanging plastic sheet that separated them. “Thought I scared you away.”


    He had, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. “I don’t scare easily.”


    “I like that about you, cher.” His gazed dropped to her bare hands. “You’re not wearing gloves.”


    “I don’t have to anymore.” She pulled open the plastic door and motioned him through. “You can come out. You’re officially virus free.”


    He opened his mouth, but for a man with such an innate grasp of languages, it seemed he couldn’t find words. He took one last look over his shoulder, then stepped through the plastic barrier.


    “Your arm is almost healed, too,” she told him just to break his unnerving silence. “We can take the stitches out today. Of all the possible side effects, that one hadn’t been anywhere on my list and…”


    She trailed off when he lifted his hand and let the pads of his fingers hover just over the curve of her cheek.


    “Can I…touch you, ma belle?”


    She sucked in a breath, met an all-too-serious-for-him gaze, and nodded. The tips of his fingers settled on her cheek, lightly traced the line of her jaw, the curve of her neck. He breathed out softly—a man awestruck. His hand circled the back of her neck and pulled her in closer. She could feel the heat of his body. Not a fever-heat anymore, but a potent male warmth she’d like to curl up against.


    Yes. She’d wanted him to touch her like this from day one, and now that he was, she melted. Her knees wobbled before she locked them tight. As he lowered his head, she lifted her chin in invitation. But, damn him, he paused before their lips touched.


    “Are you sure I can’t infect you?”


    “Um…” She couldn’t think with his fingers wrapped around the back of her neck, and his thumb lightly caressing her jaw. “Yes, I’m sure. You’re cured.”


    He muttered something in a language she didn’t catch and then his mouth covered hers. He walked her backward until her butt hit a table, then trapped her there with his big body. Logic said she should’ve felt confined by him, besieged, but she didn’t. She wrapped her arms around him, pulled him in until her breasts flattened against his chest.


    On a groan, he hoisted her up with one arm and dragged her leg around his waist. Yes. This was what she needed. He tasted sweet, like pineapple—such sharp contrast to the needy demand of his kiss. Her head buzzed and wild little bursts of desire electrified her nerve endings and soaked her panties. She squeezed her leg around his hips as a hollow, yearning ache bloomed between her thighs.


    She’d never considered herself an especially sexual being, always too engrossed in the intellectual side of things to worry much about the physical. But the way he kissed her, devouring her like she was the best thing he’d ever had in his mouth, like he couldn’t get enough, made her feel like a siren.


    No wonder he rarely heard the word “no” when he kissed like this.


    The thought brought some sense back and she pressed her hands against his chest. This wasn’t the time or the place. She needed to get her bearings before anyone walked in on them.


    Jean-Luc released her mouth and his hand trembled ever so slightly as he dragged it through his hair. The scrubs he wore did little to conceal the bulge of his erection. He muttered something under his breath in French that sounded like, “Fucking curse,” then he added in English, “I’m sorry. I got carried away.”


    “Don’t be.” She jumped off the table and caught his hand before he could take another step backward. “I enjoyed it. This just isn’t the place.”


    “Right. Alors pas. I’ve been frustrated…to say the least…and the cork popped when I touched you.”


    Frustrated by her, or frustrated in general?


    He’ll use you, too.


    Shaking off Marcus’s warning, she touched her lips, loving that they felt bruised and swollen. Why was she dithering? She was a grown woman who knew what she was getting into. She dropped her hand and stepped forward, pressing her lips lightly against his. “There’s been a lot of death around me lately. For one night, I’d like to feel alive. Come to my tent later. It’s the one with the yellow door.”


    He looked as if she’d smacked him. Completely stunned. “F’true?”


    “Yes.” She held out her hand and after a moment, he took it. “Let’s get you cleaned up and fed first.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Bonheur. Xìngfú. Schast’ye. Felicidad. Glück. Saeada.


    Jean-Luc knew many words for happiness, but none of them adequately described how amazing it felt to just walk through the drizzling rain on his own two feet. The air was hot and miserably wet, but he didn’t care at all because at least it wasn’t canned and filtered hospital air that smelled of bleach, blood, and death.


    As they crossed the hospital grounds, he fell into step behind Claire, and then stopped altogether and raised his face to the sky. Rain splattered over him and he closed his eyes.


    He was alive.


    By all accounts, he shouldn’t be, but someone was looking out for him somewhere up there in the great unknown. Maybe he didn’t deserve this second chance, but he’d sure as hell not waste it.


    “Jean-Luc, are you okay?”


    He smiled at Claire’s question and jogged over to join her at the entrance of a tent. “I’m fine. Enjoying the moment.”


    She gave him a puzzled look but said nothing more. “This is where Marcus has been staying. There’s an extra bed inside with your name on it. There are showers two tents over. I’m sure you’re wanting to clean up.”


    “Thank you.”


    She nodded. “When you’re done, meet me over there.” She pointed at another tent across the compound, the one closest to the river. “It’s the mess tent. It’s early for dinner, but I’ll have one of our cooks warm something for you.”


    He caught her hand. “And later…”


    She smiled and gave his hand a squeeze before dropping it. “Later.”


    A whispered promise.


    Jean-Luc watched her walk away, caught somewhere between amusement and arousal. Claire was…something else. Unlike any woman he’d ever known. He was as attracted to her mind as he was her body, which was new for him. He’d always kept his past lovers at a distance. He’d taken pleasure in them, and them in him, and then they’d parted ways without ever taking the time to know more about each other.


    With Claire, he wasn’t convinced he’d want to kick her out of his bed and part ways. Just the thought of never seeing her again bloomed an ache deep inside him. But what if she wanted no more than his usual slam, bam, thank you, sir?


    Merde.


    Either way, he had the unsettling feeling that he’d break more than the voodoo curse of celibacy tonight and everything would change. It was both thrilling and kinda terrifying. Did he really want to venture into the land of—gulp —monogamy?


    He shook off the thought and ducked into the tent. It was dim inside, lit by only one battery powered lantern with its batteries on the last of their juice. Two cots, not much better than the ones in the hospital, sat off to each side.


    Marcus lay on one, but jumped up when the flap door opened. He had his weapon in hand and looked as if he hadn’t slept in months.


    Jean-Luc held up his hands, and Marcus blinked like he wasn’t sure if what he was seeing was real or not. Then he lowered the weapon. “Oh. Hey. It’s you.”


    “Just little ol’ me.” Jean-Luc had never seen him so jumpy. The guy was usually solid, but exhaustion had made him ragged around the edges. “You okay?”


    “Yeah, yeah. Fine.” Marcus ran a hand over his face. “And I should be the one asking you that. Are you feeling all right?”


    “Fit as a fiddle. Actually better. My knee’s not even bothering me.” An old injury from his short-lived high school football career usually flared up whenever it rained, but he felt not even the slightest twinge despite the downpour outside. And hadn’t Claire said something about his injured arm healing faster than it should have? She’d said the stitches could come out, and it didn’t hurt anymore. Well, put two and two together and that could mean only one thing.


    He grinned at the thought. “Pretty sure I’m a superhero now. Like Deadpool.”


    Marcus laughed, and to Jean-Luc’s complete shock, the laugh morphed into something that sounded very close to a sob. Marcus stepped forward and grabbed him in a hug hard enough to test those superhero healing abilities.


    “I thought I was going to lose you, too.” Marcus’s voice was muffled by his shoulder. “I saw you in that bed and all I could picture was Danny dying in my arms. I couldn’t go there again.”


    Jesus, the guy was coming apart at the seams. Truth be told, the whole thing made Jean-Luc uncomfortable. He’d never been good with the deep emotional stuff, preferred to keep everything light and airy and easy. He awkwardly patted Marcus’s back. “Hey, now, mon ami, I’m okay.”


    Marcus hung on for several moments more, then as if he realized what he was doing, he straightened his shoulders and stepped back. “Sorry, man.”


    Jean-Luc waved a hand dismissively. “No worries. I get it.” And he did, but that understanding didn’t make the whole sitch any less uncomfortable for him. “But you look like shit warmed over, and that coming from a guy who was on his death bed less than five days ago, is saying something. You gotta take care of yourself. Danny wouldn’t want you to kill yourself over him.”


    “I’m not going to kill myself.”


    “Yeah, not with a bullet, but you keep going like you have been, you’ll get the same result.”


    “Now you sound like Jesse.”


    Jean-Luc winced. Jesse Warrick, HORNET’s medic, could be a naggy fils de putain. Being compared to him wasn’t a compliment.


    “I promised Leah I’d find the guy who took her husband from her. I’m not stopping until I do.” Marcus turned away, went back over to his cot and grabbed his pack from the floor. “So let’s finish this mission and get Claire to safety.”


    As long as the virus was here, Claire wouldn’t leave without a fight. “She won’t go.”


    “She won’t have a choice.”


    “No, I won’t force her. Our best bet is to protect her here until she’s ready to go.” But they’d need more manpower for that. It was only a matter of time until Defion found her, if they hadn’t already. The virus crisis may keep them away for a bit but if this thing dragged out, they wouldn’t wait forever. “Have you contacted Tuc, Gabe, or anyone else on the team?”


    Resigned, Marcus let his pack thump back to the floor. “No.”


    Yeah, he figured as much. They were likely personae non gratae with HORNET right now, but he didn’t think Tuc or Gabe would leave an innocent woman in danger just because he and Marcus had gone AWOL. He’d have to swallow his pride and ask for their help.


    Marcus sat down on his cot. “You want to contact them, don’t you?”


    Either the guy had picked up mind reading abilities in the last few weeks or Jean-Luc was broadcasting his every thought on his face.


    “Tomorrow,” he decided. “First, I gotta know more about the virus situation. The guys are all family men now—except Ian and Harvard, but I won’t even ask them to come if there’s any risk of exposure.”


    Marcus frowned. “What was it like?”


    He said nothing for a moment, because even with his grasp of multiple languages, he couldn’t find the words for the pain he’d experienced. “Remember Siddiqui?” They’d stopped the Afghan warlord from purchasing a suitcase nuke a couple years ago, but not before the violent bastard had destroyed so many lives. “Or how about Rorro Rivera?” The little shit had been a psychopath. “Or, the king of the asshole baddies, Liam Miller?”


    “Yeah, what abut them?”


    “It was so painful, I wouldn’t even wish this virus on them.” And there were innocent people—children, babies—dying of it as they stood here chatting. His throat closed up. “Yeah. It was bad.”


    Annnd now would be a great time for a subject change.


    He crossed to the other cot. A rucksack similar to Marcus’s sat on top and he picked it up. “This mine?”


    “I grabbed some supplies before I left Lagos. Didn’t know what you’d have, so I went on the assumption you’d need everything.”


    He looked inside. Basic toiletries and survival gear, clothes, boots, ammo, and a weapon. A solid pistol but it wasn’t his Beretta 92, and he gave himself a second to mourn the loss of his favorite gun. That weapon dated back to his CIA days, and had saved his ass more times than he could count. He supposed it was probably somewhere at the militant camp, but he had zero desire to go back there.


    He also found a fixed blade combat knife and thigh holster in the bag, as well as a folding karambit, a boot knife, and a machete strapped to the outside. He pulled out a box of condoms and had to laugh. Usually he was the one supplying the condoms to his teammates, not the other way around.


    In a side pocket, he found his gris-gris and smiled in relief at the familiar weight of the protection charm. He thought he’d lost it when they were attacked. He kissed the small leather pouch and slipped the cord around his neck, then grinned over his shoulder.


    “You do know the way to my heart, mon ami.”


    “Yup. Sharp pointy objects, frilly drinks, and pretty women.”


    “Could use one of those drinks now.” And he had eyes for only one pretty woman, but he wasn’t going to say that out loud unless he wanted a good ribbing from Marcus. He grabbed a fresh change of clothes and the toiletry kit. “But I guess I’ll settle for a shower.”


    “Wasn’t going to say anything, but yeah, you need one.”


    “Embrasse moi tchew.”


    “Dude, I’m not puckering up anywhere near your ass until you clean it.”


    Jean-Luc gave the finger on his way to the door, but was laughing. It was good to see a little spark of the old Marcus again. Maybe the guy would be okay after all. “Meet me in the mess hall in twenty. I have some questions for Claire about the virus.”


    Marcus settled back on his cot. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Twenty minutes later, washed and dressed in something other than scrubs, his hair combed for the first time in weeks and pulled back in a tail, Jean-Luc entered the mess hall feeling human again. At least until silence fell over the room at his entry. He glanced behind him but nope, nobody there. Even though it was early for dinner it seemed like everyone in camp was there, and his arrival had made them all go mute. Now they all stared in awe, like he was some kind of god.


    And then the applause started.


    Now, normally, he thrived at being the center of attention, but this was…awkward. They were applauding solely because he didn’t die. Guess that was better than applauding after death, but… Non, he didn’t like it. All all.


    Thankfully, Claire saved him. She waved from a table at the back of the room. “Over here.”


    He hustled toward her. Slowly, the applause faded and conversations resumed.


    “Merci beaucoup. That was as awkward as a fart in church.” He gave her a quick, sexless peck on the cheek and regretted it instantly. That light brush of his lips on her skin wasn’t enough. He wanted more, wanted to touch his lips to every inch, every secret spot, on her body.


    Right. Now.


    The many witnesses were the only reason he didn’t lay her down there on the table and find out what she tasted like. While he enjoyed public sex, he figured Claire wouldn’t like that particular kink.


    Then again, maybe she would. There was a lot he didn’t yet know about her, and he couldn’t wait to discover it. He’d study her until he was as fluent in the ways of pleasuring her body as he was in fifteen languages.


    He couldn’t wait, but he took a step back from her to preserve a shred of decency. There was already no hiding how that tiny bit of contact had affected him.


    Marcus sat at the table with a black woman that Jean-Luc recognized—she’d cared for him while he was sick—but he couldn’t remember her name. He sat down across from her and held out at hand over the table. “Don’t think we’ve been officially introduced, cher. Jean-Luc Cavalier.”


    She accepted his handshake with a surprisingly strong grip for such a thin, long-fingered hand. “Dr. Sunday Reggie-Fubara. Claire and I have been mates since we were tots.”


    “You’re a long way from Old Blighty.”


    She sighed. “Oh, tell me about it. I’m dying for a good pub and fish and chips.” She nodded toward the heaping plate in front of him. “Better’n this.”


    For the first time, he noticed the plate that someone—probably Claire—had prepared for him. Plantains, meat skewers, rice and beans. His appetite suddenly made itself fiercely known. Seemed like he hadn’t had a decent meal in ages. He dug in. “It’s no shrimp étouffée, but I’m not complaining.”


    While he ate, they made small talk about Claire’s and Sunday’s early exploits at boarding school in the U.K. The two had been little troublemakers. Who knew Claire had such a mischievous streak?


    He then threw in a story about how he and his cousin T-Boe set their other cousin T-Butt’s hair on fire with firecrackers. He had them all laughing by the time he was done.


    “Wait, wait.” Sunday held up her hands in a hold up gesture. “Your cousins are T-Boe and T-Butt?”


    “Mais, yeah. T- is a nickname in Cajun, kinda like junior in English, and they were both named after their fathers. Beauregard, which was shortened to Beau, then became T-Boe.”


    “And T-Butt?” Claire asked, her eyes sparkling with laughter.


    “Ah…that’s where it gets confusing. His name is Thibaut. Not to be confused with T-Boe, who is older, so because my relatives have a wicked sense of humor, he became T-Butt.”


    “Because that makes sense,” Sunday laughed.


    “I’ve met his family,” Marcus said. “Nothing they do makes sense.” He pushed his plate aside and sat forward. “Enough small talk. Tell us about the virus.”


    “Party pooper,” Jean-Luc muttered and pushed his own plate away. Okay, so he had been using the stories to stall, but it had felt good to laugh, and he’d enjoyed watching Claire’s eyes light up. He turned to her, watched that light fade, and sighed inwardly. “But he’s right. I want to call in our team, but I can’t until I know more about what we’re up against.”


    Claire and Sunday looked at each other. It was interesting watching them both slip into work mode. The women with the open smiles and easy laughter faded away, and in their places appeared two composed, calculated doctors.


    Claire quickly rehashed what she’d already told Jean-Luc earlier in the week. It wasn’t a hantavirus like they first suspected, and it was now called Delta Hemorrhagic Fever.


    “How fast is it spreading?” Marcus asked.


    “Fast,” Claire answered. “So fast it’s starting to fizzle out.”


    “Is that normal?”


    “No,” Claire said, and Sunday added, “Not at all.”


    “Viruses live to spread,” Claire explained. “That’s literally their sole purpose for existing. A virus in its preferred host keeps the patient alive as long as possible to allow for maximum reproduction. These outbreaks usually occur when a virus becomes zoonotic. That is, it jumps from its preferred host to humans.”


    “And that’s not what happened here?” Jean-Luc asked.


    “No. I really don’t think so. If this was zoonotic, we’d have found the reservoir organism. But it’s killed everything, human and animal. It’s killing so fast it’s burning itself out.”


    An ugly idea wormed into his brain. “That sounds like a perfect—”


    “Bioweapon.” Everyone at the table said the word at the same time, then lapsed into silence.


    Jean-Luc swore softly. “You think this was engineered.”


    Another shared glance between Claire and Sunday.


    “We do,” Claire said. “The more we research it, the more convinced I am. This is a manmade pandemic.”


    Jean-Luc swore again and scrubbed his hands over his face, then looked across the table at Marcus. “If this thing’s manmade, whoever released it will do it again somewhere else. This was a trial run. We haven’t seen the main event yet.”


    Marcus pinched the bridge of his nose. “You’re right. Time to call the team.”


    “We have a sat phone,” Sunday offered.


    Jean-Luc shook his head. “We make that call now, we’ll paint a target on this hospital. Defion will be monitoring all communications from the region. We have to assume they already know you’re here, Claire.”


    Sunday’s lips turned down in a concerned frown. “Defion? What’s that?”


    Merde. Claire hadn’t told her friend. He couldn’t blame her for that. Trust was a hard thing to come by when you were on the run, and even your oldest friends became suspect. “Defion is mercenary group hired by Bioteric Pharmaceuticals to take Akeso from Claire.”


    “Oh my God, Claire!” Sunday whirled on her. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    Tears filled Claire’s eyes. “I didn’t want you hurt. They already killed Tiffany. I figured the less you knew, the safer you’d be.”


    “Oh my God,” Sunday said again.


    Claire wiped at her eyes and turned to face him. “We can’t do anything to compromise the hospital. The infected can’t be moved without killing them. Their vascular systems are too weak. Hit a pothole, they could bleed out.”


    It was so like her to think of everyone else before herself. The woman didn’t have a selfish bone in her body, which made him feel like a heel. He rarely did anything without some kind of self-serving ulterior motive. Even now, his need to protect her was purely selfish.


    She was too good for him. By a long shot.


    “Claire.” He waited until she looked at him. “We have to leave. It’s only a matter of time until Defion makes themselves known, and knowing what we do about Akeso, we can’t let them get their hands on it. Or you.”


    “But—”


    Sunday stopped her protest with a gentle hand squeeze. “The world needs your brilliant mind more than we do, love. We both know the people here are beyond saving, but there are others you can help. As long as you stay alive.” She stood and pulled Claire into a hug. “I wish you had told me all of this sooner. I’d have told you to leave, as I am now. You can’t do anything more here.”


    Claire held on to her friend for a moment, then backed up a step and wiped at her eyes. When she glanced over, Jean-Luc clearly saw the war waging inside her. It was so against her nature to put herself before others that she struggled to make the right—hell, the only—decision. Luckily, he was selfish enough for the both of them. He’d already decided he was getting her out of here tomorrow, whether she wanted to go or not. He’d throw her over his shoulder, kicking and screaming and cursing his name, if it meant she stayed safe.


    She drew a breath that moved her shoulders, and her next words shocked the hell out of him. “You’re right. We need to leave. There’s a boat leaving on a supply run to Port Harcourt tomorrow. We can catch a ride with them. I’ll go pack.”


    Her words carried a deep sorrow that stabbed and twisted at the center of his chest. He stood as she passed and reached for her hand, but she shook him off. He stared after her as she left, unsure of what to do.


    “Claire is all logic,” Sunday said behind him, “but she also has a lot of heart hidden underneath. She knows this is the best option, but it’ll hurt her to leave.”


    Although she was long gone, he continued staring after her. Every fiber in his being screamed to chase her down, pull her into his arms, and hold her until that sorrow faded away, but he couldn’t seem to make his feet move. “What are you saying?”


    “Just…she’ll need a shoulder to cry on.”


    And that did it. He didn’t even realize he’d given chase until the rain splattered across his face. It was dusk, that odd gray time when it wasn’t fully dark, but not light either. He strained to make out landmarks and orient himself on the hospital grounds. Until that day, he’d only ever seen the inside of the hospital tents, and hadn’t had enough time to learn his way around. The staff quarters were a jumble of tents stitched together from pieces like voodoo dolls.


    Yellow door.


    She’d said hers had a yellow door. He jogged through the camp until he found the yellow door, and damned if he was waiting to be invited inside. He pushed open the flap and found Claire standing in the middle of the tent with a suitcase open at her feet, sobbing.


    “Aw, cher.” He stepped up behind her, pulled her into his arms. She turned toward him and buried her sobs against his chest.


    He never liked seeing women cry, much preferred to see them smile. Growing up, he’d seen his mom cry far more than she smiled, and he could sometimes even still hear her wailing sobs as Social Services whisked her children away from her. That day he’d made it his life’s mission to make the women in his life smile as often as he was able.


    But now? He was at a loss. A joke wasn’t going to help, and would only seem crude. And seducing a smile out of her now would be just plain wrong. All he could do was hold her, rub soothing circles on her back, and let her cry it out.


    He pressed a kiss to the top of her head, then lingered there, just breathing in her scent. Warm vanilla and spice. It brought to mind images of a cozy home on a cool, foggy morning, and the two of them snuggled together in front of a cracking fireplace.


    No, not just any cozy home, but his home. Not the townhouse just off Bourbon street that he shared with his siblings, or the old fishing shack deep in the bayou, where he sometimes took his tourist lays for a real Cajun thrill. No, he was picturing her at his cabin on the Northshore of Lake Pontchartain.


    His haven, a place he never took any woman.


    Ever.


    Putain.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Claire felt his arms tense, felt him shift away ever so slightly, and realized with horror she was clinging. Hard. She abruptly let go and turned away to find something to wipe her face. She was probably all blotchy with red eyes and nose, and while she wasn’t usually concerned with how she looked, she didn’t want him to see her like that. She found a clean T-shirt and pressed her hot face into it.


    She expected him to leave. Why wouldn’t he? He’d come in at her invitation, expecting to get laid, and instead she’d sobbed all over him.


    But she didn’t hear the tent flap open. He didn’t move.


    She risked a peek in his direction. He still stood right where she’d left him, his hair and shoulders wet from the rain, the front of his shirt wet from her tears. He looked a little lost, like he had no idea what to say or do next, so she took pity on him and gave him an out.


    She pushed back her shoulders and bent over for her suitcase. “I need to finish packing.”


    “Hey.” He caught her hand, and drew her toward him again. With his thumbs, he swept away the wet streaks still on her face. “Why the tears, ma belle?”


    The unexpectedly compassionate gesture broke down the fragile wall she’d spent the last few minutes building around her emotions. More tears leaked out and she grasped his wrists. “I feel like I’m abandoning them.”


    “You’re not. There are so many good doctors here. They’ll all get the best care available to them.” He gave a crooked half smile. “Believe me, cher. I know from experience.”


    She liked that she didn’t have to specify who she was talking about. He knew her concern wasn’t for the doctors, her friends, but the patients. This was why she did better in a lab. With patients, she got too involved. Every time. “I guess it’s egotistical of me to think I can do something the other doctors can’t.”


    “But you can. You did. You saved me. Nobody else could have done that, which is why you need to stay safe.”


    “Yes, I know.” She stared over at the cooler containing what was left of Akeso. “I know I can’t ethically use Akeso here again. For you, I had Marcus’s permission. Even if I could get a patient’s family to approve treatment, I couldn’t know if they understood what they were agreeing to. These are uneducated people who still believe in witches and magic. And then who would I choose? I only have one dose left. How could I play God like that?” She shook her head hard to ward off another rush of tears. “Logically, I know all of the reasons, but…” She patted her chest over her heart and the tears started flowing again despite her efforts. Her voice caught in her throat. “My heart’s breaking.”


    He hugged her again, and again, she clung, clutching big handfuls of his shirt at his back. She couldn’t help it. She hadn’t had anything solid in her life for months, and right now, Jean-Luc felt very solid.


    They stood together like that for a long time, until the tension eased out of her shoulders, and the ache around her heart lessened.


    Finally, she felt his lips move against her hair, curving into one of his mischievous smiles. “For the record, I believe in witches and magic.”


    A laugh bubbled up and surprised her. She backed away and lightly smacked his chest. “You do not.”


    “Of course I do. I’m Cajun.” He pulled on the cord around his neck and a small leather pouch popped out from under his T-shirt. “You can’t grow up in New Orleans and not believe in magic.”


    She touched the pouch. The leather was faded and worn soft. “What is it?”


    “Gris-gris.”


    “Voodoo? Like black magic.”


    “Non, not black. It’s for good luck and protection against those who wish you harm.” At her arched eyebrow, he took the cord from around his neck and placed it over her head. “You keep it. You need it more than I do right now.”


    She studied the talisman for a moment. “You can’t honestly believe this little bag”—she held the cord up, letting the pouch dangle between her fingers—“will protect me?”


    “It won’t magically stop a bullet, but it has a way of steering its wearer away from harm.”


    She scoffed and dropped the cord. The gris-gris felt heavy around her neck. “Worked great for you, didn’t it?”


    “I didn’t have it until Marcus returned it a few hours ago. But, yeah, it was still working for me. You found me in that camp. You found Marcus, the only person who could give you permission to treat me, in Lagos.”


    “Both of those instances were pure luck.”


    He grinned and lifted her chin with the hook of his finger. “And what is luck but a little bit of everyday magic?”


    Something fluttered in her chest as she stared up into his eyes, a light and bubbly sensation she couldn’t place. Some of it was certainly amusement. With him being such an intelligent man, she hadn’t expected this kind of fancifulness from him.


    On second thought, maybe she should have. She’d seen on more than one occasion that he was a storyteller at heart, bringing to life the colorful world of New Orleans for a room full of dying people and sharing childhood misadventures for the amusement of others. Unlike so many of the brilliant people she knew, and unlike her, he didn’t try to live solely in his head. He lived with both his head and his heart, in a world of both logic and magic, and she admired him for it. She could learn a lot from him, but if she wasn’t careful, she could also get swept up in his world of whimsy. He could make her start believing in ridiculous things like knights in shining armor slaying the world’s dragons and happily ever afters.


    Staring into his eyes, she already half believed. “You are a fascinatingly complicated man, Jean-Luc Cavalier.”


    His lips quirked. “I’ve been accused of being a lot of things, cher, and most of them true. But that one’s a first. Marcus’ll tell you I’m about as complicated as a paperweight.”


    “If Marcus really knew you, he wouldn’t think so. I bet you’ve never let him see the real you.”


    He touched her cheek, traced his fingers along her cheekbone, and tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “No, I haven’t.”


    She breathed out softly and leaned into his palm. “Why let me?”


    He opened his mouth as if to reply, but closed it again without speaking. Then after a beat, he said, “Because, for me, you’re a kind of magic, too.”


    She wasn’t sure what made her do it, but she surged up to her toes and pressed her mouth to his smiling lips. He made a gasping sound that was pure masculine want, and she took the opportunity to slip her tongue into his mouth. His arms wrapped around her and dragged her in close until she felt his heart pounding out of sync with hers.


    And, yes, she realized those dueling rhythms were just another sign this was a mistake. They were so completely out of sync—him with his stories and languages, and her with her facts and science. But it didn’t matter to her in that moment. She tossed aside logic and listened to what their mismatched heartbeats were telling her. They may be out of sync, but they wanted the same thing.


    He wanted her.


    And she, for once, wanted to experience a little bit of the magic he was so sure existed.


    She reached between their bodies and found him hard, straining the front of his cargo pants. She remembered the way his hand slid up and down his thick shaft, and how much she’d wanted to touch him, put her mouth on him. She unzipped his pants. He wore no underwear underneath and, thrilled, she closed her hand around him.


    He groaned against her mouth. “What are you gonna do with that, cher? Wrap your lips around it and put it in your mouth? Or are you just going to hold it, pet it, until I come in your hand?”


    “I want you to fuck me with it.” She didn’t know where the boldness came from. She’d never been so daring or sexually adventurous with any of her few previous lovers, but the flame in his eyes as he watched her stroke him brought out her inner vixen.


    She was in charge here. She was powerful.


    For the first time in months, she had control over what happened next and she reveled in it.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    He hadn’t had anyone’s hand but his own on his cock in so long, the erotic pleasure of her grip would be his end if he didn’t stop her. He grabbed her wrist. “The fucking will have to wait if you keep doing that.”


    “I can wait.” Her gaze dropped greedily back to his cock and she licked her lips. “I want to make you orgasm.”


    Who was he to argue? he thought, half delirious, as she dropped to her knees in front of him. She opened those sensual lips and took him all the way in to the back of her throat. Then she hummed. He gasped as heat zinged up his spine and his knees actually shook. He had to thread his fingers into her hair to hold himself steady while she sucked and hummed and teased his tip with her tongue.


    Mon Dieu.


    He’d had hundreds of blowjobs in his life, and none had ever sent his heart skittering or made his hands and knees quake.


    This was Claire working her magic on him. Ruining him. He wondered if he’d ever be satisfied having another woman’s mouth on him after this. Would he ever again be able to walk into a bar, pick a random woman, and take her back to the bathroom or a dark booth for some sexy fun?


    He stared down at Claire, her eyes closed in a kind of bliss, her cheeks hollowing out with each dragging suck on his cock, and something soft and warm unfurled in his chest. He cupped her cheek and her eyes flipped open, raised to meet his gaze. She all but sparkled. She loved this, loved having him in her mouth, loved making him crazy.


    No, he realized as he surged toward release, there wouldn’t be any more random women after this. There couldn’t be, plain and simple.


    There was just Claire. Only Claire.


    He was so lost in her, so wrapped up in the way she made him feel, he didn’t notice the series of loud pops in the distance until the screams followed. Only then did he register what those pops had been.


    Claire released him and bolted to her feet. “What was that?”


    Annnd climax thwarted.


    “Sounded like gunshots.” He tucked his still-hard cock back into his pants before crossing to the door. A quick peek out showed him exactly what he feared. A group of heavily armed masked men had run their boats to shore and were now fanning out across the hospital grounds, shooting their weapons into the air as an intimidation tactic.


    The Egbesu Fighters.


    Putain. He’d worried they would eventually come looking for him once they discovered his escape, but he’d hoped to be long gone with Claire before they showed.


    One of the men, the apparent ringleader, had a megaphone. It screeched when he turned it on. “We are the Egbesu Fighters!”


    The declaration roused a rowdy whoop from his men.


    “It is not bad enough you white devils come here and poison our lands. Now you poison our people. We are here to say enough. You killed my men when you stole our prisoner, but we will be more considerate. Surrender and we will spare your lives.” As he repeated the statement in the local language, a small group of people from the hospital marched out to meet the militants.


    Sunday was in the lead. “This is a hospital,” she said, her tone like a mother scolding a naughty child. Not exactly the best tone to take with a murderous terror group. “The people here are very sick, and we’re trying to help! This is a highly infectious virus. You need to leave now before you become sick as well.”


    “Lies! You did this to our people!” A bunch of weapons came up at the same time and zeroed in on Sunday and her group of suicidal do-gooders.


    “Surrender and we will not kill you,” the leader said again into his megaphone.


    Jean-Luc cursed under his breath.


    “What’s happening?” Claire asked.


    He stepped back, trying to use his body to block her view, but she ducked under his arm. “Oh my God. Sunda—”


    He clamped a hand over her mouth and drew her back inside the tent. “Shh,” he whispered against her ear. “Don’t draw attention to us.”


    Claire broke free of his hold. “But what is she doing?”


    “Looks like she’s trying to talk them down.”


    “That’s crazy! We have to—” Several weapons fired at the same time, and all of the color dropped out of her complexion. She lurched for the door. He caught her, but not before they both got a glimpse of the dark shapes on the ground where Sunday and the others once stood.


    “Search the tents,” the leader said. Not on the megaphone this time, but his voice carried in the stunned silence. “Bring me everyone you find.”


    Claire muffled a sob against her hand and turned away from the door. “It’s Martinique all over again.”


    No. Fuck, no, it wasn’t. He wouldn’t let it be. Nobody had won in Martinique, and he’d be damned before he let that scenario play out a second time. He turned her toward her bed. “Pack fast. Essentials only, plus Akeso and your research.” He edged to the door again and used one finger to pull the flap back enough to peek out. Of course his tent—with all of his weapons—was clear across the field of hostiles. He was a damn coullion for not arming himself after his shower earlier. Now he was shit out of luck. He needed those weapons if they had any shot of getting out alive.


    At least a little bit of luck was with them. The militants had started down a different row of tents, buying them precious minutes.


    Claire came up behind him, sliding a backpack on her shoulders and carrying the cooler containing Akeso. He pressed a finger to his lips, then indicated she should follow him. She nodded, but she looked terrified. He took a second to lean down and kiss her lightly on the mouth.


    “It’ll be okay,” he whispered.


    Again, she nodded and straightened her shoulders. “I’m ready.”


    That was his girl. As brave as she was intelligent.


    He checked the door again. Immediate surroundings were clear. He told Claire to stay put with a hand gesture, then slipped out along the shadows between tents to get a look at what was going on behind them.


    Chaos. Hostages sobbing as the militants ransacked each tent. The militants weren’t sparing any lives as promised. They dragged people out into the rain, put them on their knees in the mud, and shot them execution-style.


    “This is murder,” Claire whispered behind him.


    Jean-Luc didn’t jump, but his blood pressure definitely spiked. He shoved her back into the shadows and wasn’t gentle about it. “I told you to stay put,” he hissed by her ear.


    “I couldn’t,” she shot back in a furious whisper. “They were in the tent next door.”


    As if on cue, two shots sounded from behind them—more executions—and then the tent wall shook as the militants invaded Claire’s space.


    Jean-Luc pressed a finger to his lips and indicated for her to crouch down. The tents were close enough together and it was dark enough now that they shouldn’t be seen unless the militants physically searched between each of the tents.


    He listened to the militants ransack Claire’s things, waited until they moved on to the next tent. Claire tried to stand, but he put a hand on her shoulder and pushed her down again. At her confused look, he signaled to stay put.


    Together, they waited. Listened. Crouched there for so long, Jean-Luc’s leg muscles started to protest. He wasn’t in optimal physical condition anymore. The virus had drained too much out of him.


    Once the militants finished with the tent next door and continued on, he took a look around. Clear, except for the fresh bodies. The fastest way out of here was to take one of the boats, and luckily his tent was on the way. He had no clue where Marcus was when the attack started, but if he knew the guy—and he did—Marcus would’ve gone straight to the boats to hold their escape route open. Hopefully with Jean-Luc’s weapons in tow.


    He grasped Claire’s hand. “Run for the boats.”


    She tugged him back. “Wait. The hospital!”


    Several of the militants had started toward the white hospital tents. They were going to infect themselves and everyone they came into contact with. With all the new, fresh meat, the virus would flare to life. One or more of the militants would run home sick and the whole hopeless cycle would start again somewhere else. “We can’t help them.”


    “But Ebiere is in there.”


    “Claire, she’s a kid. They won’t kill her, but—”


    “No, you’re not listening. The survivors are the key to a treatment. Akeso won’t be ready in time to help if someone plans to release this bioweapon, and vaccines can take years to develop. We need the antibodies in Ebiere’s blood.”


    He swore long and hard. He got her point now but resented the hell out of the whole situation. Last thing he wanted was to put Claire in danger but leaving those survivors to the militants put the world in danger. He looked longingly in the direction of the boats. Getting to Marcus before going to rescue Ebiere would take too much time. He had to go now and count on his teammate to keep their exfil route open.


    He ducked them back into the shadows between the tents and checked on the location of the militants who had searched Claire’s quarters. They’d made their way to the end of the row and continued down the next. Hoping they wouldn’t double back through the tents they’d already cleared, he pulled Claire back inside hers. It was already fairly dark inside, and only getting darker, but he couldn’t risk a light. He found a pen and paper among her belongings and slapped them down on a table.


    “Sketch the hospital layout for me.” Although he’d spent a lot of time inside the place, his memory was patchwork at best. “What area do I avoid and where will I find Ebiere?”


    She nodded and sketched rectangles of various sizes, arranged three in a row, which she connected with lines indicating corridors. “This is the main entrance. It’s administration, triage.” She pointed at the first medium-sized rectangle. Then to each of the smaller rectangles beside it. “These are storage, water supply and purification, and the generators for power. The next row back is the x-ray, lab and pharmacy, and surgical unit—”


    He stopped her. “Surgical. Where are the scalpels stored?” He could do a lot of damage with a scalpel.


    She flinched at the sound of more gunshots outside. “Uh, I-I don’t know. I’m not a surgeon.”


    He waved that away. “I’ll find them. What’s next?”


    She looked at her drawing, then indicated the next row of rectangles. “The patient personal hygiene units—toilets, showers, etc., and patient dining “


    “Yeah, I remember my way around there.”


    “Okay, good.” At the back of her drawing were the three largest rectangles. “These are the patient wards.” She pointed to them from left to right. “Cold zone, warm zone, hot zone. Cold zone is for virus-free patients. You won’t need any protective gear. Ebiere and the other survivors still have virus particles in their blood, and although we don’t think they are contagious any longer, they’re sequestered in the warm zone. You’ll want gloves and a mask to enter, and whatever you do, avoid the hot zone.” She put down the pen. “I should go with you.”


    “No.” His tone left no room for augment, but of course she tried anyway.


    “You were dying less than a week ago. You still have stitches in your arm—”


    “Then remove them.”


    She stared at him, stubborn and silent.


    “I’m fine,” he told her. “I’ve done a lot more than this in far worse condition.”


    She breathed out in a huff and turned away to grab her medical bag. Frustration made her movements stiff and she wasn’t gentle when she ripped off the bandage. She took some of his arm hair with the tape.


    Ouch. His doctor had a temper. Given the circumstances, he shouldn’t find that so hot.


    “Tell me how to avoid the hot zone,” he prompted.


    All cool doctor again, she snipped away his stitches. “There’s a corridor that runs alongside the patient wards. It’s where we brought in sick patients. It’s sectioned off by airlocks and to get out, you’ll have to complete the decon process. The closer you get to the hot zone, the more airlocks.” She finished with the stitches and recovered the wound with a fresh waterproof bandage. “Just because the stitches are out doesn’t mean this isn’t still considered an open wound. Your skin is raw, and you could easily re-infect yourself through this. So please be careful.”


    To his complete surprise, she leaned over and pressed her lips to the bandage. His heart clenched.


    “Okay.” He breathed out, then grabbed her rudimentary map and folded it. “Okay, stay here and hide until I return. I don’t think they’ll come around again. We’re not dealing with combat-savvy men here.”


    “Just desperate,” she whispered.


    Something in her tone made him pause and turn back. “What?”


    She shook her head slightly. “It’s something Dayo said right before we found you in the camp. The militants are desperate.” She stared up at him with naked fear. “Desperate people are the most dangerous kind.”


    “Hey, cher.” He returned to her, took her face in his palms and kissed her gently. “We’ll get through this. Leave it to me.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Jean-Luc kept to the shadows, following in the militants’ footsteps. The whole group of them seemed to be focused on the hospital now, which made his job harder, but at least Claire would be safe. He slipped through the hospital’s front entrance, and paused to let his eyes adjust to the flood of light. He’d forgotten the generators would still be running, and hadn’t properly prepared his eyes for the change.


    Two militants stood with their backs to him, peering into the generator room and discussing the possibility of loading the generators onto their boats.


    Jean-Luc ducked into the storage unit at the other side of the module. Maudit! That was too close. If either of them had turned while he was standing there, blinded and blinking, that would’ve been the end of the Ragin’ Cajun. He’d lost his touch. He had to be more careful. One near-death experience per month was his limit.


    He waited until the two militants had both stepped inside the generator room, then ghosted past them and ran toward the surgical unit. A check behind him showed they hadn’t noticed—another reminder that this was not a well-trained fighting force. They were angry kids with AK-47s. Desperate people doing desperate things to survive.


    The surgical unit was dark. He glanced up and down the corridor. Clear. He slipped inside. Back home, surgical instruments were sterilized in an autoclave after a procedure, but he doubted they had anything so sophisticated here. They likely used disinfectants and stored them somewhere easily accessible…


    There.


    He walked over to the rolling cart next to the operating table and started opening drawers. Score one for Jean-Luc. First drawer contained all kinds of scalpels. Now he was in business. He chose the one with the longest blade. Obviously, it wasn’t going to do much for him in a gunfight, but in close quarters, this would give him the upper hand.


    Now to find Ebiere. The girl was probably frightened out of her mind, and it gave him an unpleasant tug in his belly that he’d been so willing to leave her behind. He checked the corridor again. Still empty.


    Just as he stepped out, a figured appeared at the end of the hallway. One of the militants from the generator room. The kid opened his mouth to call to his friends and Jean-Luc thought, merde. He lunged, but the militant twisted away to avoid a scalpel in his jugular and drew his own knife. If he was going for a my-knife-is-bigger power play, he succeeded because that combat blade blew Jean-Luc’s little scalpel out of the water in terms of killing ability.


    Fuck.


    He dodged a swipe at his ribs, blocked a downward blow with his arm. The blade caught on his shirt, tearing a hole, but never made it to his skin. The shorter blade of the scalpel put him at a major disadvantage here.


    He dropped to the floor, narrowly avoiding another downward stab, and swept out with the scalpel. The thin, ultra-sharp blade slid through the militant’s leg muscle, cutting so deep and fast, the kid didn’t even realize at first his leg was now useless and kept trying to Psycho Jean-Luc with his blade.


    “Cajun!”


    Jean-Luc risked a glance toward Marcus’s voice. Marcus stood behind the militant, two rucksacks on his back, a pistol in hand. He slid a karambit across the floor with his foot. Jean-Luc snapped up the claw-like knife, popped to his feet, and hooked the blade on the inside of the militant’s arm while blocking the next downward stab. Flesh ripped as he pulled the knife away and swiped it across the militant’s ribs. The kid screamed and took a step backward, and that’s when his leg collapsed from under him.


    Panting harder than he should’ve been from the fight, Jean-Luc stepped closer to the militant and finished the job with a slice across his throat. His eyes flared wide for an instant, then he gagged and crumpled silently to the floor.


    Jean-Luc breathed out a sigh of relief as Marcus tossed him his pack. “Oh, mon ami. Am I happy to see you.” He opened the pack to arm himself. He pulled on his chest holster, slid his various knives into their homes. The karambit went into its sheath over his heart, right where it belonged. He loved that fucking knife. “How’d you know I was in here?”


    “Well, my first thought was to grab us a boat because I knew you’d want to get the hell out. But I also knew Claire wouldn’t leave her patients.” Marcus relieved the deceased militant of his rifle, and also tossed that to Jean-Luc. Judging by the AK he had slung over his shoulder, he’d already secured one for himself. “Took a solid guess who would win that argument.”


    “I get the feeling you’re insulting me, but a comeback will have to wait.” He slid his pack onto his shoulders and picked up the AK. “We’re after one patient. Ebiere.”


    Marcus fell into formation behind him. “The little girl. The first survivor.”


    “Claire said her blood’s important if this bioweapon ever gets out.”


    “She’s not wrong.”


    They cleared the next corridor together, Marcus going left, and him going right. “Clear.”


    “Clear. Where’d you stash Claire?” Marcus asked.


    “She’s safe. At least until they decide to search the staff tents again.”


    “Gotta hustle then. Know where you’re going?”


    Jean-Luc tapped his temple. “All up here. This way.” He navigated them through the patient areas to the first of the wards. The cold zone. They didn’t see another hostile.


    “I don’t like this,” Marcus said after they cleared the corridor outside the cold zone. “Where are the bastards?”


    “If I had to guess…” Jean-Luc nodded down the hall to the first of the airlocks. “In there. ‘Rescuing’ their countrymen from the evil white doctors.”


    “Jesus Christ. They’re going to get everyone killed. Let’s get outta here. Where’s Ebiere?”


    Jean-Luc again tilted his head toward the airlock.


    “In there? Are you fucking with me?”


    In response, Jean-Luc shouldered his weapon and grabbed a mask and gloves from the storage shelves lining the wall. He tossed them to Marcus before picking up some for himself.


    Marcus crossed himself, then pulled on the mask, swearing the whole time. “Dude, if you get me killed just to impress a woman, I’m gonna haunt your sorry ass.”


    Jean-Luc stopped in front of the airlock and found the button to operate it. He glanced over before hitting it. “This isn’t about Claire. This is about a little girl who survived the unsurvivable and doesn’t have anyone else in this world. We’re getting her outta here.”


    Marcus was silent for a moment, then nodded. “Roger that.”


    …


    Oh, God, where were they?


    Claire tried to stay as still as possible, crouched in the corner of her tent behind her cot, but it was hard when her heart beat a conga rhythm and every nearby sound made her jump. The gunshots had tapered off, but she didn’t think that was a good thing. It meant all of her colleagues were dead and the militants hadn’t found what they were looking for, so they could be coming around to search again.


    It was too quiet outside the walls of her tent. Too still.


    What if things had gone wrong in the hospital? What if she was alone again? She’d managed on her own for a long time, but the thought of doing it again truly terrified her in a way nothing else had. Only then did she realize how much she’d come to rely on Jean-Luc since he appeared back in her life. She should resent him for it. She hadn’t needed him before. She’d been strong and resilient and…


    Tired. So very tired of running.


    He’d taken some of the weight of the world off her shoulders. How could she hate him for it?


    She squeezed her eyes shut and tightened her hold on the cooler containing Akeso. Please. Please, let him make it back safely. She didn’t know who she was praying to—she’d always been too scientifically minded for religion—but it helped lessen her anxiety, so she repeated to herself. Over and over. Making it her personal mantra until she laid eyes on him again.


    Something moved near the front of her tent. She didn’t hear it so much as sense it. For one fleeting moment, she thought Jean-Luc had returned with Ebiere, but the shadow that stepped inside was far too small to be Jean-Luc’s six-foot-four frame.


    A woman. And she was holding a gun.


    “Dr. Oliver, I know you’re here.”


    Claire hesitated, but, really, she didn’t have any options. There was no place to hide. No place to run. Slowly, she stood. “Who are you?” Though she suspected she knew.


    “Defion,” the woman said, her tone flat. “You’ve caused us a lot of trouble, Dr. Oliver.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    The airlock hissed open. Jean-Luc and Marcus swung through, weapons aimed.


    Empty. The corridor. The entire patient ward. They cleared the warm zone in a matter of seconds.


    Rather than relax him, the emptiness only ramped up Jean-Luc’s nerves. Ebiere should have been here. “This isn’t right. Where are the survivors?”


    “My gut says we’re walking into a trap,” Marcus said.


    “Mine too, but we can’t leave that little girl.”


    “Aw, shit.” Marcus let out a breath that hissed through his mask. He motioned to the next airlock—the one that led into the hot zone. “Let’s do it. You go right, I go left.”


    “Don’t touch anything.” Jean-Luc hit the button and the door opened with a pop that was more felt than heard. Air rushed past them to fill the void of the opening door. Negative pressure to keep the infection in.


    They were entering the virus’s playing field now, and his stomach twisted into knots. He didn’t want to go back in there. Claire would give him an earful if she found out, but they couldn’t leave without making sure Ebiere wasn’t hiding in there.


    He stepped through the door into the familiar smell of blood, sickness, and death. He swallowed convulsively to keep from gagging on the stench.


    The militants were gone. All that was left were the dead. All of them headshots.


    “God,” Marcus breathed and lowered his weapon. “They killed everyone.”


    Jean-Luc turned away. He’d spotted Ebiere’s tiny body on one of the cots and couldn’t—just couldn’t. “The Egbesu Fighters didn’t come to rescue anybody.” His voice came out raw, raspy behind his mask.


    “Then why are they here?”


    Realization struck like lightning, bright and painful in its clarity. This attack had the stink of Defion all over it. They had sent the militants in as cannon fodder to distract from the real target—


    “Claire!”


    …


    “You think you’ve won, but you haven’t. I’m not giving you anything.”


    Mercedes ignored the doctor’s icy words as she tied the woman’s hands together. She straightened and scanned the shore.


    Where was Sebastian? He should’ve been waiting at the boat. He’d known the plan had never been to trust the Egbesu Fighters with Dr. Oliver’s capture. They’d been merely the distraction needed to safely flush her out. Seb was supposed to have kept the boat running so they could escape before the militants realized they’d been played…


    But things had gone to shit right from the beginning. Goody Igwe went in with his own plans. When she’d hired him and his men, she hadn’t counted on him wanting revenge more than the money. That was the problem with hiring locals, but in this case, she’d had little other choice.


    Flames sparked to life around the camp, tents going up in bonfires as Goody and his boys got that revenge.


    And where the hell was Seb?


    Dr. Oliver made a small sound of dismay. Mercedes turned to find her staring at the flames, pain etched in every line of her face. She might have been crying, but it was hard to tell with the steady drizzle of rain.


    The doctor noticed her watching and straightened her shoulders. She met Mercedes’s stare with the fire reflecting in her own. “If you killed him, I swear you will never get anything from me. Ever. I’ll die first.”


    A chill rattled down Mercedes’s spine. She had a feeling the doctor wasn’t being dramatic. The woman looked half crazed sitting there in the rain with the fires casting shadows across her dirty face.


    She turned away again. It didn’t matter. What happened once she handed Dr. Oliver over was none of her concern. She’d wash her hands of this job and then maybe take some downtime to figure things out with Seb. She had to talk him out of his lunatic idea to leave Defion.


    What if he already left? a small, nagging voice asked in the back of her mind. What if he just said “fuck it” and took off, leaving her here with a bunch of pissed off militants and a hostage? If he had, she wouldn’t be surprised. Men always entered her life with one foot already out the door. What made Sebastian any different?


    Except, he was.


    Two figures broke away from the flickering shadows around the camp, and her heart kicked. Those two were not militants. They moved like trained soldiers. They had to be HORNET. Marcus Deangelo and one of his teammates.


    Dr. Oliver drew in a sharp breath and Mercedes realized what she planned to do a heartbeat too late. She lunged, but not before the doctor got out a shriek that drew HORNET’s attention. They turned toward the sound and started running, shouting orders to release the doctor.


    Fuck. She left Dr. Oliver to scream her pretty little head off and grabbed for the ropes to untie the boat. Time to get gone. She couldn’t wait for Sebastian any longer, and although her heart wrenched at the thought of leaving him, she had no choice.


    The two didn’t fire, and she didn’t expect them to. They wouldn’t risk hitting Dr. Oliver. So the sharp pop of a shot made her heart stutter. For a moment, she wondered if she’d been hit and her body just hadn’t processed it yet, but no pain came. She looked up to see the soldiers no longer running toward the boat. They’d taken cover and returned fire in the direction of the trees lining the riverbank to her right.


    Sebastian.


    Her heart caught on its next beat and she almost screamed his name, but bit her tongue before letting anything more than a pathetic whimper of sound slip out.


    Dr. Oliver stared at her with clinical eyes, and some of the iciness melted away. “You have someone you love out there, too.”


    Mercedes wasn’t going to glorify that question with a response. “Shut up.”


    “This is ridiculous! Is the money Bioteric offering for me really worth losing that person?”


    HORNET had broken cover and now peppered Sebastian’s position with bullets. Seb had stopped returning fire.


    Was he injured? Or worse?


    A cold sweat dripped down Mercedes’s spine and her breath sawed in and out of her lungs as her heart tried to jackhammer out of her chest. Her hands shook so hard, she dropped the rope. She didn’t recognize the foreign sensation at first—panic. She was panicking.


    No. She couldn’t lose Seb. Not like this.


    “Hey, assholes!” she shouted during a lull in the firing and grabbed the doctor’s arm to haul her to her feet. The two men turned. “You want Dr. Oliver back?” She shoved her overboard. “Go fish.”


    One of the men—big blond guy, had to be Jean-Luc Cavalier, HORNET’s linguist—immediately dropped everything and dove into the water. The other man—Marcus Deangelo—turned his weapon away from Seb’s position to provide cover for the water rescue. While they were distracted, Mercedes gunned the boat along the shore toward her lover.


    “Sebastian!”


    He limped out of the cover of the trees. Both his leg and arm were bleeding. He dove into the boat, landing hard on his side at her feet.


    She swore at him as she sped up river, out of range of HORNET’s bullets. “What were you thinking?”


    He groaned. “You had your mission. I had mine.”


    “And now we both have nothing!” It wasn’t completely true. She had Dr. Oliver’s research, but that hadn’t been the mission and she shivered at the thought of reporting only a half success.


    “It doesn’t matter.” He rolled over to his back and shielded his eyes from the rain with one arm. “Deangelo is a tough bastard to kill and I admire him for it. I’m done trying. Defion can get someone else for the job. I’m out. Are you coming with me or not?”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Claire tried to gasp in a breath before she hit the water, but reacted too late and water filled her lungs. She gagged on it, tried to kick to the surface, but that Defion bitch had tied her ankles as well as her hands. The boat’s motor rumbled away overhead, leaving her to drown.


    She felt herself growing heavier, colder as she sank.


    This was it. This was how she was going to die. She didn’t want this to be it and kicked with all of her flagging strength. No use.


    All of her running was for nothing. Defion had her research.


    All she’d wanted was to help the millions of people infected with viruses, but instead all she’d accomplished was getting everyone around her killed. Tiffany. Marcus and Jean-Luc’s friend Danny. Sunday…


    They had died for nothing.


    A strong arm clamped around her waist and lifted her toward the surface. Her first instinct was to cough up the greasy water and gasp for air. Her second was to fight against the arms holding her because she wasn’t going with Defion. But then a familiar voice murmured calmingly next to her ear.


    “That’s my girl,” Jean-Luc said. “Cough it all out.”


    She relaxed and let him swim her over to another boat. Marcus was aboard, motor running, and he bent down to help fish her out of the water. Dazed, still gasping for breath, she watched Jean-Luc pull himself aboard, the ropes of muscle in his arms and shoulders flexing as he did. He’d lost weight while sick, and his new thinner frame only highlighted how muscular he still was.


    Shouts rang out from the shore. Bullets peppered the water mere feet short of them. The militants raced toward their remaining boats.


    “Get us outta here,” Jean-Luc said.


    “Already on it.” Marcus got behind the wheel and poured on the speed. The militants hadn’t even untied their boats yet when they rounded the first bend in the river.


    Jean-Luc crawled over and scooped her up in his arms. He pushed her hair back from her face. “Claire? Talk to me, ma belle.”


    “I—” Her voice came out hoarse, and despite the warm night, she couldn’t stop shivering. “I’m okay.”


    “No, you’re not. You’re in shock.”


    “Here.” Still at the wheel, Marcus kicked over one of the heavy rucksacks leaning against the wall of the boat. “Take my bedroll.”


    Jean-Luc unzipped the sleeping bag, and tucked it around her. She gratefully accepted it and snuggled against his chest. “They have my research.”


    “But they didn’t get you, and that’s all that matters to me right now.” He kissed her forehead. “Try to rest.”


    Rest was the last thing she wanted to do. At the same time, she was suddenly so very sleepy, the adrenaline having seeped from her system. She stared at the dark water of the river rushing by. “Where’s Ebiere? Is she safe?”


    Marcus glanced over his shoulder, a grim expression on his face.


    Jean-Luc shook his head slightly and rubbed soothing circles on her back. “Not now. You rest now. We’ll talk later.”


    The undertone of sadness in his voice woke her up. She bolted upright and turned to study him. “What happened?” But then, he didn’t need to say it. She knew, saw it written all over his face. “She’s dead, isn’t she? They’re all dead.”


    “I’m sorry, Claire. We were too late. She didn’t suffer. It was quick.”


    “Oh my God.” Her lungs constricted, and she couldn’t catch her breath. Like she was underwater again, breathing liquid. “So now we don’t have Akeso or any of the survivors and some mad scientist is out there getting ready to release the Delta virus somewhere else or sell it to the highest bidder or—”


    “Hey, hey.” Jean-Luc gripped the back of her neck and guided her head down between her knees. “Slow down. Breathe. No, no. Listen to me, cher. In and out, nice and easy. You’re in shock and you’re having a panic attack. Breathe. Breathe now. Listen to my voice. In and out, in and out.”


    She listened to him. The slow cadence of his voice, his sugar and spice Cajun accent. Her lungs opened, and she drew in a full breath again.


    “Yeah, like that,” he murmured, still rubbing her back. “There you go.”


    Once she had her breath back, she carefully sat up. “What do we do now?”


    “They’re gaining on us. Plan B.” Marcus slowed the boat and spun the wheel, guiding the craft into a hook-shaped lagoon shadowed by tall mangroves. He shut off the engine, then leaned over the side of the boat to tie off on the mangrove roots. He settled down with his back to the steering panel and wiped sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand.


    Claire looked back and forth between the two men. “We’re just going to sit here and wait for them to find us?”


    “They won’t.”


    Marcus sounded so sure of himself, but she sincerely doubted his plan. It seemed beyond risky. She opened her mouth to argue, but Jean-Luc gently squeezed her shoulder and gave a small shake of his head. He pressed a finger to his lips and pointed toward the river, where two bright searchlights had flickered on and scanned the shore. She sank down against Jean-Luc and watched with her breath snagged in her throat. Those lights were so bright the beams illuminated everything they touched with a splash of white. There was no way the militants wouldn’t see their boat.


    Jean-Luc let go of her and crawled over to the front of the boat. He unstrapped something from the bow and slung it over his shoulder. At first, she didn’t understand what that tube-shaped object was, but when Marcus handed him the ammo for it, she realized his intentions. He climbed over the side of the boat and stood on a mangrove root.


    She scrambled to him, the boat rocking under her, and caught his hand. “Be careful.”


    He flashed that reckless grin of his, leaned down to kiss her, then freed his hand from her grip. In the next heartbeat, he vanished into the darkness, climbing the tree like it was nothing more than a flight of stairs.


    “Dude’s a damn monkey,” Marcus muttered and turned to check the progress of the militants’ search.


    Getting close. Only a matter of minutes before the spotlight swept past the trees hiding them. If they were lucky, nobody would spot the glint of the boat. If they weren’t lucky….well, she supposed that was why Jean-Luc had climbed the tree with a grenade launcher.


    She hugged herself and sank down when the light swept past. It disappeared, then came back and lingered. The sudden brightness made her see spots.


    “Fuck,” Marcus said.


    She looked up at the distinctive pop. The grenade landed between the two boats, sending up a spout of water. Both boats swerved away and circled back to pepper the treetops with bullets. Another pop. Men shouted and dove for the water as the bow of one boat exploded. The other boats circled the sinking vessel, picking up survivors. At least two militants continued shooting blindly at the trees in their general direction. A bullet pinged off the windshield of their boat. Another buried itself in the driver’s seat. Claire squeaked as Marcus dove for her, using his larger body as a blockade to protect her.


    He was going to get shot. For her.


    No, dammit. She squirmed away from him. Too many people had died for her already. If one of those bullets had her name on it, nobody would take it for her.


    Overhead, Jean-Luc fired off three grenades in quick succession. One landed next to the remaining boat, close enough to cause some of the men aboard to bail out. The second landed in the water, right where those men floated. The third hit the boat dead-on and it exploded with such force, it flipped up action-movie style.


    Before Claire could process what she’d just seen, Jean-Luc had clambered back down the tree. He dropped the launcher and started patting her back and sides like he was looking for something. “You okay? Did those bastards hit you?”


    She stuttered, too stunned to form a coherent sentence.


    He said something in a language she didn’t understand—Russian, maybe?— and hugged her close. “Marcus?” he asked over her head.


    “We’re both okay,” Marcus said.


    “Put some distance between us and them, yeah?”


    “Good plan.” Marcus plopped down in the driver’s seat and switched on the ignition. The motor coughed, then rumbled to life.


    Jean-Luc sat down and pulled her onto his lap. He seemed unwilling to let her go, and she was all right with that.


    “I really am okay,” she said when she managed to find her voice again.


    “I know.” He nuzzled the top of her head. “Scared me when I saw the bullets hit the boat.”


    “Just the windshield and the seat.” She pointed to the tuft of padding now sticking out of the back of Marcus’s seat.


    “They shouldn’t have done that. I was gonna let some of them live until they shot at you.”


    His words sent a shiver through her. He mistook it as cold and pulled the sleeping bag up to cover her. How could he be so sweet, but also say things like that with no remorse? He was the most dangerous man she’d ever met.


    Sure, now she appreciated his brutality because it had kept them alive, but how would she feel about it later? Days, months, years down the road, would his violence bother her? She’d taken an oath to do no harm. How could she honor that and accept both sides of him?


    She gave herself a mental shake. Silly questions. All that mattered right now was survival.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    The boat skimmed across the water for several miles in silence, the landscape flashing by in a tangle of dark trees and the occasional tiny village perched precariously on the river’s edge. Comfortable in Jean-Luc’s arms and safe for the moment, Claire started to doze until the boat’s speed changed. She sat up. Marcus turned off the main river at one of the creeks and pulled into another hidden lagoon. He shut down the engine and tied them to another mangrove.


    They had to be close to a refinery. The air smelled faintly of oil and in the distance, flares lit the inky sky with columns of orange flames.


    At least it had finally stopped raining.


    “We’ll rest here for the night,” Marcus said. “It’s getting late, and I don’t want to draw attention to the boat.”


    Jean-Luc nodded. “Get some shuteye, mon ami. I’ll take first watch.”


    “I’m good with that.” Marcus sat down with his back to the dashboard and dragged one of the rucksacks over to him. He unrolled the second sleeping bag and tucked it around his shoulders. “See you in an hour.”


    Claire snuggled in beside Jean-Luc again. His shirt had ridden up, and her hand touched bare skin, fingertips brushing over a puckered scar on his stomach. She’d noticed it before, but it hadn’t been her priority while he was sick. But now, in the dark and quiet, she wondered. She lightly traced her fingers over the pink star-shaped mark and he squirmed like it tickled.


    “Did this happen in Martinique?” she asked softly. “When you tried to help Tiffany?”


    He stopped her hand and lifted it to his lips. “It’s why I wasn’t able to come find you sooner.”


    Emotion swamped her, so overwhelming it made her a little dizzy. To cover it, she managed a little smile. “Correction: I found you.”


    His grin was as slow and lazy as his Cajun drawl. “Mais, yeah, cher. You did. You did.”


    “I never thanked you for trying to help her.”


    “Shh.” He soothed a hand over the top of her hair, which was a damp, knotted mess from the rain. “No, please don’t. She saved me, you know?”


    “How? I thought she was shot when the hostage situation began. I saw her body in the lobby.” She looked up at him, waited for him to answer. He didn’t say anything for several long minutes.


    “Tiffany was shot in the lobby, but she was alive.” He stared out across the water at the flares. “I got her out of there, but we were both badly injured and holed up in one of the hotel rooms. I was unconscious and would’ve died with a bullet between the eyes without ever realizing what had happened. I’m told by the people who were there that she realized she wasn’t going to survive her injuries, and sacrificed herself to draw attention away from me. She screamed at her killer before he shot her. The sound woke me up, and I was able to get out. I sometimes still hear her scream in my sleep.”


    He closed his eyes and leaned back against the edge of the boat. “It wasn’t words, but it was so full of rage it might as well have been a ‘fuck you.’” He gave a faint smile. “I think we’d have been great friends.”


    Claire sniffled and pressed her hot face into his shoulder. “Oh, yes. Tiffany would have liked you very much.”


    “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to save her. Or Sunday. I know they meant a lot to you.”


    “They did. Sunday was my oldest friend.” Her voice cracked and she cleared her throat. “And Tiffany and I were sisters in every way but genetics.” Her arms tightened around him. “At least by saving you, she gave me a gift before she died.”


    “A gift, huh?” Again, she heard his smile in his voice as he nuzzled her ear. “Am I more a box of chocolates or a bouquet of roses?”


    “You’re a Chia Pet,” Marcus said, his eyes still closed. “The gift nobody asks for, but always gets.”


    Without missing a beat, Jean-Luc shot back, “No, that’s you, Curly-Q. I’m as sleek as a pampered house cat.”


    Claire looked back and forth between the two of them and burst out laughing. “Oh, God. You two are like an old married couple.”


    “Alas, I asked him once,” Jean-Luc said wistfully, “but he turned me down.”


    “You didn’t have a ring,” Marcus said. He still hadn’t opened his eyes, but his lips curved with amusement. “You can’t propose without a ring, dumbass.”


    She laughed until her sides hurt and tears streamed down her cheeks. The guys were probably trying to take her mind off all the horror of the last few hours. She needed a release from the pressure of all the emotion building up inside her, and the laughter helped. Only it didn’t last. The giggles grew hysterical and then morphed into sobs.


    “Oh, cher.” Jean-Luc scooped her up and cradled her on his lap until she finally sobbed herself into oblivion.


    …


    For a long time after Claire drifted to sleep, the only sounds were the lapping of water against their boat and the occasional whoosh of a gas flare somewhere nearby on land.


    “Hell of a night,” Marcus said softly, breaking the silence.


    Jean-Luc combed his fingers through her hair. She still had dried tears streaking her pale face, but she didn’t look as haunted now. That was good. She needed a bit of quiet. “They were after her.”


    “Yeah. Think Defion was behind the militant attack?”


    “I have no doubt. They weren’t going to risk infection by going in after her and needed to flush her out. What better way than paying off the friendly neighborhood militant group?”


    “Well, we can’t hide here forever. The way I see it,” Marcus said and held up two fingers, “we have two options. One, we can go thirty-some miles upriver to Port Harcourt.”


    “And risk running into more militants or Defion.”


    “True, but it’s the closest population center. From there we could catch a flight to Lagos where Tuc owns a hotel.”


    Martinique had been one of Quentin’s hotels. Fat lot of good it’d done there. “I don’t like it. Too much risk.”


    A pause. “Since when have you been averse to risk, Cajun?”


    Since he started caring for someone more than himself. He held Claire closer and glared across the boat at Marcus. “We gotta get her out of Nigeria.”


    “Uh-huh.” Marcus dragged out the word, and said nothing else for several long minutes. Then he sighed. “The other option is riskier if you ask me. Bioko Island is, give or take, one hundred and eighty kilometers southwest of here. A three-to-four-hour boat ride. We have enough fuel to make it.”


    “Hold up, mon ami. Bioko Island? Isn’t that part of Equatorial Guinea?”


    “Yup. Malabo is the next largest population center in the area with an airport.”


    “Merde. No, that’s not an option. We have no intel, no money, no local assets. We step foot in that country and we’ll definitely be detained. Don’t know about you, but I don’t want to see the inside of their prison system when they’re consistently one of the worst human rights violators on the planet.”


    Marcus held up his hands. “Hey, dude, you wanted another option. I gave you the two I see.”


    Jean-Luc rubbed a hand over his jaw. The beard he had yet to shave scratched at his abraded palm. “We’ll have to risk the river to Port Harcourt. There’s no other choice.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    The HORNET’s Nest


    Somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean


    “All right, guys. Attention front.” Lanie Delcambre walked to the conference table in the war room of HORNET’s jet, affectionately called the HORNET’s nest. The noise in the room settled into silence.


    Harvard grinned at Lanie from behind his computer. He couldn’t help it. Although this was her first official outing as field commander, she already commanded so much respect from these badass men. With good reason. She was a badass in her own right.


    Lanie nodded at him, a small smile quirking her lips. He knew she thought he was adorable. Like a puppy.


    His grin faded at the thought. Shit. She’d never see him as a badass. With her now field commander, would he ever see combat?


    “Harvard,” Lanie said in a tone indicating it wasn’t the first time she’d called his name.


    Jesse Warrick, team medic and Lanie’s husband of less than a month, leaned over the table and waved a hand in front of his face. “Hey, kid. Everything okay? You here with us?”


    Kid.


    Goddammit. He felt a bad mood creeping on, his muscles tensing under the weight of the anger settling around his shoulders.


    “Yeah, I’m fine.” He hit a key on his laptop and the wall screen behind her lit with a map of the Niger Delta region of Nigeria. Several red circles dotted the map.


    “So you all know why we’re going,” Lanie began.


    “The fucking Ragin’ Cajun,” someone muttered, which pretty much summed up Harvard’s feelings toward the guy right now.


    “Yes,” Lanie said with the patience of a saint. “This is a rescue mission for two of our men who need help.” She pointed to a spot on the map Harvard had marked with a small yellow X. “This is Dr. Claire Oliver’s last known location. We get to here, we’ll find our men. There are no roads in or out, so once we land at Port Harcourt, we’ll continue by boat…”


    While Lanie continued the briefing, Harvard took a moment to study the men around the room. Ian leaned back in his seat and propped his feet on the table while Tank snoozed peacefully beside his chair. Jesse glared across the table at the explosives tech, but thankfully said nothing. Last thing they needed was another blowout between those two.


    In the seats usually occupied by Jean-Luc and Marcus were two of Tucker Quentin’s men on loan for this mission.


    Devlin was a tall, intimidating, square-jawed man with black hair and eyes that hinted at some Asian blood. He only went by the one name—Devlin, no last name—which Harvard didn’t trust. He’d once run a search on the guy out of curiosity and, yeah, a bit of paranoia. He’d come up with nothing—nearly impossible since nowadays a person couldn’t sneeze without leaving some kind of electronic trail. But Devlin was a walking, breathing ghost.


    Sean Carreras, on the other hand, was an open book. His father was a Mexican-American laborer who still lived and worked in New Mexico. His mother, half white, half Apache, was a high school Spanish teacher who had died of cancer when Sean was still quite young. He grew up in Santa Fe with several siblings, and joined the Army out of high school. He smiled easily and laughed a lot. Harvard liked him.


    A notification popped up on Harvard’s screen, drawing his attention back to it. He’d put a flag on any new content related to the Niger Delta or the virus, and it had picked up a breaking news story. He switched to a private window that was not attached on the wall screen, and opened the file.


    As he read, the bottom dropped out of his stomach. “Holy fuck.”


    Lanie stopped talking and everyone looked at him.


    He sent the news article to the wall screen so they could all see the headline and immediately began running searches for more information. “We’ve got problems.”


    Doctors Without Borders Field Hospital Attacked by Militants Amid Deadly Outbreak


    “Oh, dayum,” Jesse said softly.


    Lanie stepped back to read the article. She said nothing for a long time, only stood there shaking her head. When she spoke, tension made her voice tight. “How many casualties? And were any of them ours?”


    “I don’t know yet.”


    “Do your thing, kid.”


    “I’m not a kid.” Annoyance sparked through him, igniting the anger he’d been trying to keep banked. Like he hadn’t started combing through news sites looking for more intel the moment he found the article? “The reports coming out of that area are sparse. The authorities don’t even know what’s happening right now, but it looks bad. Really bad.”


    “I’ll call Tuc,” Carreras said and stood up. “He might have contacts in the area.”


    “What’s the plan now?” Ian asked.


    Everyone turned to face Lanie again. Even Tank sat up and looked at her with perked ears as if waiting for her response.


    She stared at the article on screen for a long moment. “We’re still going to Port Harcourt. That hasn’t changed. It’s the largest population center in the area. If Jean-Luc and Marcus were at the field hospital with Dr. Oliver and they escaped, they’ll find their way to the city. It’s their best chance of making contact for an exfil. For now, it’s going to be a waiting game until we have more intel. If any of you have sources that can help, tap them. We’ll regroup and come up with another plan in”—she checked her watch—“an hour. I need to brief HQ about this development.”


    The room cleared out, everyone muttering about this unwelcome turn of events.


    Lanie slumped into a chair at the head of the table and let out a huge sigh. “Don’t know why I’m so surprised things went sideways on us. They always do.”


    Harvard tried for a smile. If it looked as phony as it felt, it wasn’t going to fool anyone. “We’ll figure it out. Do you want me to get HQ on a video conference for you?”


    “Yeah, might as well get it over with.” Lanie frowned as she studied him. “Hey, are you okay?”


    “Of course,” he said, putting more concentration into setting up the video call than was strictly needed. “Why wouldn’t I be?”


    “You seem…angry. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you angry before.”


    “I’m fine. While you’re filling in Gabe and Quinn, I’ll call Sami, see what she can dig up about the hospital attack.” He gestured at the computer. “This is all set. You just have to hit the call button.”


    He started to stand, but she set a gentle hand on his arm.


    “You know I’m not Gabe and Quinn, right?” she said. “They’re excellent leaders, but they expected a certain level of stoic machismo from y’all and it caused issues. I don’t expect that. If you’re having a problem, talk to me. Let me help you work through it.”


    He wanted to tell her how much it hurt that Jean-Luc hadn’t trusted him enough to help rescue Claire. How badly he wanted to contribute to the team. How much he hated being called “kid.” Sure, he was the youngest of the group, and the least experienced with combat, but goddammit, they wouldn’t even give him a shot to prove himself.


    He was so tired of everyone underestimating him.


    He couldn’t tell her, though. Wouldn’t let it show. From now on, he’d keep everyone at a professional distance. How many times had he been foolish enough to get attached enough to anyone, to open himself up and allow them to hurt him? Hadn’t he learned a long time ago the only thing in his life he could trust was his computer? It never lied to him, never abandoned him. It was his oldest, truest friend.


    He didn’t need any others.


    “I’m fine,” he repeated. “Excuse me, I have work to do.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Port Harcourt, Nigeria


    Mercedes plugged in her phone. The battery had drained during their overnight boat ride to Port Harcourt, and she couldn’t help the sense of relief at having to put off the call she had to make.


    She sighed and gazed up into the wall-mounted mirror over the dresser. Sebastian lay asleep on the hotel bed behind her. He wore nothing but his boxers, his arm and leg both bandaged. The leg turned out to be nothing but a grazing flesh wound, but she’d had to dig a bullet out of the muscle of his arm. He’d lost a lot of blood overnight and had finally passed out during the improvised surgery. It had been two hours since she cleaned and bandaged his wounds and he hadn’t woken up yet.


    She paced the foot of the bed. She had no idea what to do now. If she made the call to Harrison Stead reporting her half success, she would be all but signing her death certificate. Of that, she had no doubt. She knew how ruthless Harrison could be. She’d always admired that about him, but she’d always been his star employee, his golden child. She’d had no reason to be afraid of him. Until now.


    And she was so afraid, but not only for her own skin. Seb wanted out, and he wasn’t even going to finish his last mission before leaving. If he finished the contract and killed Marcus Deangelo, he might have had a chance that Harrison would let him go without a fight.


    Seb was as good as dead. And it wouldn’t just be Defion coming after him. It’d also be the people who put the hit out on Deangelo in the first place. He was dooming himself to a life as a hunted man, and nothing she said would change his mind.


    Her phone beeped, indicating the battery was now charged enough to work. She froze and stared at the thing like it was something fatally poisonous. She didn’t want to touch it. Didn’t want to pick it up and make that call.


    But she had to. What other choice did she have? As much as her heart screamed she should, she couldn’t run away with Sebastian. They’d both be dead. At least if she made the call, admitted her failure, Harrison’s rage would be so focused on her, Seb might have enough time to disappear.


    Decision made, she strode over to the phone and picked it up before she changed her mind. Except the beep hadn’t been from her phone telling her it was back online. It had been from…


    A tracking device coming into range.


    Holy shit.


    Dr. Claire Oliver still had the tracker the pickpocket had planted on her in Lagos.


    Mercedes opened the tracking app and let out a delighted laugh when she saw the blip. If this thing was accurate, Dr. Oliver was also in Port Harcourt.


    Mercedes grabbed her weapons and stopped only long enough to kiss Seb’s forehead before she left the hotel. This mission wasn’t about impressing Harrison anymore. Or even saving her own skin. This was all about Sebastian. When she returned successful, she’d have leverage to talk Harrison into allowing Seb to live.


    This mission wasn’t over yet.


    …


    Jean-Luc tapped his brand new burner phone against his palm and watched Claire through the window of the clothing store, where she’d gone to find something that wasn’t ripped and mud stained. They already drew enough attention by being three of the few light-skinned people in the city. Last thing any of them wanted was to stand out because they looked like they had been through a war zone, too. She’d changed into a traditional Nigerian dress full of bright colors and patterns, and carried her dirty clothes in a shopping bag as she spoke with the shopkeeper. With her hair in a stubby ponytail, the new outfit made her look younger, softer, more fragile.


    So fragile.


    She wasn’t made for a life of dodging bullets. And to think of all the times he nearly lost her in the last twenty-four hours…


    Merde. It made him quake inside. He wanted to wrap her in Kevlar and keep her safe.


    “Hey.” Marcus waved a hand in front of his face. “Cajun, you gonna make the call or what?”


    He scowled down at the piece of plastic in his hand. It was a crappy flip phone, the likes of which he hadn’t seen since his early days in the CIA. He opened it, closed it, opened it again. He’d forgotten how satisfying that whole feature was.


    “Dude,” Marcus said with exasperation and held out his hand. “If you’re not gonna—”


    He pushed the hand away. “I’ll do it.” He just dreaded it. He didn’t know how the team would react to him reaching out for help now, but this situation had ballooned into something he and Marcus couldn’t handle on their own. They needed HORNET.


    Time to swallow his pride.


    He flipped open the phone again and dialed Harvard’s number from memory. He figured if he owed anyone an apology first, it was the kid who’d had his back since the CIA.


    One ring. Two. The knots in his stomach tightened.


    The line connected. “This is Eric Physick.”


    “Hey, H—”


    Harvard let out a stream of curses colorful enough to make even their ex-Navy SEAL bosses wince. Jean-Luc grinned through the tirade. The kid was fairly straightlaced but when he was annoyed, he could swear with the best of them.


    “I deserved that,” he said when Harvard wound down.


    “And then some. What’s your twenty? Who are you with?”


    “Is this a secure—”


    “Don’t even insult me like that,” Harvard said in a cold voice.


    Jean-Luc’s grin faded. Well, shit. The kid was genuinely pissed off. “Port Harcourt. Marcus is with me and we have Claire.”


    “Good. We’re on our way to you. ETA, 0300.”


    So HORNET had been looking for them all along. Harvard, genius that he was, had probably found them. He wished the thought didn’t knot him up inside with guilt. Before he could figure out how to best approach apologizing, Harvard said, “Stay put. I’ll find you lodgings for the night and text you the address.” Then hung up.


    “Sounds like the kid’s mad,” Marcus said.


    Jean-Luc shut the phone. Harvard had been itching to get out from behind a computer and into the field, and Jean-Luc had promised months ago to give him that shot at the first opportunity. But when he started this mission, he hadn’t been thinking rationally. He hadn’t wanted logic. He’d been following his reckless heart, and damn the consequences.


    He’d been wrong to cut out the rest of the team.


    He sighed and rubbed at the ache in his temple. “I’m sure Harvard isn’t the only one pissed. I’m probably gonna be hitting the unemployment line when we get home.” His phone vibrated as the promised text came through. He opened it, memorized the address, then grabbed a map from the side pocket of his rucksack. A hotel. He wasn’t at all surprised to see it owned by Quentin Enterprises. Tuc owned half the world, and probably had shares in the other half.


    He showed the map to Marcus. “At least now we have a safe house.”


    Marcus scowled at the address. “Not sure how safe I’d consider any of Tuc’s hotels after Martinique.”


    He snorted and refolded the map. “My thoughts exactly, but we’re out of options, and it’s only for the night. The team’s already in the air and scheduled to land at 0300.”


    He pocketed the map and turned on a smile as Claire joined them. “All set, cher?”


    She eyed him suspiciously, then Marcus. She dropped the shopping bag. Her shoulders tightened and her guard visibly went up like she was expecting another blow. “What’s going on? Did something happen?”


    He realized then how they must have looked to her. Marcus grim faced, and him forcing a smile he didn’t feel. He dropped the act and ran a hand over her hair. “No, no. It’s nothing bad. It’s actually good news for once. We have a place to stay tonight where we’ll be safe.”


    “Then why do you both look like someone died?”


    “Not someone,” Marcus muttered as he turned away to find them a cab. “Something. Our careers.”


    Jean-Luc watched Marcus go, concerned by his lack of reaction to the idea. In fact, he didn’t sound at all broken up about it. More like resigned, accepting even—but that had to be a worry for another time.


    Jean-Luc cupped Claire’s cheeks in his hands and drew her attention back to him. “Our team is on the way. They’ll arrive tonight and we’ll leave Nigeria with them tomorrow.”


    “What about my research? Akeso? We can’t leave it—”


    “And we won’t.” He smoothed a kiss over her furrowed brow. “We’ll get it back. I promise we will, but my primary concern right now is your safety. If Defion gets another chance at you, they’ll take it because you’re more valuable than the research by itself.”


    She turned away from him. “I hate this.”


    He reached for her, but thought better of it and instead picked up her bag. “I know you do, cher. We’ll make things right.”


    “I don’t think anything will ever be right again. I shouldn’t have created Akeso.”


    “Well, I, for one, am glad you did.”


    She shook her head and took the shopping bag from his hand. Without another word, she walked over to where Marcus held a cab for them.


    Defeated. It was the only word that came to mind as he watched her walk away. Defion had finally crushed her spirit, leaving her a shell of her former shelf, and he hated them desperately for that. His fingers clenched into fists at his sides.


    If he ever got his hands on a Defion agent, he’d make them pay for putting that look of pained hopelessness in her eyes.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    The hotel was expecting them. Shouldn’t have surprised Claire, given Jean-Luc’s connections, but it did. The staff handed over the keys to two suites without question or payment and ushered them to the top floor of the hotel. Jean-Luc hesitated at the two doors, then very slowly held out one of the keys to her. “If you need anything, we’ll be right—”


    He was trying to be a gentleman. She understood that. But she didn’t want a gentleman right now. She was exhausted, numb, and needed to remember what it felt like to be alive. She closed her hand around his and tugged him toward her.


    “Uh…yeah, okay.” Marcus motioned to the door over his shoulder with the key card. “I’ll just, uh, take this one then. Reconvene at 0300?”


    “F’sure,” Jean-Luc said.


    “Try to get at least a little bit of sleep, all right?” With that, Marcus unlocked his door and disappeared inside.


    “I don’t plan to sleep,” Claire said as she turned to unlock their room. She was done being coy about this. She nearly died last night. Now, in the light of day, it seemed foolish not to take what she wanted, and she wanted Jean-Luc. Had since she first saw him at the hotel in Martinique, and their rendezvous in her tent last night hadn’t sated her. If anything, it only made her desire sharper, more urgent.


    The door opened to a cozy living/dining combo, with deep, cushy furniture and a large TV on one wall. Through a set of double doors was a king-sized bed and a master bath with a huge soaking tub.


    It was every bit as luxurious as she’d expect a penthouse suite to be back home, and she marveled at the amenities as she went from room to room. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been surrounded by such creature comforts. Before her life on the run began in Martinique, she’d been in the Amazon jungle for two months researching Zika. She hadn’t had a bath in… too long.


    She returned to the living room and found Jean-Luc collapsed in one of the chairs. He looked exhausted. He needed the night she had planned as much as she did.


    She took off her dress and let it drop to the floor. The rustle of fabric drew his attention, and he glanced up. His eyes flashed bright with lust. As she stripped off her panties and let them fall into the colorful pool of her dress, he devoured her with his gaze, ravished her without even touching her.


    A sound of pure masculine need rumbled from his chest. “Dieu, you’re beautiful.”


    She started toward him, but he held up both hands as if to ward off her advance. Surprised by his resistance, she stopped. Told herself not to be embarrassed by her boldness. She hadn’t misread him. She knew she hadn’t, and yet… “Don’t you want this?”


    “More than you know. But…” He seemed to struggle with what he was about to say. “But first, listen. I can’t be with you without… Aw, merde, this is hard. Claire, I’ve been with a lot of women. A lot. A few men, too, if I’m honest. I’ve been in my fair share of threesomes.”


    Oh. Was that all? Tension seeped out of her. If he thought he was talking her out of having sex with him, he was sorely mistaken. “I’ve never had a threesome. What’s it like?”


    His eyebrows lifted. Surprised him, had she?


    “A lot of stray body parts and multitasking,” he said, watching with rapt attention as she closed the rest of the distance between them.


    “Hmm. I’m great at multitasking. Should we invite Marcus to join us?”


    His fingers dug into her hips and pulled her possessively toward him. “Fuck, no. You’re mine and I’m not good at sharing what’s mine.”


    She straddled his lap and started unbuttoning his shirt. “I thought you were cursed with celibacy?”


    He watched her fingers work, his breaths coming faster with each button she released. “Who told you that?”


    “Marcus.”


    “Asshole doesn’t know how to keep his mouth shut.”


    “So it’s true.” She traced a finger down his exposed chest and abs to the edge of his jeans. “You think you’re cursed.”


    “Yes, I am. Was. Am. I don’t know anymore.” On a groan, he squeezed his eyes shut and caught her wrist. “I was a man-whore whose life’s mission was to fuck. I was always safe, but I was never…discerning, and I hate myself for it. Maybe a shrink would say I’ve always hated myself and that’s why I use sex like a drug and—”


    He stopped talking, and when he opened his eyes, she saw a vulnerability in him she’d never glimpsed before. “Claire, I—I don’t want tonight to be—like that. To have that under-layer of desperation.”


    She leaned in, pausing with her lips barely touching his. “This isn’t desperation. I told you I want to live. My close call last night only cemented that decision for me. I want to live, and you make me feel more alive than anyone I’ve ever known.”


    He closed his eyes for a moment. “I don’t want you to regret anything.”


    “I promise, no regrets.” She kissed him, a light feather-brush of her lips back and forth over his until he opened his eyes again. “Let’s be a bit reckless. Just for tonight.”


    “Oh, I can do reckless.” He lunged forward to return her kiss, but she backed away before their lips touched.


    She stood up and grinned at his disappointed frown. “But first, I want a bath.”


    Without waiting for his response, she dashed toward the bathroom. She heard him cursing as he struggled to get out of the deep chair and give chase. He caught her just as she leaned over the tub to start the water.


    “Tease.” His hands clamped around her hips and drew her rear back against the firm ridge of his arousal. He still wore his jeans and rocked forward, rubbing the fabric against her butt cheeks. The denim rasped over her sensitive skin, made her nipples harden, and her arms and legs shake.


    “Do you still want me to fuck you with my cock?” His voice rumbled next to her ear followed by a nip at her earlobe that sent her reeling. “Or would you rather have my fingers? My mouth?”


    She gripped the edge of the tub for support. “Yes.”


    His laughter was wicked, his breath hot on the side of her neck. “Yes, what?” He slid a hand down the front of her body and parted her with two fingers while a third rubbed circles around her clit.


    She gasped. “I want all of you.”


    “I can tell. You’re soaking my fingers. I’ll fuck you right here with your ass up in the air and you hanging on to that pretty tub. Hard and fast.” The rhythm of his hips changed, pumping against her backside, fulfilling the promise of his words. “Is that how you want it?”


    She whimpered and thrust her rear toward him. Her mouth had gone dry. It felt like all the moisture in her body had flooded between her legs, readying her channel to accept him. She licked her lips, but her voice still came out a rasp. “Yes. Take me right now. Hard. Just like this.”


    He cursed and the heat of him left her. She heard his zipper, then the thunk of his pants hitting the floor. She glanced over her shoulder. He still wore his white shirt, unbuttoned, but he was naked from the waist down and his impressive length jutted straight out from his body as if reaching for her. He took a condom from his jeans pocket and roughly rolled it on, then he was behind her again, his cock seeking at her entrance. He kicked her feet wider, put a hand on the back of her neck, pushing her head down toward the rising water in the tub, and slammed all the way into her.


    Their joining was violent and perfect. Both pain and pleasure. His other hand was still between her legs, teasing her clit so that every thrust had pleasure coiling tighter and tighter in her belly, sizzling out across her nerve endings. Her fingers and toes tingled. Her head filled with white noise as he continued the punishing rhythm, all the while whispering naughty-sounding things in languages she didn’t know.


    That coil inside her snapped taut and sensation flooded her body, so bright and sharp it verged on pain. A primal scream ripped from her throat and bounced around the bathroom’s tile walls, mingling with the erotic slap of their bodies as he hammered into her once, twice more, then he groaned and she felt him convulse inside her.


    Gasping and sweat slicked, Claire collapsed against the tub. With past lovers, she’d rarely climaxed, and when she had it was soft and sweet. Nothing like this.


    He released his grip on the back of her neck. He probably left his fingerprints in her skin there, and the thought of it gave her a heady sense of satisfaction…and anticipation. She’d leave her own marks on him before the night was over.


    Jean-Luc heaved in a breath and pushed himself upright. They both shuddered when he pulled out of her. She missed the heat of him immediately, wanted him back inside her.


    He muttered something in French, and sat down hard on the side of the tub. His hand shook as he removed the condom. “Did I hurt you, ma belle?”


    She laughed because what he’d just done to her body was the furthest possible thing from harm. She reached over to turn off the faucet before it overflowed, then sat down beside him. Steam rose invitingly from the tub. She dragged her hand through the hot water. “No, you didn’t hurt me.”


    “Mais, I might have hurt myself.” On a groan, he pushed to his feet and tossed the condom in the trash. When he turned back, his expression softened. “Aw, cher. Vous êtes si belle.”


    You’re so beautiful.


    Suddenly self-conscious, she took her hand from the water and pushed a strand of sweaty hair off her cheek. “I’m a mess.”


    “No. You’re all rosy and sexy. Gorgeous. I already want you again.”


    “Uh-uh.” She held up a hand as he prowled toward her. “Bath first.”


    He scowled at the tub like it had just insulted his mother, then sighed dramatically. “All right. Ten minutes.”


    She slid into the water and let out a happy sigh. The blinding orgasm coupled with the heat of the water had every ounce of tension seeping out of her muscles. She felt weightless, contented, and a bit sleepy. Ten minutes? She thought she might never leave this tub again. She leaned her head back against the rim and closed her eyes. “Mmm, we’ll see about that.”


    “Yes, we will.” She couldn’t see it with her eyes closed, but heard the slow spread of his grin in his voice. “Bet I can make you beg to leave the tub.”


    She opened her eyes. Yes, there was that grin, all mischief and mayhem. She couldn’t help but note his body was recovering fast from the sex. His cock lengthened, hardened, and she felt her nipples tighten, her own body pulsing in anticipation.


    She splashed him. “No bet!”


    “Afraid you’ll lose?”


    “I know I will.”


    He slid into the water behind her and picked up a bar of soap. Rubbed it over her breasts, rasping his thumbs deliberately over her hard nipples. “Let’s see how long you last. I say you’ll be begging for my cock again long before the ten minutes is up.”


    She dropped her head back on his shoulder. “I don’t like to lose.”


    “Competitive, are you? I like that in a woman. Makes things interesting.” His hand moved lazily down her belly, then lower. He slid the bar of soap between her thighs. The slippery sensation made her gasp, and Jean-Luc took the opportunity offered by her open mouth to kiss her deeply. He dropped the soap and used his fingers to—


    “Oh, God.” That thing he did, relentlessly drawing circles around her clit without ever actually touching it, made her crazy.


    His laugh was all wicked pleasure in her ear. “Are you begging yet? Because if you are, I really want to get you into a bed so I can take my time.”


    She whimpered because his teasing fingers just weren’t enough friction.


    “I can’t hear you, ma belle.” He stopped with the maddening circles and pressed his thumb right to the sensitive bud.


    She bucked against his hand. “Oh my God. Yes. Now. We need to get out of the tub now.”


    “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” He laughed softly and nipped at her earlobe.


    He scooped her up and climbed out of the tub, not bothering with the drain or stopping to dry either of them off.


    As he carried her into the bedroom, she imagined cliff diving must be a similar experience to sex with Jean-Luc. Terrifying, thrilling, a little bit dangerous…


    And so very addicting.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    Jean-Luc settled her on the big bed and took a moment to just look at her. All of that soft skin, damp and rosy from the hot water of the bath. Her nipples tight peaks begging for his mouth and tongue. Her eyes, hot and seductive, beckoning him to join her on the bed.


    He leaned down on one arm and delved his fingers into her damp hair, turning her head toward him. He brushed his lips over hers. “I’m gonna make you feel good tonight, Claire.”


    She huffed out a laugh. “Like you haven’t already.”


    “I’m just getting started.”


    She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. “Then put your mouth on me…” She slid a hand down her body to the apex of her legs. “Here.”


    Yeah, he was all over that. He crawled onto the bed and skimmed his lips down her rib cage. “Do you have more sweetness down there for me, or did the bath wash it all away?”


    She groaned and arched toward his mouth even as she touched herself. “It’s there. I’m wet for you.”


    “Greedy girl.” He grinned against her skin and slid lower. “Get your fingers out of there. I’m going to taste you on my tongue. I’m going to lap you up. I want your juices in my mouth, sliding down my throat, when you come.”


    She squirmed under him, making frantic, urgent noises, wordlessly begging him to move faster.


    He reached up and laid a hand across her rib cage, pinning her down. “Nuh-uh, cher. I was born in the bayou where everything moves…” He dipped his head and flicked his tongue across her folds. “Slow.”


    “Oh, please… just…” She made a sound of pure sexual frustration and tangled her fingers into his hair, digging her nails into his scalp as she pushed his head down.


    The bite of pain sent a jolt of lust straight down his shaft. It’d be so easy to sit up, pull her legs up over his thighs, and bury himself to the balls. She wanted it. Her pussy was ripe for it, open and waiting. But he’d gone too fast earlier in the bathroom. He’d had an itch that desperately needed scratching and hadn’t been the kind of lover she deserved.


    He slid two fingers into her opening and nipped at her inner thigh. Her sharp intake of breath and the involuntary clench of her walls around his fingers told him she was into it. He circled her clit with his tongue, felt her grow slick with need.


    “You want my cock instead of my fingers, don’t you? All you gotta do is ask for it. I’ll slide all of it in. Right here.” He curled his fingers inside her, searching for the sweet spot to send her flying. He knew the exact moment he found it. Her breath caught, and color blossomed across her breasts and filled her cheeks. Her head fell back, her eyes closed. He’d teased her to the edge of another climax in the tub, and now he was going to deliver. She was right there, poised on the edge. All she needed was a little push.


    He leaned down, breathing in that gorgeous vanilla scent that stayed with her even after a bath. Mmm. He flicked his tongue out, swirled it around her clit until her back bowed off the bed…


    …and then he sucked it fully into his mouth.


    She let out a breathless scream as her body convulsed.


    As she fell apart under his mouth, his hands, she ripped the sheet off the mattress with one hand, and about yanked his hair out of his head with the other. He fucking loved it.


    And they weren’t even close to done yet.


    He was so hard and sensitized that rolling on a condom was a trial in control.


    “Open your legs wider,” he said, voice rougher than he’d wanted. But, merde, he was hanging on by a thin thread here and he needed inside her before he let go.


    “Oh my God,” she whispered, still trembling through the aftershocks of the G-spot orgasm. “I don’t think I can move. I’ve never felt anything like that. I’ve lost control of…everything.”


    He’d take care of that. Scooping up her legs, one on each arm, he plunged into her in one hard stroke. If he wasn’t already on his knees, the way she screamed, her pussy clenching around him, would’ve sent him there. He groaned and slammed his hand against the wall, trying to keep them steady as he ground into her deep and slow. Beneath him, Claire arched against him, her hand fluttering down to where they were joined, her mouth falling open on a low moan.


    Jean-Luc cursed in half a dozen different languages. The sight of her delicate fingertips tracing his thrusting cock, watching her open and take all of him… Oh, he’d done a lot of kinky shit over the years, but none of it compared to this.


    Doing this with Claire felt different. It was sensual. Powerful. No manic desperation to be found. That empty ache inside him he was always trying to fill with booze and sex…it had disappeared.


    All this time, he hadn’t needed sex. He’d needed Claire.


    He stared down at her, awed that she had the power to make him feel whole for the first time in his adult life. Her breasts bounced gently with each slow grind of his hips. He hadn’t noticed it in the bathroom, but she still wore his gris-gris on the cord around her neck. Despite her doubts about its power, she hadn’t taken it off. Because he had been the one to give it to her? The idea thrilled him.


    “Mmm. I fucking love watching you take me like this. You look like a goddess right now, Claire. Do you like feeling how I fuck you?”


    She gasped. “Jean-Luc… Oh. I’m—I’m going to come again.” She dragged a hand through her hair and held it back from her face. Sweat glistened along her temple in pretty little droplets and he leaned in to lick it off.


    “I want you to. Let me feel that pussy milk me. Squeeze me dry.”


    He knew the moment she climbed over that peak, and it wasn’t because of the way she frantically grabbed his shoulders, or the hoarse cry he smothered with a kiss. Like the sex, it was a slow orgasm, and her walls clamped around him in waves that would’ve destroyed a weaker man. Hell, they might just destroy him. His balls drew up tight and his muscles tensed as his own release roared through him.


    When he could see again, he stilled and stared down at Claire, trying to burn every detail of her into his memory. She was so pretty, with her eyes closed, skin flushed and dewy, and her hair a mess. He’d be content to stay here with her like this forever.


    Which didn’t scare him as much as it once would have. In fact, he kinda dug the idea. Was that how it had started with all his friends who had given up their bachelorhood? First the chemistry, then the mind-blowing sex, and then…something more?


    Mais la! Was he falling in love with Claire?


    Now that scared him. He was no good for a woman like Claire, and he had no business letting himself even think in those terms, no matter how his heart clenched at the idea. He pulled out of her and shifted away. Better to keep things light, easy. He liked easy.


    “I think you found religion,” he joked.


    “Hmm?” She pried one eye open to squint at him.


    He grinned and forced his shaking muscles to move so he could deal with the condom. “You were certainly praying to God a lot tonight. Or maybe that was my name you were praising?”


    She snorted and tossed her pillow at him. “Okay, smart-ass.”


    “Why, yes, I do have a very smart ass.” He gave his hips a little shake on the way to the bathroom. “Thank you for noticing.”


    She groaned but couldn’t quite hide the amusement in her voice as she called after him, “Stop patting yourself on the back. It’s not flattering.”


    In the bathroom, he tossed the condom and cleaned up. The tub was still full, and they had spilled water all over the floor. He took a moment to throw down a towel and pull the plug in the drain.


    Two bottles of water sat on the counter next to the sink. He drained one, then grabbed the other to take out to her.


    On his way back to bed, he picked up the pillow she’d thrown at him. “Just saying. You’ve had three orgasms tonight, am I right?”


    “I was right about you when we first met,” she said and sat up to accept the water. “You think you’re God’s gift to womankind.”


    Not all womankind, he thought. Not anymore. The thought of having sex with a parade of nameless women again or, in fact, with any woman but Claire, actually left him feeling queasy.


    Holy shit. He was in trouble, maybe the most he’d ever been in.


    And he didn’t want out.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two


    “You’ve done well,” Harrison said. “You managed to get the research, which was more than that bonehead Briggs accomplished in Martinique. Bioteric is pleased, and I’m proud of you.”


    Mercedes closed her eyes. She used to live for those words from him. For most of her life, her only goal had been to be a perfect little weapon he could aim and fire with deadly accuracy. She’d been blind when it came to this man, but no more. His favor changed as often as the weather, and she was done trying to win it.


    “I’m glad.” Her voice came out normal, steady even though she was shaking with fear inside. “Because I have a request. A favor. It’s important to me.”


    “Whatever it is, I’m sure we can accommodate you. Within reason, of course.”


    Somehow she doubted her request to let Seb leave would be considered “within reason,” but she had to try. She opened her mouth to ask, but never got the words out.


    Harrison steamrolled over her. “I’m told Bioteric has a representative in the city. He’s on his way to you to secure the research.”


    She glanced over to the elevator Dr. Oliver and her HORNET bodyguards had used. “What about the doctor?”


    “Their representative will speak to her, but if she still refuses their generous offer, you know what to do.”


    Claws of dread scraped down Mercedes’s spine. She’d killed before in the line of duty, and likely would again, but not like this. They had Dr. Oliver’s research. What was the point of continuing to pursue her?


    Maybe Seb had it right. Maybe the only way out was to just leave. Fade away, disappear, and hope to hell Harrison and Defion never found them.


    Instead, she said, “I’ll do what needs to be done.” Because it was as close to the truth as she could get. She’d do whatever needed to be done to protect Sebastian, even if it didn’t align with Harrison’s agenda.


    “Good girl. You always were my favorite.”


    She hated when he said that. She really did. Because it simply wasn’t true. He had a favorite before her, a man who could do no wrong in Harrison’s eyes. Harrison had even let the guy leave Defion—the first to do so successfully. Supposedly her brother had been the second, but she highly doubted Xander had made it out. Every year on their mother’s birthday, he put peonies on her grave. Her favorite flowers. But the bouquet hadn’t appeared this year. If Xander was alive and free somewhere, he’d have found a way to make it happen.


    “The Bioteric rep should be there within the hour,” Harrison continued, all business again. “He requests you wear a red scarf, tied twice around your neck, and meet him in the hotel bar.”


    She dragged her focus back to the conversation. “That’s…unusual.”


    “He’s an unusual man. Just give him the research and your job is done. Unless, of course, Dr. Oliver refuses Bioteric’s offer.”


    She drew a breath in preparation to approach the subject of Sebastian, but Harrison hung up before she got a word out. Shit.


    She pocketed her phone.


    Red scarf.


    Okay.


    A quick trip through the hotel’s gift shop netted her the requested scarf. It had little gold accents all over it. Ugly, but it did the job. She tied it twice around her neck—a ridiculous look since the temperature sat at eighty-eight degrees with one hundred percent humidity—and headed to the bar.


    She may as well have a drink or two while she waited.


    She was sipping her third when the Bioteric rep showed just about an hour later. She made the man the instant he stepped into the bar. He wore his salt and pepper hair in a comb-over and dressed like an English professor, complete with the elbow patches on his jacket. Who wore a jacket in this heat? Oh, right. The man who made her wear a scarf.


    If that wasn’t him, she’d eat the damn itchy scarf.


    He scanned the room. When he spotted her, his pockmarked face showed only the faintest flicker of interest. At least, until he saw the cooler on the floor at her feet, then a polite smile ticked up the corner of his lips. It wasn’t real, though. There was something plastic about it. Calculated. Empty.


    He slid into the booth across from her like they were old friends settling in for dinner together. “I’m so happy to meet you. I hope your trip here wasn’t too difficult?”


    Although he spoke English well, his accent said he was native to a German-speaking country. But the words themselves… Polite as they were, he delivered them with zero emotion.


    It was…disconcerting.


    “Uh, it was fine. Here’s the research.” She grabbed the bag from the seat beside her and handed it to him, not bothering to hide her frown.


    As a matter of survival, she’d learned how to read people a long time ago and saw through him like glass. His politeness was as empty as his smile. A ruse, a thin layer of manners hiding contempt.


    He didn’t like her. Probably viewed her as beneath him, inferior.


    That wasn’t anything new.


    His gaze dropped to the cooler. “Is that the sample?”


    She nudged it out from under the table with her foot and scooted out of the booth. “My job is done.”


    He caught her arm snakebite fast. “What about Dr. Oliver?”


    Her stomach clenched and all of her internal alarm bells clanged. She’d met a lot of bad people in her line of work, but none had ever made her want to recoil from their touch.


    He did.


    She scowled at him and shook off his grip. “She’s staying in this hotel. Top floor. She has two bodyguards with her. Good luck with them. You’ll need it.”


    “I’m not worried,” he said and sat back with a mildly contemplative expression on his face. “Dr. Oliver will see the good in what I’m doing once I speak with her.”


    Having met Claire Oliver, Mercedes doubted it.


    She yanked off the red scarf as she left the bar and tossed it in the trash on her way out of the lobby. Outside, she drew in a breath of muggy air and tried to shake off the chill that had invaded her body. There was something not right about that man, she thought as she stepped forward to claim one of the cabs waiting at the curb.


    Dr. Oliver will see the good in what I’m doing…


    What was he doing, exactly? And if it was so good, why had Claire Oliver been so intent on keeping her research out of his hands? It couldn’t be about money. Dr. Oliver was such a goody two shoes, she’d probably qualify for sainthood. She didn’t have a greedy cell in her body.


    Unease rippled through Mercedes and she glanced back through the cab’s window at the hotel. Not much gave her the willies, but she had them now.


    Nope, not her problem. She made herself turn around, face straight ahead. She’d done her job and, despite that man sending up all kinds of red flags, she was cleaning her hands of it.


    Her only goal now was to keep Sebastian alive.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three


    “I think you broke me,” Claire said as she lay bonelessly in bed beside Jean-Luc. “I’m a noodle.”


    “Mm. Noodles. I’m hungry.”


    She smiled into her pillow as Jean-Luc jumped out of bed like he was spring-loaded. Did the man never run out of energy? She was exhausted and could barely lift her head to watch him grab a fresh pair of cargo pants from his pack.


    He pulled them on, then returned to her side and leaned over the bed to nuzzle her temple. “Want room service, cher?”


    At his question, her stomach rumbled so loudly there was no way he hadn’t heard it. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was until that moment. Her last full meal had been in the mess hall yesterday with Sunday and Marcus.


    Yesterday. God. It already seemed like a lifetime ago.


    Jean-Luc laughed softly and straightened. “I’ll take that as a yes. Any preferences?”


    She sat up and dragged the sheet up over her breasts. “No. Whatever looks good. I’ll eat anything at this point.”


    “One order for whatever looks good coming right up. There’s time if you want to shower again.”


    She didn’t. She liked that she could smell him on her skin. “No need.”


    He flashed a wicked grin. “Good, ’cause after I fuel up I’m gonna want to spend more time between your legs worshiping that perfect pussy.”


    His words, said so casually, made her throb and dampen in anticipation. She’d never had a lover speak to her in such a way before. Never had a lover rock her world like he had, either. “It’s all yours for the worshiping.”


    He growled low in his throat and took a step toward the bed, but stopped when her belly grumbled again. His gaze dropped to her middle, then roved back to her face in a way that made her feel hot and flushed. She thought for sure he’d come back to bed, but he turned away with visible effort.


    “Food first,” he said as if reminding himself. “Sex later.”


    She settled against the headboard and watched him walk out into the living room, still shirtless. He’d lost some weight, but the man still had the kind of body that inspired wet panties. And it was all hers. She’d never thought of herself as an especially sexual creature, but when he looked at her like he wanted to spend hours ravaging her, she felt sexy and oh so powerful.


    She liked it. A lot.


    She snuggled down into the bed, luxuriating in the scent of him on the sheets. She must have fallen asleep, because the next thing she knew, Jean-Luc was crouched beside her, smiling as he pushed her hair back from her face.


    “Dinner will be here soon.”


    “Oh.” She yawned and stretched. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”


    “S’all good. You need sleep, but I want you to eat first. Can you do that for me, cher?”


    She nodded and on a groan, rolled out of bed. She yawned again. Her head was fuzzy like she’d been awakened mid-dream. She looked at her pile of clothes on the floor and frowned. She liked the Ankara dress, thought it pretty, but it was short and form fitting. She really didn’t want to put it back on.


    Jean-Luc must have read her mind because he went to his pack again and pulled out a T-shirt and sweatpants. “Here. They’ll be big, but the pants have a drawstring. More comfortable than what you had on before.”


    “Thank you.” She took the clothes with her into the bathroom. She used the toilet, washed her hands, then studied herself in the mirror.


    Oh, boy. She looked haggard. The bags under her eyes would definitely be charged overweight fees at the airport, and here she was with no makeup to fix it.


    Ugh. How could Jean-Luc look at her now and see anything he wanted sharing his bed?


    She turned on the cold tap and splashed her face a couple times. That helped. When she glanced up in the mirror again, she not only felt more alive, but she looked it. Some color had returned to her cheeks at least.


    Jean-Luc’s T-shirt fell nearly to her knees. The sweatpants still sagged even when cinched as tight as they would go, but he was right. The outfit was much more comfortable than the dress.


    She padded out to the living room to find him standing in front of the TV, flipping through the channels. He noticed her in the doorway and shut it off, but not before she caught a glimpse of a news report about the militant attack on the hospital. The picture of Sunday sent a spear of pain through her chest. Another friend lost, all because of her.


    “I’m sorry,” he said quickly.


    “It’s okay.” She walked over to sit in one of the cushy armchairs. She pulled her knees up to her chest. “Has the story gone international?”


    “Yeah.” He set the remote aside and went over to the table, where his gun lay on a towel amid a mess of supplies. He must have been cleaning it while she slept. The room still smelled faintly of gun oil.


    She nodded to the weapon as he cleared off the table. “Do you think you’ll need that?”


    “If there’s one thing the CIA taught me, it’s better to be ready and not need it than to need it and not be ready.”


    “Yeah, I suppose so.” A knock sounded at the door. His hands were full, so she uncurled from the chair and went to answer it.


    “Wait! Claire—” He dropped everything except for the weapon and took up position by the door.


    “Really?” She scowled at him. “Nobody knows we’re here. It’s room service.”


    “Probably, but I’m not taking chances. Check the peep.”


    She sighed. Just one night, she wanted a bit of normalcy. Was that too much to ask? She answered her own question: yes. Right now, it was. There was nothing normal about having a group of mercenaries try to kidnap you not once, but twice. Jean-Luc was right to be overly cautious.


    Resigned, she rose up on her toes and checked the peephole. It wasn’t room service.


    “Dayo? Oh my God.” She threw open the door. “What are you doing here? How did you find us?”


    He looked gray and wild eyed. He gasped for breath like he’d sprinted up the stairs. “I came as soon as I heard. Is Sunday…? Where is she? This hotel was our rendezvous in case we were separated.”


    Claire’s heart broke all over again. In her mind’s eye, she saw Sunday collapsing into the mud, a bullet between her eyes…


    No. She shut down that mental image. “I’m so sorry, Dayo. She didn’t make it.”


    His expression crumpled and he leaned an arm on the doorframe. “I had hoped… I wanted her to be with…” He sucked in a sharp breath and nodded to himself as if making up his mind about something. “It doesn’t matter now. We have to leave. They’re coming for you.”


    “Who’s coming?” Jean-Luc asked and stepped up beside her, still holding his weapon, but now down at his side. He set a protective hand on her shoulder and the simple touch fortified her in a way nothing else could.


    “The people who want her research,” Dayo said, desperation thick in his voice.


    “But they already have it,” she protested.


    Dayo returned his attention to her. “They want you too and they’re here. I saw them.”


    “How do you know?” Jean-Luc asked, still suspicious.


    “I recognized one of them. Claire, she was there when we went to Lagos. She was following us and I made sure to lose her, but she’s here now with backup. If I tricked the front desk into giving me your room number, it’s only a matter of time until they do, too. I ran up the stairs to find you before they did.”


    Oh, God. Was this ever going to end?


    Heartsick, she glanced back at Jean-Luc. “If that’s true, we can’t stay. I don’t want to be the cause of another hostage situation.”


    Jean-Luc said something in another language that sounded like a string of profound cursing. Russian again? It seemed to be his go-to preference for swearing whenever he was extremely upset.


    “Hang on,” he said.


    “We gotta go, man,” Dayo said.


    Jean-Luc ignored him and disappeared for a second, then came back with his rucksack and a phone to his ear. “Marcus isn’t answering.”


    He crossed the hall and lifted a fist to knock, but at that moment, Dayo tugged on her hand hard enough that her only choices were to follow or fall on her face.


    “There’s no time. They are here now!” Dayo dragged her toward the elevator.


    She wasn’t wearing shoes, and the tile floor was cold under her feet. She wasn’t dressed to go anywhere and tried to tug her hand free of Dayo’s. “Please, can I at least change and get my shoes? Dayo—ow!” His grip tightened. She was going to have a bruise. “Jean-Luc,” she called over her shoulder. “My shoes!”


    Jean-Luc looked at Marcus’s door one last time, then ducked back into their room. He emerged a second later and sprinted after them, her sneakers in hand. He caught the elevator just before the doors slid shut and nipped inside.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Four


    Claire breathed a sigh of relief as the doors slid closed. Just having Jean-Luc beside her, she felt safer. He passed her the shoes, and she sat down to pull them on. “What about Marcus?”


    “I’ll keep trying to call. Your safety has to be my first concern. How many are there?” he asked Dayo and checked his weapon.


    “Too many to take on by ourselves. Our best option is to run.” Dayo stopped her from pressing the lobby button and instead hit the one marked basement. “I have a car waiting in the loading dock.”


    The elevator doors slid open, and Dayo led them through a series of hallways. Finally, he opened a metal door and there was indeed an SUV waiting in the loading dock for them. He ushered them out, shut the door, and stepped in front of it as if blocking it.


    Only then did Claire get an inkling that something was wrong. “What…? Dayo, what’s—?”


    Jean-Luc pushed her behind him and swung his weapon from Dayo to the SUV. “Putain! You’re setting us up.”


    The SUV’s doors opened and three men got out. All of them had blond hair and blue eyes. All of them were muscular and well armed.


    “I’m sorry,” Dayo said softly, tears rolling down his face. “My family is all infected. Without Sunday and without them, I’ll have nothing to live for. He told me you have a cure and you weren’t going to use it to save anyone. He said he would save my family if I brought you to him. He could give them the cure then give me money to move them away from here. I had no choice!”


    Desperate people. She had warned him weeks ago about the dangers of desperation, and she hadn’t listened to her own advice. “Dayo, there is no cure. Not really. Not yet, at least. Please, don’t do this.”


    His face contorted. He was no longer the easygoing, happy man she’d come to know and like. Instead, this was the man she’d gotten a glimpse of at the militant camp, the one who had kicked over an oil drum out of anger.


    “You’re lying!” His eyes bugged, even more wild now, and she noticed the spider webs of red in the whites of his eyes. Spittle flew from his lips. “There is a cure and you have it! You used it on him. Give it to me!”


    “Don’t touch him.” She backed away, pulling Jean-Luc with her by his shirt, which had the unfortunate consequence of putting them closer to the SUV. But that was not her main concern at the moment. “Dayo, you’re infected.”


    Jean-Luc glanced at her, horror in every line of his expression. She read his thoughts loud and clear because they echoed her own. Dayo had touched her.


    Her heart beat a wild rhythm, threatening to knock right out of her chest, but she tried to keep her voice even. “It’s spread through bodily fluids. I should be okay.”


    Dayo lunged forward. “Give me the cure!”


    Jean-Luc brought his gun up and leveled it on Dayo’s chest. “Touch her again and I’ll drop you.”


    That cold, implacable tone raised the hair on her arms. This situation was bringing out the worst in everybody that meant anything to her. First Dayo, and now Jean-Luc. The man standing next to her now wasn’t the sweet, funny man she was falling in love with. This was the version of Jean-Luc that scared her. Ruthless. A killer. She set a hand on his arm and felt his muscles tense under her fingers. He wouldn’t let her push his gun down, so she stepped in front of him instead. He cursed.


    She ignored him and pulled her shirt up over her nose and mouth as a makeshift mask before focusing on Dayo. The man was scared for his family and hurting. He’d made bad decisions but that didn’t mean he deserved to die. “Dayo, please listen to me. I only have research. It’s not complete. Who filled your head with this other nonsense about a cure?”


    “I did.” A fourth man climbed out of the SUV, carrying a cooler Claire recognized. He had a German accent. She recognized him, too, but she couldn’t place a name with his pock-scarred face.


    She dug her fingers into Jean-Luc’s arm to get his attention. “He has Akeso.” And just like that, she flashed back to the first time she’d seen the man. She couldn’t recall his name, but he’d approached her at a conference last year and offered her an obscene amount of money for Akeso. When she flatly refused, he’d offered her a job working for…


    “You’re with Bioteric.”


    “I own Bioteric.” He tsked. “We could have done this the easy way, Dr. Oliver, but you refused my every offer.”


    She huffed out a breath in disbelief. “So you killed Tiffany and Sunday and all of those people in Martinique and here at the field hospital—”


    “Claire,” Jean-Luc said with a soft bite of warning in his tone.


    She ignored him. “All for what? To corner the market with Akeso so you can make more money?”


    The man gave a serene smile that contorted his scarred skin, pulling it tight in weird ways, making him look like a Halloween skull. “No, Dr. Oliver. Don’t you understand by now? This is much bigger than money, as you’ll soon see.” He made a slight hand motion and his bodyguards drew their weapons in unison, performing like trained dogs. Every single barrel targeted Jean-Luc. “Now get in the car and we won’t kill this man.”


    She didn’t believe that for a minute. As soon as she set foot in that car, they’d open fire on Jean-Luc. They couldn’t leave him alive to come after her.


    “No!” She didn’t think. She just ducked under his arm and used her body to block his. “If you want Akeso, you can’t kill him.”


    She’d piqued his interest. She recognized the flare of it in his eyes as he considered Jean-Luc. She could also feel Jean-Luc all but vibrating with rage at her back. Whether he was angry at her or Bioteric was anyone’s guess.


    “And why not?” the man finally asked. “He’s not a scientist. He’s nothing but a mercenary.”


    She glanced back at Jean-Luc, hot tears blurring her vision. But she still saw his features pulled taut, his eyes spitting hatred at the scarred man. “I’m sorry,” she mouthed. Because although she was about to save his life, she was likely also about to condemn him to torture.


    “He has to come with us,” she said, turning back to the Bioteric man. “He’s the first human test subject of Akeso.”


    He studied Jean-Luc with cool calculation in his blue eyes. “Interesting. I had no idea you’ve made so much progress.” He motioned to his bodyguards. “Bring them both.”


    The guards crowded in, one keeping his weapon aimed at Jean-Luc while another disarmed him. Jean-Luc struggled until she caught his gaze and mouthed, “Please, don’t.” They’d kill him. After all, they could harvest a corpse for samples as easily as a living specimen.


    He shook off the guard’s hands and didn’t look happy about it, but climbed into the SUV without a fight.


    “What about my family?” Dayo said. “The cure?”


    The scarred man looked at him for a long moment, then gave a subtle nod to one of his guards before climbing into the SUV beside Claire. “Of course. I’m a man of my word. Audric will give you the cure.”


    As the SUV pulled away, Claire saw the guard pull on gloves and a mask, then raise his gun and shoot Dayo in the head. The guard then discarded the protective gear and very calmly walked over to another car that was waiting.


    Claire twisted to stare out the back windshield. Dayo collapsed where he stood, and a pool of blood spread around his head. “No! Why did you do that?”


    “He was infected,” the scarred man said without much concern. “Surely you knew.”


    “But you didn’t have to shoot him!” Something sharp pricked her upper arm and she whipped around to find he’d stuck her with a needle. She immediately felt light headed.


    “What…? No. Jean-Luc…” She crawled across the seat toward him, but he’d also been drugged while she was distracted. They must have given him a higher dose, because his eyes rolled back and he barely had the energy to close his fingers around hers.


    And then blackness engulfed them both.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Five


    Marcus awoke to a heavy fist pounding on his hotel door. He struggled to pry his eyes open and check the time on his phone. 0345.


    Shit. He was supposed to meet Jean-Luc at 0300 and his phone had a missed call from the Cajun. “I’m coming,” he called. His voice sounded like he’d swallowed glass. He pulled on his jeans and tried again. “Hang on! I’m coming.”


    Grumbling to himself, he shuffled out to the living room of his suite. His head pounded. He really shouldn’t have hit up the minibar, but lately he couldn’t sleep without alcohol in his system.


    He pulled open the door, and the apology for missing the 0300 rendezvous died on his lips. He blinked. “Lanie?”


    The rest of HORNET stood in the hall behind her, including two guys he recognized from Tucker Quentin’s team, Devlin and Sean Carreras.


    “You look like shit,” Carreras said by way of greeting.


    Lanie put her hands on her hips. “Where are Jean-Luc and Dr. Oliver?”


    “Uh…” He dragged a hand though his hair. His alcohol-logged brain still wasn’t processing. “They’re here. In the suite across the hall.”


    “No one’s there,” Jesse said and hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Door’s wide open.”


    He stared, still not comprehending. “What?” He shouldered through the group and found himself looking straight into the empty suite across the hall. He strode inside, found gun-cleaning supplies in a pile in the living room. In the bedroom, the bed was a mess. The bathroom had a dampness to it indicating it had been recently used, and the tub was still wet. Clothes scattered the floor—the outfits Jean-Luc and Claire were wearing earlier.


    He walked back to the living room. “No, they were here.”


    “Then where are they?” Harvard asked.


    “I don’t know.”


    “Is anything missing?” Lanie asked.


    He rubbed both shaking hands over his face and tried to think. He mentally went back over the suite room by room. “Jean-Luc’s rucksack. His gun and knives. And I didn’t see either of their shoes.”


    Lanie put a hand on his shoulder and gave him a gentle push toward a chair. He went without protest. If he stayed on his feet, he might throw up everything he had drunk.


    “Okay, Marcus. Think,” Lanie said, not unkindly, and sat down in the chair across from him. “Is there any reason Jean-Luc would take Claire away from here?”


    “Why does Jean-Luc do anything?” Ian muttered and shut the suite’s door. “Because he wants to.”


    Marcus shook his head. “No. Guys, this is different. He’s different with her. He wouldn’t do anything crazy to put her in danger.”


    “So it tracks he’d only leave if he thought she was in danger,” Seth Harlan, the team’s sniper, said.


    “Yeah, that’s the only reason I can think of, but it doesn’t make sense. He knew she was safe here. He knew you guys were on the way.”


    “Someone must have convinced him she wasn’t safe.” Lanie crooked a finger at Harvard and pointed at the dining table. “All right, there’s gotta be security cameras in this place. What can you find for us, kid?”


    “Not a kid,” Harvard muttered.


    Marcus was vaguely aware of a weird vibe coming off Harvard, but he was too sloshed, too scattered, to worry about it now.


    Harvard set up his laptop and hunched behind it, working in silence. Yeah, definitely a vibe there. Pissed off, if Marcus had to guess.


    “I’m in,” Harvard finally said after agonizing minutes passed. “Which of the cameras you want to see?”


    Lanie looked to Marcus. He leaned forward and rubbed the back of his neck. “Uh…we got here around three or four this afternoon.”


    Harvard got back to work, then turned his computer around to show them the screen. “Three forty-seven p.m. to be exact.” He played the video on fast-forward. It showed Marcus, Jean-Luc, and Claire entering the building, conversing with the woman behind the front desk. Then to the elevator. While they waited for it, several people crossed the camera view.


    “Hey.” Marcus stood up and moved closer to the computer. He pointed at the dark-haired woman sitting in a chair near the restaurant entrance. “I recognize that woman. With the dark hair and red scarf. She’s with Defion.”


    “Well, now,” Jesse said on a whistle. “That’s certainly a good reason for Jean-Luc to take Claire away from here. Maybe he recognized her too and—” He stopped short and also studied the screen. “Wait. Wait. Wait. Back up the feed.” He leaned forward and watched intently. Then he jabbed a finger toward the screen. “There. The guy your Defion girl is meetin’ with. Do any of you recognize him?”


    They all crowded in around the computer. Marcus tried to focus, but no spark of recognition came, and he shook his head. Seth also gave a negative response.


    Lanie chewed on her lower lip. “He looks familiar, but…I can’t place him.”


    “Yeah, I recognize him.” Ian’s lips thinned into a frown as he straightened. “We evac-ed him from the hotel in Martinique.”


    “Exactly. I spoke to him. He said he’s a virologist.” Jesse tapped the man’s scarred face with his knuckle. The motion was met by a quiet grumble from Harvard.


    “There were a lot of virologists in that hotel, cowboy,” Lanie said, giving her husband a sidelong look. “There was supposed to be an infectious diseases conference that weekend.”


    “Yeah, but if that guy’s a virologist—” Jesse started to jab the screen again, but at Harvard’s hard stare, he held up his hands and stepped back. “Sorry. If he is what he said he is, it follows he’s here because of the outbreak. So I wanna know what he’s doin’ sippin’ cocktails in a hotel bar in Port Harcourt when the virus is killin’ people a full day’s boat ride southeast of here.”


    “Pretty big coincidence,” Marcus said, desperately trying to keep focused on the here and now and not go back to that island. No wonder he didn’t recognize the guy. He’d been doing his best to drink that entire night from his memory. “I mean, we run into him there, where half our team was held hostage and Danny was—” His voice cracked, and he took a second to regroup. Tried again. “And Danny was killed. And now here, after one of our guys up and vanishes from his bed. What are the chances that’s not all connected?”


    “Pretty fucking slim.” Harvard turned back to his computer. “Gentlemen, do we have a name?”


    Everyone looked to Jesse.


    “Oh, dayum. Give me a sec,” he said and pinched the bridge of his nose. “So much happened that night and I… I can’t remember exactly. Somethin’… German or Austrian, I think. He had a slight accent. He’d sustained a dislocated shoulder during the hotel evac. Gray hair, pock scars all over his face, thin, slight build, mid-fifties. Can you get an ID with that?”


    “Can I…?” Harvard scoffed and cracked his knuckles. “I’m insulted you even had to ask.”


    “Okay,” Lanie said on a drawn-out sigh and grabbed her phone from the table. “While Harvard does that, I’ll update the big bosses.” She looked exhausted and who could blame her? Her first mission as their new field commander, and the straightforward rescue had morphed into…what? A hostage sitch? They didn’t have enough intel to know for sure what happened to Jean-Luc and Claire, and now Lanie had to report that big fat goose egg back to HQ. It couldn’t be easy.


    Marcus got up and paced the length of the suite. It was like so many others they’d been in at the start of missions. Another hotel, another mission. Usually Marcus loved all of it, but losing Danny had drained the joy out of everything for him. Now he was just…restless. And so very angry. He knew he shouldn’t, but he resented Jean-Luc for nearly dying and now for this disappearing act. If it turned out the Cajun had simply taken off somewhere for more sexy alone time with the doctor…


    No. He shut down that line of thought. Jean-Luc could be impulsive and reckless but he wouldn’t risk Claire’s life by taking her away from the hotel. Not when they were mere hours away from safety.


    Damn, he should’ve insisted they all share a room, but he’d wanted to give them some time together. Jean-Luc had been depressed since his grandmother died. He’d wanted the guy to have a little bit of happiness, and Claire seemed to do the trick.


    He still thought she was going to end up with a broken heart in the end, but they were both adults. Whatever happened between them was their business. And, besides, who was he to stand in the way of lust?


    “Bingo,” Harvard said and everyone crowded back in around the computer.


    “Hang on. We may have something. I’ll get back to you,” Lanie told whoever was on the other end of her phone call and hung up. “You have a name?”


    Harvard brought up an ID photo of the man from the bar. In the corner of the card, across from the man’s picture, were the words Führerschein Republik Österreich. Jean-Luc would know exactly what that meant. Marcus had never been great with foreign languages—managed some rusty Italian now and again, but that was about it—so he could only guess it meant something along the lines of “driver’s license.”


    “Yeah, that’s him,” Jesse confirmed.


    “Steffan Ostermann,” Harvard said. “Born in Vienna, Austria, in nineteen sixty. He goes by the title ‘doctor’, only… I can’t find a medical degree in his history. Or even a Ph.D. Looks like he attended med school in the mid-eighties, but he never finished.”


    “What’s he do for a livin’ if he’s not a doctor?” Jesse asked.


    “Far as I can tell, he’s independently wealthy. He’s never had a job.”


    “So…” Lanie drew the word out, her brow furrowed in confusion. “Why was he at the hotel in Martinique? Why attend a virology conference?”


    “And,” Marcus added as a pit of dread opened up in the bottom of his stomach, “why is he here?”


    “Fuck,” Harvard breathed and hit a key. A website popped up. “Ostermann has bought a lot of businesses, including Bioteric Pharmaceuticals.”


    Marcus froze and looked at each of his teammates, cold down to his marrow with fear. “Bioteric has Jean-Luc and Claire.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Six


    The knock on the door had them all turning. Weapons came out and up. Tank, who had been snoozing up until that point, leaped to his feet, ears pricked in full alert, muscles quivering, ready for the attack command from his master.


    Ian and Seth, the closest two men to the door, flanked it and readied their weapons. Lanie stepped forward, but Jesse caught her hand. She gave him the look, the one she often gave him when he got too overprotective, the one that said, “I love you, but let me do my job, dumbass.” He swore softly, but let go of her hand and grabbed his own weapon.


    Harvard pulled up the hotel’s surveillance cameras on his laptop. “Okay, it’s a woman, late twenties, early thirties, Hispanic. She’s alone and appears unarmed, but I can’t see all of her to confirm. She’s holding her hands above her head. She just waved at the camera like she knows I’m watching.”


    Shit, Marcus thought. That can’t be good.


    He kept his weapon up as Lanie approached the door and cautiously opened it. Ian yanked the woman inside and Seth patted her down. He found two weapons. One tucked under her shirt at the small of her back, and one in an ankle holster. As soon as Seth finished, Ian shoved her against the wall.


    “Hey, hey,” Seth said and zip-tied her hands behind her back. “Ease off, man. She’s unarmed.”


    Ian flipped her around and again shoved her against the wall. The woman eyed him up and down. Something flickered behind her eyes, there and gone in a moment, but her face remained impassive.


    “Sheesh.” She huffed out a breath and looked out over Ian’s shoulder at the rest of them. “No wonder you guys have more enemies than friends.”


    At Ian’s side, Tank let out a low rumble of warning. The woman glanced down and some of her bravado faded. She gave the dog a nervous smile. “Nice doggie.”


    “Nice doggie will chew off your arm if you don’t start talking,” Ian said.


    The woman scanned the faces in the room and finally settled on Lanie. Her expression softened ever so slightly and a hint of pleading entered her gaze. “Can we chat without Mr. Scowls-a-Lot and the hellbeast?”


    Marcus could’ve laughed. The woman was so far off base with her girl-to-girl approach. Of all of them in the room, Lanie was probably the most kick-ass and least sympathetic to the woman’s problems. “She’s with Defion,” he told Lanie. “The woman from the video with the red scarf.”


    Lanie merely lifted a brow. “Is that true?”


    The woman cast one more look at Tank, then tried to straighten away from the wall. Ian shoved her back. She sent Ian a simmering glare and blew a strand of dark hair out of her face. “My name is Mercedes Raya. I believe we can help each other.”


    …


    Mercedes tried to keep her gaze focused on the woman in front of her, and not on the man beside her. He was leaner than the last time she’d seen him, his hair shorter, shaved close to his scalp. He had more tats now, too, peeking out under the sleeves of his black T-shirt. And the dog. That was definitely new.


    Ian Reinhardt.


    She thought hell would’ve frozen three times over before she saw him again, and she would’ve been A-okay with that.


    So why the fuck had she come here?


    After leaving her meeting downstairs with the creep, she’d returned to her hotel to check on Sebastian, only to find him gone. Just gone. No note, no nothing. He’d left her to deal with Defion on her own, and she couldn’t focus on how much that hurt.


    With nothing else to do with her time but think, she’d found her mind wandering back to the creep in the jacket and how not right that encounter had been. And the more she obsessed over it, the more she disliked the whole situation. Mercedes couldn’t shake the feeling that he had something awful planned for Dr. Oliver’s research. She kept coming back to one thought: Dr. Oliver was genuinely a good person. Hell, the woman had made a career out of risking her life to help people nobody else cared about. If the Bioteric man had altruistic intentions, she’d be working for him, not running from him.


    Which meant his intentions were bad. And with the type of research Dr. Oliver was involved with, there could be bad shit on the horizon.


    Once that uncomfortable seed took root in her conscience, Mercedes returned to the hotel thinking she’d do…something, and had seen HORNET arrive. She’d followed them upstairs, overheard part of their conversation—Dr. Oliver and one of her men were both missing—and made a decision.


    Sebastian was right. If she wanted out of Defion, she just had to leave. And she did want out. With him. She knew exactly where he’d gone. She could follow him, and they could disappear together.


    But first, she needed to do this one thing so her conscience would be clear.


    The HORNET woman finally moved. She walked forward, hands on hips, and eyed Mercedes up and down. She was a pretty woman with skin a few shades darker than Mercedes’s own, tall and fit with long hair that spiraled around her shoulders. She had a simple wedding band on her left hand—nothing frilly—and wore cargo pants and a T-shirt just like all the men in the room.


    The men all seemed to defer to her, which Mercedes had to admit was pretty kick-ass. The few women working for Defion were never given a position of power.


    “If you’re with Defion, why would you help us?” the woman asked.


    Okay, no more bullshit. She met the woman’s gaze. “My mission was to find Dr. Oliver and her research for Bioteric. I accomplished it, but when I handed the research off, my gut told me it was wrong. I listen to my gut. It’s kept me alive.”


    Ian snorted in disbelief. “We can’t trust her, Lanie.”


    She refused to look at him, kept her gaze fastened on the woman—Lanie. “He’s right. If I were in your position, I wouldn’t trust me either.” She wondered if he realized her words were directed at him as much as Lanie. He probably did. He’d never been a stupid man. Just an asshole.


    She tried to take a step forward, but Ian shoved her back again. She growled in frustration. “Okay, listen, there was something very wrong about Bioteric’s man. So wrong that I’m willing to risk my life to stop whatever he has planned, but if you don’t want my help, fuck it. That’s on you.”


    Lanie said nothing for a moment, then walked over to the table where a guy sat behind a computer. She asked him something and he nodded. She picked up the laptop and brought it over, stopping a few feet in front of Mercedes.


    “Is this the man you gave Dr. Oliver’s research to?”


    “That’s him.”


    “His name is Steffan Ostermann. He owns Bioteric.” Lanie returned the computer to the guy. “We think he’s kidnapped one of our men and Dr. Oliver.”


    “I think he did, too.” She jerked at the zip ties biting into her wrists. “Untie me.”


    “This is a ploy,” Ian said. “And not a very good one.”


    She whirled on him. “I don’t care what you think, pendajo.” Realizing she’d let Ian get under her skin—oh, she’d forgotten how good he was at that—she returned her attention to Lanie. “When I met with Ostermann, he was off. Everything about him was fake. Cold. Calculating. Nothing good will come of him having both that research and Dr. Oliver.”


    Marcus Deangelo, who had sunk down into a chair while she spoke, stood up again. His eyes were bloodshot and he’d lost the color in his cheeks. “Guys…”


    Everyone looked at him.


    “Claire thinks the virus is a bioweapon. Who else would kill for research on a virus cure-all but a bioterrorist?”


    A bolt of shock sizzled through Mercedes. She sucked in a sharp breath, and felt Ian’s gaze swing toward her and focus in. She ignored him.


    Bioterrorism?


    Her stomach rolled over.


    Lanie studied her face, then nodded once. “Cut her loose.” She turned to the two guys standing back from the group, who had thus far been silent observers. “Contact Tuc and have him send in the cavalry. We’re going to need…” She trailed off and shook her head. “All the help we can get.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Seven


    Claire drifted toward consciousness, bobbing there just under the surface, not asleep, but unable to come fully awake either. It was terrifying. She struggled to lift an eyelid under the heavy weight of the drugs in her system, managed to open her eyes the tiniest sliver. She was on a couch of plush, soft leather, her face pressed to the back of the seat. She recognized the hum under her ear. A familiar droning like…like a plane engine cruising at altitude.


    A plane.


    They’d put her on a plane. A private one if she had to guess from the leather under her cheek. But what about Jean-Luc? Was he here, too?


    She tried to lift her head, but her brain wasn’t communicating with her muscles yet. Still too much of the tranquilizer in her system. All she could do was lie there and stare at the back of the couch and listen.


    Other people were definitely in the cabin with her. They weren’t talking, but she sensed their presences. Occasionally she heard a rustle of paper, like someone turning the page of a book. The silence stretched for a long time, which was fine by her. Each passing minute, more of the drug-fog lifted from her mind and she was able to think more clearly. She gave her fingers and toes an experimental wiggle. Both moved on command.


    Good.


    She hated not having control of her faculties.


    The mood in the cabin abruptly shifted, filled with tension like a slack string suddenly pulled tight. Someone said something in a language she didn’t speak. German? Yes, sounded like it. The voice sounded edgy, as if the speaker didn’t like what he was saying. The response he got was calm and cool—the other speaker seemed unworried.


    Hard hands grabbed her and yanked her upright. She gasped and shut her eyes against the onslaught of dizziness brought on by the quick movement. Mr. Calm and Cool said something else to his companion, and a moment later, someone shoved a bottle into her hand. She opened her eyes and looked at it.


    Water.


    Oh, she wanted it. Her tongue felt like a cotton ball, wicked of all moisture. The seal around the cap hadn’t been broken, but she didn’t dare trust it. For all she knew, her captors could be trying to drug her again.


    “Drink.”


    She looked up and found the pock-scarred man in a seat across from the couch, her research scattered on the table in front of him.


    “It’s not drugged, if that’s what you’re worried about,” he added without looking up from the page he read. “If I wanted to drug you, I’d just have Audric stick you with a needle again.”


    She glanced over at the stone-faced man sitting at the other end of the couch. Nothing in his expression gave him away, but something about his posture exposed how unhappy he was with the current situation. Audric. She recognized him. The man who had killed Dayo without a second’s hesitation.


    “Go on,” the scarred man said. “Drink. You’re probably experiencing cottonmouth. I’m sorry for that, but it couldn’t be avoided.”


    “What have you done with Jean-Luc?” she tried to ask, but slurred the words. Resigned, she fumbled off the cap on the water. She had to risk it. Her mouth was too dry to talk, and she wanted answers. She took a small, experimental sip and waited. When the light-headed, floaty feeling of the drugs didn’t return, she drank until the bottle was empty.


    “I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced,” the man said while she drank. “I’m Dr. Steffan Ostermann.”


    “You’re no doctor,” she said. Her voice still sounded like gravel, but it was better than last time. “Doctors take an oath to do no harm.”


    “Harm?” He scoffed and sat back in his chair. “I’m trying to save the world, not harm it.”


    She stared at him in complete disbelief. “How can you say that when you’ve killed so many people in your pursuit of me?”


    “I’ve killed no one.”


    “No, you just order it done,” she snapped, then drew a breath to calm herself. Ostermann didn’t even blink in the face of her outrage. She wondered if he ever felt any emotion at all. “Do you really think that putting the distance of a mercenary between you and the people you’ve murdered relieves you of guilt?”


    “I have no blood on my hands, but I wouldn’t regret it if I did.” Ostermann’s eyes narrowed a fraction. “I don’t understand your concern about Dayo’s death. He betrayed you.”


    She swallowed the anger burning at the back of her throat and carefully set her empty bottle down on the table between them. “He only betrayed me because he was scared and desperate and you gave him a sliver of hope. Anyone in his position would have done the same.”


    “Yes. Exactly.” Ostermann folded his hands on the table and smiled congenially. “That’s the problem with this world. There’s no rational thought anymore. No logic. People react without thinking. Opinions are now considered fact, and facts are fake. Dictators, terrorism, the willing destruction of the planet…” For the first time, there showed a flicker of something real behind his eyes. Nothing as passionate as excitement, but definitely a clinical kind of enthusiasm as he warmed to his topic. “The world has gone insane and there’s only one solution. Only one way to reset the system before the system destroys itself and everyone and everything in it. As a scientist, you must see it, too.”


    Yes, she saw it. His vision of a solution, in all its cold, logical horror.


    He planned to eradicate the human race.


    Selectively, if Akeso was involved.


    Her mouth went dry again and not from the drugs. She licked her lips and glanced around the cabin. Jean-Luc wasn’t here, and she dreaded her next question. “What did you do to Jean-Luc?”


    “Don’t worry, he’s protected. As all precious cargo should be.”


    “He’s not cargo.”


    Ostermann raised a brow. “No? His only value lies in the fact you used him as a test subject.”


    No, he was more. So much more. He was funny and sweet. Protective and ruthless. He laughed loud and loved hard. Told stories, sang off-key, and danced to his own beat. His family meant the world to him, including his brothers-in-arms, and he had chased her across continents all to keep a promise. He was heat, and spice, and passion. He was the man she loved.


    Jean-Luc was more than a test subject, but Ostermann, with his icy logic, would never be able to understand why.


    Ostermann sighed heavily, then pushed out of his seat and joined her on the couch. “I’m going to build a better world, Claire.” He took her hand, patted it. “We’re going to. Me and my viruses, you and Akeso.”


    She leaped to her feet, the anger boiling inside her making her restless. His bodyguards all tensed, but he held up a halting hand as she paced away. The cabin was too small. He knew as well as she did that there was no place to go.


    Resolute, she turned back. “I won’t help you.”


    Ostermann said nothing. He simply nodded to Audric.


    The bodyguard pulled a needle out of his pocket and approached her.


    Too late, she realized her mistake. She should’ve played along. He would’ve kept her awake because he wanted to tell someone about his plan. He’d shown the first flicker of real emotion while discussing it. The more he talked, the more she’d know.


    When she woke up again, she wouldn’t make the same mistake. If she wanted to stop him, she had to make him think she’d come around to his logic. It was the only way she’d get close enough to destroy his virus.


    Audric wasn’t gentle with the needle stick. It hurt, but then she didn’t care. She was floating again, slipping toward unconsciousness. He picked her up and deposited her on the couch.


    Just before her heavy eyelids drifted shut, she saw Ostermann kneel beside her, his scarred face inches from hers. He stroked her hair. “Don’t fight me, Claire. I’m not going to hurt you. You’ll serve us well when it comes time to repopulate the world after my virus destroys it.”


    “I won’t…” she tried to say, but it came out as a prolonged groan instead. Then she couldn’t say anything at all as she fell into unconsciousness, chased by horrible visions of the world he intended to create.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Eight


    “What do you know about Ostermann?”


    Marcus eyed the Defion woman—Mercedes Raya—as everyone fired questions at her. Cool as ice, that one. And just as deceptive. He didn’t trust her one bit.


    “Not a whole lot,” Mercedes answered. “When I was given this mission, I was told Bioteric had hired us.”


    “Us, meaning Defion,” Marcus corrected.


    She rolled her eyes. “Yes, we’ve already established I work for Defion.” She pointed at Carreras and Devlin. “And those two goons are Quentin’s bounty hunters.” She swept her arm out indicating everyone else. “And you’re all HORNET. Tell me again why any of that matters right now? We all want the same thing here.”


    “I don’t believe you,” Ian said. “You’re playing an angle we don’t see yet.”


    Marcus nodded. He and Ian didn’t have any problems, but they’d never been simpatico either. Nice to know he wasn’t the only one who thought trusting this woman was an epic mistake.


    Her eyes all but spit fire at Ian. “The only angle I’m playing, Reinhardt, is the one where the world doesn’t end. I don’t know about you, but I’d like to continue breathing without drowning in my own blood. Because that’s what this virus does to people.” She turned her gaze to Marcus. “You’ve seen how fucking terrifying it is. Tell them.”


    He thought of Jean-Luc in that hospital bed, so still and pale and…


    Damn her, she was right. He would never trust her, but she looked frightened enough by the possibility of the virus that he believed her. They were working toward the same goal. Right now, survival was the name of the game.


    “You saw it up close?” Seth asked softly.


    “Yeah.” He debated the wisdom of the truth for a moment, then decided they might as well know everything from the get go. “When we first arrived in country, Jean-Luc and I were attacked by militants and separated. Took over week to track down Claire, and when I did, she led me to him. He’d been infected.”


    The room erupted.


    He raised his voice over the noise. “Yo! Guys, he’s okay. Claire saved him.”


    Jesse frowned, his brows drawn together under the brim of his ever-present Stetson. “She…saved him? How? Everything I’ve read about this virus—”


    “She gave him Akeso, and it worked.”


    Again, the room exploded. Marcus rubbed at the ache between his eyes and paced over to the window. Something was going down in the parking lot, he noted without much interest.


    Until he saw a body on a stretcher being zipped into a bag.


    He spun around. “Harvard!” he called over the noise. “You’re still in the security system?”


    “Yeah, of course.”


    “Bring up the basement. Parking garage. Loading dock. Anything like that.”


    Harvard nodded and went to work without question.


    Lanie walked over to stand beside him at the window. “You got something?”


    He nodded toward the mess of official vehicles below. “They just found a body.”


    She tensed, her spine going rigid as she stared out the window. “Jean-Luc?”


    He shook his head. “It was a black man, but I’d bet my entire movie collection Jean-Luc’s involved somehow. You don’t have two people go missing and a body show up in the same night without a connection.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Anything yet, H?”


    “I’m working on it,” Harvard said testily. It wasn’t like him to snap, and this was the second time in as many days he’d lost his temper.


    Marcus walked over to him. “You okay?”


    “Jesus Christ. I have, like, fifty searches running simultaneously. I’ll let you know when I have something.” He grabbed a pair of noise-canceling headphones and slipped them on, effectively shutting everyone out.


    Marcus held up his hands and backed away. “What’s his deal?”


    “He’s been like that since you and Jean-Luc took off,” Seth said. “I thought he was just annoyed at you two, but he’s snapping at everyone now.”


    “I think it’s an improvement,” Ian said. “It’s about time the nerd grew a spine and told you guys to fuck off once in a while. I’m proud of him.”


    “You would be,” Mercedes muttered.


    Ian’s lips compressed into a scowl.


    Huh. Some weird vibes there. Marcus wagged a finger between the two of them. “You two know each other?”


    Their gazes met. Ian turned away first. He knelt down to pay attention to Tank, and the move was as effective at shutting out the conversation as Harvard’s headphones.


    Mercedes made a face at his back. “No. I just don’t like him. Ever meet someone and hate them on sight?” She shifted her gaze to Marcus. “I like you, though, Deangelo.”


    “You don’t know me.”


    “Oh, you’d be surprised how much I know. About all of you.”


    Something there in her tone, something like amusement, sparked against his temper. She was laughing at him. Laughing at all of them and—


    She knew.


    The cork popped on the rage he kept bottled up deep inside him, sudden and violent. He saw red and a target painted right across her forehead. He didn’t realize he’d lunged toward her until Ian blocked him.


    “Hey,” Ian snarled. “Back off.”


    “She knows who killed Danny!” He lunged again. Several sets of hands wrapped around his shoulders and arms—his teammates hauling him backward. “Ask her! She fucking knows!”


    Lanie jumped between them. She spared Ian a look over her shoulder, which he must have taken as an order to leave because he grabbed Mercedes by the arm and hauled her out of the suite. Then Lanie focused all of her attention back on him. “Marcus? Listen to me.”


    He didn’t see her at first and barely registered she was speaking to him. All he saw was Mercedes, the first and only lead he’d found to Danny’s killer, ushered away by one of his teammates. A howl of pure, black hatred ripped out of him, so raw he barely recognized it as his own voice.


    Two soft hands clasped his face and held firmly, forcing him to meet sympathetic brown eyes. Lanie. Her lips were moving, but the words echoed like she was at the end of a very long tunnel.


    “Easy,” she said. “Shh. Take it easy now.”


    Everything went out of him in an instant, and he sagged against the arms holding him. He noticed now that Jesse and Seth had been the ones to grab him, hold him back. The two men deposited him in a chair.


    Lanie knelt in front of him. “Marcus, I promise you we will find Danny’s killer. He was one of us, and Gabe, Quinn, Tuc, and I will not give up until he’s avenged.”


    His face felt hot, his eyes gritty. When he rubbed a hand over them, his palm came away wet. Fuck, he was crying. “I promised his wife. I—I promised Leah I’d find the bastard.”


    “I know, and we will. But right now, we can’t. Our focus has to be Jean-Luc, Dr. Oliver, and this bioweapon, okay? We have to find them or else this world will no longer be safe for Leah and her kids. Do you understand that?”


    It hurt—it physically pained him like a knife twisting in his gut—but he nodded. “Lanie, you can’t expect me to work side by side with that woman. For all we know, she killed Danny.”


    “That’s fair,” Lanie said. “Make no mistake, no one here sees her as an ally, but if it makes you feel better, she’s now officially our prisoner. We’ll use her to find our people, then take her back to HQ and question her about Danny’s murder.”


    “Thank you.” His voice came out raw, barely a whisper.


    “Got something,” Harvard said, dragging off his headphones.


    Lanie patted his knee, then stood. “What is it?”


    “Jean-Luc and Dr. Oliver were lured out of their suite and to the loading dock below the hotel.”


    “They weren’t forced?” Lanie asked.


    “No, not by the looks of it. I’ve knitted the different videos together.” He pointed to the wall across from him, which lit up with a fuzzy image of three people talking in the hallway right outside the suite’s door. “This is their first appearance after going into the suite. This man knocks, and they go with him.”


    Marcus wiped at his eyes with two fingers, then shoved to his feet to get a better look at the picture of the man. “That’s Dayo. He worked at the MSF field hospital. He was dating Claire’s friend, Sunday. Another doctor.”


    Lanie glanced over at him. “Is that why they’d go with him? He told them Claire’s friend was in trouble?”


    “No, Sunday died in the militant attack on the hospital. The only way Jean-Luc would risk leaving is if he thought Claire was in danger. That had to be Dayo’s lure. It’d be the only one that would work.” He nodded toward Dayo’s image. “The body I saw downstairs was wearing that same shirt. White with all that colorful embroidery down the front. It was Dayo.”


    On screen, Jean-Luc crossed to Marcus’s door and raised a fist to knock, but something off screen caught his attention. He ducked back into his and Claire’s suite, then came bolting out with his pack and her shoes in hand.


    Dammit, Cajun. You should’ve woken me.


    Even as the thought crossed his mind, a nagging voice in the back of his conscience whispered, You wouldn’t have heard him if he had tried. You were passed out drunk, remember?


    He clenched his fists at his sides, and watched the video play out. The scene had switched to the elevator. Jean-Luc was anxious, checking his weapon while Claire pulled on her shoes. Dayo swayed from foot to foot. At one point Dayo looked straight into the camera, and Marcus’s stomach dropped into his toes.


    “His eyes…”


    “What?” someone asked.


    Even though the camera recorded only in black and white, he recognized the spider web pattern in Dayo’s eyes. “He’s infected with the virus.”


    “Shit,” Jesse said.


    The camera switched again. Dayo led Jean-Luc and Claire down a hallway. Another switch, another hallway. Finally the picture showed the loading dock. Marcus watched with silent horror as the abduction played out.


    “We need to find Steffan Ostermann,” Lanie said.


    Marcus shook his head. They had bigger problems than Ostermann. Dayo was definitely the body he’d seen out the window, which meant every single one of the people who handled his corpse was now contaminated by infected blood.


    Marcus turned toward his teammates. “We need to get out of the city right fucking now. There’s about to be another outbreak.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Nine


    It wasn’t the first time Jean-Luc woke up to find himself hungover, naked, and strapped to a bed. He hoped it wouldn’t be the last—well at least as far as the naked and strapped to the bed part went, because that particular kink he very much enjoyed. If Claire was into it, he hoped to try some bondage as their relationship progressed.


    But his current situation? Not kinky, not sexy. Nope. It sucked.


    His head ached like it had while he was infected. His mouth felt like he’d spent the last several hours chewing on sand. The hospital bed he was strapped to might as well have been a slab of rock.


    Actually, he’d slept on rocks before. They were more comfortable.


    His first thought when he opened his eyes was, another damn hospital. But then he began to focus, his fuzzy brain coming back online. If this was a hospital room, it wasn’t like one he’d ever seen. Because damned if that wall of tools didn’t look like it belonged in a torture chamber. One of the walls had a mirror-like sheen. He lifted his head, and couldn’t see anything but his own reflection. A one-way mirror.


    Was the bastard with the pock-scarred face on the other side?


    And what had he done with Claire? If he found out she was strapped down in some other room like this, cold and humiliated, he’d rain hellfire down on their captors, and didn’t care if he had to break every bone in his body to get free and do it.


    He wiggled a little, testing the straps. No give at all. Yeah, it was gonna hurt getting out of these babies. He could do it, though. He could be fucking Houdini when he needed to be.


    A door opened behind him and he twisted his head around as much as possible to see who it was. He released a breath in a whoosh of relief.


    “Claire!”


    She wore a surgical mask, gloves, and a white lab coat over pale blue scrubs. She didn’t acknowledge him. Instead, she walked over to the machines monitoring his vitals and wrote something down on the clipboard in her hands.


    “Claire? Are you all right?”


    She said nothing, only crossed to his bed and studied the healed knife wound on his arm. She took notes like he was a lab specimen. All cool and clinical.


    “Ma belle, please.” He wasn’t proud of it, but his voice broke. She was killing him with this dispassionate act as surely as if she was stabbing him in the chest. “Talk to me.”


    She finally looked at him, and there—there was his Claire. She was utterly terrified.


    “Oh, cher. What did he do to you?”


    Her eyes swam with tears. She gave a small shake of the head and flicked her gaze toward the one-way mirror. She leaned over and shone a light in his eyes, and something fell on the sheet near his hand. He closed his fingers around a paperclip.


    God love the woman.


    Continuing the exam, she leaned in close to his ear. “Ostermann created the virus. He wants to infect you again to test Akeso. Get out.”


    Hell no. He wasn’t going anywhere without her, and he tried to catch her gaze to make sure she was aware of that fact. But she didn’t look at him again. She finished writing something on her clipboard and walked out without a backward glance.


    …


    Claire released her breath in a ragged rush as the door to Jean-Luc’s cell clanked shut behind her. She would not cry. Could not cry. Her best—only—option was to follow along with Ostermann’s crazy plan, or else she’d end up strapped to a table, too. Then she absolutely wouldn’t be able to help Jean-Luc.


    She sucked in a breath, pushed her shoulders back, and straightened her lab coat. Pulled herself together. She had to be coolheaded to pull this off. All icy, clinical observation. No emotion. That’s what Ostermann expected, and she’d play it up.


    She stepped into the observation area and made herself keep her gaze focused on Ostermann. She wouldn’t look through the window at Jean-Luc. If she did, her mask might crack.


    Ostermann stood over a table filled with the reports and images she’d pulled from Jean-Luc’s MSF medical file. He indicated the progression of photos showing the knife wound on Jean-Luc’s arm from the day he’d first arrived at the hospital to the day she’d taken out his stitches. “I’m fascinated by his arm. How long did you say he had the stitches?”


    “Only a few days.”


    “With a knife wound that deep and infected? And he’s already healed?”


    “Yes. Accelerated healing appears to be an unforeseen side effect of Akeso.”


    “Absolutely incredible.” He turned and she inwardly flinched at the fascination in his eyes. “Dr. Oliver, do you realize what you’ve done here? You’ve not only created a panacea—you’ve pioneered your own eugenics program. The recipients of our project will be healthier, and heal faster. Humans will be superior in every way.”


    Her skin crawled. She didn’t know how, but she managed to keep her disgust out of her voice. “How do you plan to choose? There are millions of people in the world.”


    “I’ve already started.” He picked up a tablet, opened a file on it, and passed it to her. “Only the best and the brightest made the final cut.”


    She swiped through the photos, hesitating only briefly when she recognized Dr. Jürgen Nacht. The young, groundbreaking geneticist had vanished from his apartment in Frankfurt shortly before he was meant to speak at the Infectious Diseases Summit in Martinique. His disappearance had caused unease in the scientific community, but then Martinique had happened, and he’d been all but forgotten.


    She set the tablet aside. “They’ve all agreed to take part in this?”


    “I didn’t give them a choice like I did you, but they will see the logic, just as you did.”


    “Are they here?” She was surprised her voice came out so steady and calm while she quaked inside.


    “Some of them. I suspect the rest will come willingly once I put the plan into motion.”


    He had an undetermined number of people held hostage somewhere in this castle? Oh, God. “Where are they? I’d like to examine them, make sure they’re all healthy enough.” Keep him talking, Claire. Find out as much as you can. You can do this. “Will your bodyguards be included?”


    He tsked. “We’re only selecting the best humanity has to offer. Those men are little more than thugs. Completely expendable.”


    “How many in total do you plan to save? I need to know how much Akeso to develop. Enough for…thousands?”


    He waved a hand dismissively. “You’re thinking too big. It will only take one hundred and sixty people to repopulate the earth.”


    “Yes, I’ve heard that theory, but it is only a theory,” she said carefully, wondering how far she should push him. “There are concerns such a small population would suffer a damaging decrease in genetic diversity. There are too many variables involved in reproduction.”


    “That’s why I’ve secured two geneticists. They’ll help us avoid that pitfall.” She had the feeling he’d have patted her on the head if she were standing close enough for him to reach. “You didn’t think I’d let the future of the human race be determined by something as base and animalistic as sex? No. All of the children in the New World will be created in a lab, using only the best genes.”


    He was deluded if he thought people would abstain from sex, and sex inevitably led to babies. What would he do with naturally conceived children in this new world of his? She shuddered to think.


    She had to stall. Somehow. She looked through the window at Jean-Luc. “It’ll take a while to produce enough Akeso for that many people.”


    “Then you had better get to work, Dr. Oliver,” Ostermann said simply. “I have a schedule to maintain. You have three weeks before I release the first wave of viruses.”


    Three weeks. Her hands grew slick with sweat as she watched him walk away. Twenty-one days before he released the viruses—plural? What others had he manufactured besides Delta Hemorrhagic Fever? And how on earth was she going to stop him?


    She couldn’t do it alone. She needed Jean-Luc and his team.

  


  
    Chapter Forty


    The HORNET’s Nest


    Somewhere over the Mediterranean Sea


    The door to the holding cell was blocked.


    Marcus skidded to a halt and glared. “I hope you’re not about to tell me I can’t talk to the prisoner.”


    Seth set aside his book and rose to his feet. His scarred face gave nothing away. “Lanie’s orders. You’re not allowed near her alone.”


    “So you come in with me. I just want to ask her some questions.”


    Seth crossed his arms over his chest. “Let me rephrase. You’re not allowed near Raya, period.”


    “That’s bullshit.”


    Seth held up his hands in a peacemaking gesture. “Hey, man. I’m following orders. Take it up with Lanie if you got a problem.”


    “I’ll do that.” Marcus stomped back upstairs in search of Lanie. Two voices floated out of the conference room—one definitely female—and he headed in that direction.


    Lanie sat in one of the chairs at the table, her head tipped back, her eyes closed. Jesse massaged her shoulders. A laptop lay closed on the table in front of her. She must’ve just finished updating Gabe and Quinn back at HQ.


    She looked beat, and Marcus’s anger fizzled out. She was doing what she thought best for the team. He got it. Didn’t meant he liked it, but he got it.


    “How you doin’, darlin’?” Jesse asked his wife softly. “And don’t shovel me some horseshit about bein’ fine. Your shoulders are like rocks.”


    Her lips curved upward, but she didn’t open her eyes. “I wasn’t going to. I’m…exhausted. Worried that I’m not making the right call. What if we’re wrong and Ostermann never left Nigeria? What if we’re abandoning Jean-Luc and Dr. Oliver in another hot zone?”


    “We couldn’t stay. And if Ostermann is half as smart as he thinks he is, he knew killin’ Dayo would kick off another outbreak. He wouldn’t have stayed in country either, especially now he has what he went there for. No, he scurried back to his cave with his prize, and that cave is likely in Austria. It’s a good call.”


    “God. I hope so.”


    “Hey.” Jesse spun her chair around and dropped into a crouch in front of her. “We’ll get the Cajun back.”


    Marcus started to back away from the door. He’d let the newlyweds have a private moment and find another time to talk to Lanie about Mercedes. Because he wasn’t letting that go. He’d get his answers from the woman, one way or another.


    But then Lanie said, “I’m worried about Marcus.”


    What? Me? Marcus edged forward again, careful not to make any noise to give himself away.


    Lanie sighed heavily and rested her forehead against Jesse’s shoulder. “He’s a ticking bomb.”


    Jesse stroked her back. “I know.”


    “This team is unraveling at the seams.” She gazed up at her husband. “Jess, how do I keep them together?”


    He kissed her forehead. “Know what Gabe and Quinn would say if they were here? The only easy day—”


    “Was yesterday.” Her voice joined with his to finish the thought.


    “Right.” He cupped her cheeks in her hands. “They trust you or else they wouldn’t have handed their team over to you. And I truly believe if anyone has a shot at pullin’ this team back together, it won’t be Gabe or Quinn, or even Tuc. It’s you.”


    They kissed, and Marcus backed away, quietly shutting the door to give them their privacy. He strode toward the main room on the jet, where everyone usually hung out when they weren’t sleeping or planning a mission.


    A ticking bomb?


    That wasn’t fair. He had every right to his anger. Anyone in his position would feel the same. Some bastard had killed his best friend—a good man. The absolute best, actually. Danny had done nothing to deserve the prolonged, bloody death he’d experienced. His final moments still haunted Marcus’s dreams.


    Yeah, so maybe he was a ticking bomb, but he didn’t plan to explode until he found Danny’s killer.


    Harvard was alone in the main room, kicked back in one of the jet’s leather recliners with his gaming computer on his lap. He had his headphones on again. Marcus caught a glimpse of a first person shooter game as he sat in one of the other recliners. Probably Call of Duty. It was the kid’s favorite. Something Jean-Luc had always lovingly teased him about.


    Harvard ignored him. For all the reaction he showed, Marcus might as well have been a ghost.


    Okay, they had more than enough problems already and didn’t need to be dealing with whatever bullshit had Harvard’s dick in a twist. Last thing he wanted was to have it out with the guy, but someone had to before they found Jean-Luc and got this mission rolling. Groaning, he rubbed the back of his neck, then relaxed in his seat and stared at Harvard.


    It took a long time—kid was stubborn, had to give him that—but Harvard finally pulled off his headphones. “What. Do. You. Want?”


    “All right, kid. Spill it. What’s your issue?”


    “I don’t have an issue.” Harvard got up and walked over to the table he used for all of his tech stuff. He checked on a desktop computer, then another laptop, then went back to the desktop and typed something that looked like gibberish to Marcus. The computer understood it, though, and promptly set to work fulfilling the command he’d given it. A big middle finger emoji appeared on the screen.


    Harvard grabbed a laptop and stalked toward the door. “I have work to do.”


    Marcus watched him go, then looked at the emoji again. “Oh, yeah,” he said under his breath. “No issues at all. You’re a perfectly well-adjusted human being.”


    …


    Mercedes sat down on the uncomfortable bunk in her cell and told herself to calm the hell down. Her heart thundered somewhere near her tonsils and adrenaline coursed through her body, making her shake. Hearing Marcus Deangelo’s voice outside her door had sent her into fight or flight mode. The look in his eyes when she’d inadvertently given away too much about what she knew… He’d wanted her dead. No, more than that. Death would be too fast and simple. He’d want to hurt her until she gave up Sebastian.


    Maybe she should give Sebastian up. It’d serve the bastard right for leaving her without a word. If he hadn’t up and left, she wouldn’t have made the colossal mistake of offering HORNET her help. If he hadn’t left…


    She thought of Sebastian’s cozy cabin in the Swiss Alps. He’d bought it under a long series of aliases as an escape hatch. She’d laughed at him for it, but he’d always known the day would come he’d have to leave Defion. He’d squirreled away money and cleanskins for both of them so they could start fresh.


    If he hadn’t left, they could be on their way to the cabin together right now. If she’d been brave enough to leave with him, she wouldn’t be trapped in this cell on a plane full of her enemies.


    Movement outside the door caught her attention and she stiffened. Had Marcus come back to try again? She could only make out the rumble of male voices this time, the conversation too low to hear their words, but it didn’t sound tense. Not like last time. She got up and moved closer to the door. If they were discussing her future, she wanted to know what they had planned.


    Her guard, the horribly scarred sniper Seth Harlan, was talking. “Marcus did try to get in a few minutes ago, but he backed off when I told him Lanie’s orders.”


    His companion was too far away from the door, and she could only hear a muffled response.


    “Other than that,” Seth said, “it’s been quiet. She hasn’t made a peep.”


    A sound like two palms clapping together, then heavy footsteps faded away. Several minutes ticked by in silence.


    Then the door opened.


    Her newest visitor was better than Marcus, but only marginally. She clenched her fists at her sides until her nails dug into her palms as Ian Reinhardt’s frame filled the doorway. “What do you want?”


    He said nothing for a long time. Only studied her with his dark, unreadable eyes. His hellbeast sat down next to his boots and also studied her, head slightly cocked. The tip of one of the dog’s erect ears folded over when he tilted his head and his bushy tail swiped back and forth across the floor.


    Okay. When the dog wasn’t growling at her, he was pretty damn cute.


    “You can’t tell them how we know each other,” Ian finally said, drawing her attention away from his dog. The words sounded like he’d had to rip them from somewhere deep inside himself.


    “What? Afraid your new friends won’t like you anymore if they knew you were one of us?” She scoffed and turned away. “Don’t worry. I don’t plan to tell them anything.”


    “You will tell them what you know about Danny’s murder.”


    She wheeled back to face him. “Oh, you think so?”


    “I’ll make you,” he said with absolutely no expression on his face.


    A chill swept over her. He could do it, she knew. She’d seen exactly how adept he was at making people talk. After all, he’d learned from Harrison Stead, the maestro of torture.


    But, fuck that. She wasn’t afraid of him. He may have learned “enhanced interrogation” from the best, but her life had been one continuous torture session. He could do nothing to her that hadn’t already been done.


    She marched over to him and got into his face. She hated that she had to stand on her toes to do it. “You lay one hand on me, Reinhardt, and I’ll spill all of your dirty secrets.”


    His lip curled. “Your loyalty to Harrison is misplaced.”


    Her stomach flipped. Sebastian had said pretty much the same thing to her not all that long ago. “At least I am loyal,” she snapped. “You left. The only one who did without a death warrant hanging over his head, and my baby brother admired you for it. He wanted to be just like you.”


    For the first time, Ian’s scowl faltered. “Xander.” Her brother’s name came out barely a whisper. “Fuck. Did he—”


    “Yeah, he did.” Her voice grew thick and cracked. “He tried to follow in your footsteps and hasn’t been seen in almost a year.”


    He didn’t respond. No apology for filling her brother’s head with nonsense ideas, but then she hadn’t really expected one from him. Ian Reinhardt would sooner shoot you than apologize.


    His sneer returned in full force. “I did what I had to do to survive. I sold my soul to Harrison for my freedom.”


    She huffed out a breath in disbelief. “And then what did you do? You ran off and joined the enemy.”


    “You’re fucking right I did.” He backed out the door and whistled softly between his teeth for his dog. He waited for the animal to join him in the hallway, then grabbed the handle. Before shutting the door, he looked at her one last time, his gaze cold and hard. “Harrison Stead is going to die, and I’ll be the one to pull the trigger. Which side you want to be on when that happens?”


    …


    Marcus jolted awake at the hand shaking his shoulder. He’d drifted off in the recliner, but now he sat bolt upright and looked at Jesse. “What?”


    “We got a location.”


    “Ostermann?”


    Jesse nodded. “Harvard’s already given the coordinates to Garcia in the cockpit. We’re headed there now. ETA ninety minutes. Lanie wants everyone in the war room for a briefin’.”


    He shoved out of the chair. “It’s about damn time.”


    Everyone already waited around the conference table by the time he and Jesse got there. He started toward his normal spot, but Carreras already sat there, and Devlin was in Jean-Luc’s usual seat. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Not like there were assigned seats or anything. Everyone always just gravitated to the same ones. He had half a mind to kick Carreras out, except that would cause a scene and Lanie already thought he was one sandwich short of a picnic.


    Instead, he chose a different seat, and asked, “What do we know?”


    Lanie nodded to Harvard, who took the floor, tablet in hand. “While we were searching for Jean-Luc and Dr. Oliver, Sami stumbled onto something weird.” He swiped a finger across his tablet, and the wall screens at the front of the room filled with photos. “Any of you recognize these people?”


    Carreras pointed to one photo of a man with dark, tousled hair and a neat beard. “Lucas West. Author. What?” he asked when Devlin quirked a brow at him. “I read. He writes damn good sci-fi novels. One was even made into a movie a few years ago. Uh…” He snapped his fingers a couple times. “Hang on. It’ll come to me.”


    “Memnonia,” Harvard supplied.


    “Yeah. That’s it. About colonizing Mars with the best people humanity has to…” He trailed off and narrowed his eyes at the screens. “No shit. No fucking way. Is that what Ostermann’s doing?


    Harvard motioned to the array of photos. “These twenty people have all disappeared in the last six months. All of them are widely considered the best in their fields. We think Ostermann’s holding them, so we should expect more hostages than just Jean-Luc and Dr. Oliver.”


    Marcus held up his hand in a hold up gesture. He was still blurry from sleep and they’d lost him. “Wait, I’m not following. Ostermann wants to colonize Mars?”


    “Not exactly,” Lanie said. “We think he means to re-colonize Earth. Harvard, you want to explain it?”


    Harvard touched his tablet again and one of the wall screens filled with screenshots of an online message board. An old black-and-white photo of a small family from the late sixties or early seventies showed on another screen. “Sami and I had to go deep into the dark web to piece this together. There’s a small sect of the population who believe the world has gone completely to hell. These people think the only way to fix things is to essentially reboot. Ostermann has posted extensively on these message boards, under various screen names, about how the best way is with a bioweapon. He goes on and on about how the Black Plague created a golden age in the fifteenth century. Higher wages, more land and food, positive changes in medicine—”


    “The Plague was a bacterial infection,” Jesse interrupted. “Unless he’s found a super-bacterium resistant to all antibiotics, he won’t be able to replicate it in the modern world.”


    “So he developed a virus instead,” Marcus said softly and tried to shove the image of all those body bags at the MSF field hospital out of his head. “A virus that kills everything. That’s why he wants Claire’s research, to help protect himself and the people he chooses to save.”


    Harvard made a sound that could’ve been an agreement. “He’s a calculating man and I’m sure he factored that all into his decision to use a virus for his weapon, but it wasn’t the only reason. The scars on his face?” He motioned to the family photo with his stylus. “When he was twelve, his family traveled to Yugoslavia, where he and his nanny, a Nigerian native named Kwento, caught smallpox during one of the last known outbreaks. The nanny died. He survived but was left disfigured. As far as we can tell, he blamed Kwento for getting him sick.”


    Marcus sat back in his seat. “Explains why he used Nigeria as the testing ground.”


    “That’s also when he became obsessed with viruses, and his obsession has only grown as he’s aged. On these message boards, he goes on and on about how viruses are humanity’s perfect catharsis. It’s…disturbing.”


    “Well that’s awesome,” Marcus said and couldn’t help the sharp edge of impatience in his voice. “But knowing about the man’s past and his freaky fetish for Ebola doesn’t do shit for us if we don’t have his location.”


    Harvard’s mouth turned down at the corners as he glanced over, and Marcus winced inwardly. Okay, he was being an asshole. The kid had done a lot of work and here he was brushing it all off as useless.


    “I mean…” He trailed off because, yeah, he’d meant what he said. Maybe he could’ve phrased it better. He tried gentling his tone. “Do we have his location?”


    After a second, Harvard returned his attention back to his tablet. “While Sami dug into Ostermann’s past, I looked for his base of operations. He owns a lot of properties all over the world, but I narrowed the parameters to places big and secluded enough to hold a bioweapons lab. Assuming he’d want his lab somewhere near his primary residence in Vienna, Austria, I also looked for any of his Austrian properties with a history of receiving medical supply shipments.” He tapped his tablet and the screen behind him filled with a castle on hill, surrounded by a moat. It looked ancient, with a lone turret spearing the misty sky, surrounded by high stone walls. The kind of place knights on horseback defended.


    “This is Wasserfestung. Google tells me the literal translation is Water Fortress. It’s located on a small lake in the Austrian Alps. Built as a defense fortress in the fourteenth century—the same century as the Black Plague, which is probably why Ostermann bought it in a private sale twenty years ago. Weird thing is, the family he bought it from up and disappeared right after the sale. Now as far as official documentation goes, nobody lives there, but it’s received regular shipments from medical supply companies all over the world since it came into Ostermann’s possession. This is our place. This is where he took Jean-Luc and Dr. Oliver, and it’s probably where he’s holding his other hostages.”


    “It’s a fucking castle,” Ian said and slowly stood up. “On a mountain. With a moat. How the hell do we storm a castle?”


    “Carefully and with much forethought?” Carreras suggested.


    Lanie shrugged. “Same as we do anything else.”


    There was a moment of silence, followed by a crack of laughter from everyone that did wonders to ease the tension in the room. Even stoic Devlin’s lips twitched.


    “Nah,” Carreras said and slapped his friend on the back. “You know that’s not how we do things at HumInt, Inc. We’re sloppy, but effective.”


    Ian dropped back into his chair and studied the picture of the castle for a long moment, then grinned. It was kinda scary when he did that—the crocodile before he bites your leg off. “About time I get to blow shit up.”

  


  
    Chapter Forty-One


    Claire looked at the clock ticking softly on the wall. Nearly one a.m. and no sign of Ostermann since he left her in this lab. She’d told him it would take time to study the effects of Akeso and produce it in quantities large enough for his purposes, and apparently he expected her to stay a prisoner in this lab until the job was done.


    She had other ideas.


    She sat back from a microscope and sneaked a peek at Audric, who had stood guard over her since arriving in the place. Hours ago, she’d tried talking sense into him.


    “I hope you know Ostermann doesn’t plan to save you or your friends. You’re expendable to him.”


    “Just shut up and do your work.”


    Audric hadn’t shown even a flicker of unease. He trusted his employer completely, and it would mean his death if Ostermann’s plans came to fruition.


    Now the man was watching something on his phone, unconcerned with her as long as she didn’t try to leave the lab. He didn’t see her as a threat.


    His mistake.


    She wasn’t a shrinking violet, but she’d played the part convincingly enough that he believed it. Her career had taken her to some of the most dangerous places in the world, and she’d learned how to defend herself.


    And she had a whole lab full of lethal possibilities.


    She got up from the microscope and walked over to a cabinet. She glanced over her shoulder, but Audric didn’t even bother to gaze up from his phone.


    The cabinet contained anything she could possibly need to create Akeso. Ostermann had spared no expense in gathering supplies, and now she had a pharmacy at her disposal. One of the sides of the cabinet was refrigerated, and she checked the shelves for options. She needed something fast acting. Something that would drop a man the size of Audric in seconds.


    She smiled to herself as she spotted the box of vials on the middle shelf. Succinylcholine. Sux, for short. An ultra fast-acting muscle relaxant used during anesthesia and lethal injection. She grabbed a couple vials and pocketed them. Picked up several other random bottles and a box of syringes and shut the door.


    Audric stood right beside her.


    She yelped and nearly dropped the armful of supplies. She wished she could say it was all an act to fortify her shrinking violet persona, but he’d truly startled her. She hadn’t heard him move. Hadn’t sensed him so close. A man who moved like a ghost had to be dangerous.


    Without saying a word, he took the bottles from her hands and deposited them on the workbench. Had he seen her slip the sux into her pocket? She trailed after him, her heart banging in her chest. He took up position at he end of the bench, and seemed intent on watching her work.


    Shit. He’d figure out she had no use for all these bottles she’d just taken out of the cabinet. And how was she supposed to get the sux into a syringe while he eagle-eyed her every move?


    He lifted a brow at her.


    Inspiration struck. This man wasn’t a scientist or medical professional. If he was, he’d know the bottles he’d helped carry meant nothing. He was hired muscle and had no idea about anything she was doing in this lab. She stepped forward and opened the box of syringes. Although her insides quaked, her hands didn’t shake as she withdrew a vial of sux and filled a syringe right in front of him. Just as if it was the most natural thing in the world for her to be doing.


    “Before I continue,” she said conversationally, “I need to draw more blood from the test subject.”


    He watched her cap the syringe, but didn’t ask questions. Instead, he took out his phone again and walked away from her, speaking in German to whomever picked up his call.


    She uncapped the syringe and tiptoed up behind him. She couldn’t do it while he was on the phone. It would set off too many alarms if he suddenly stopped responding. But the moment he hung up…


    She lunged, sticking him in the side of the neck with the needle. He swung out at her, a sloppy, last-ditch effort at defending himself. He was already losing control of his muscles, but his fist still caught her on the side of her face. She felt her lip split and tasted blood as she watched his legs give out from under him. He landed face first on the floor.


    She had to hurry. No doubt Ostermann had cameras everywhere.


    She knelt down and shoved Audric over to his back. His eyes bulged as he tried to draw breath and failed. That was the thing about succinylcholine. It was a paralytic, not a sedative. He’d be alive as he suffocated to death. He had killed Dayo and planned to take part in mass genocide. Maybe he deserved every agonizing second of his death, but she’d forever feel the weight of it on her conscience. After all, he was only the unwitting pawn in Ostermann’s chess match.


    She searched his pockets and found a small ring of keycards. One of them had to open Jean-Luc’s cell.


    …


    Just…a little… more…


    Finally, after hours of trying, the paperclip slipped into place and there was a soft click that sounded gloriously like freedom. Jean-Luc twisted his hand around to shove the lock out of his wrist restraint. With one hand free, the others were a piece of cake.


    He leaped out of the bondage bed from hell and looked around for something to wear. He had no idea where on earth he was, but he wouldn’t get far outside these walls without some kind of clothing to protect him from the elements. So first order of business: clothes. Then he had to find Claire.


    The place was set up like a surgical suite, all sterile and empty. He pointedly ignored the wall of torture devices and tried the rolling cart parked against the other wall. All kinds of surgical instruments, but not so much as scrap of clothing. Not even a hospital gown.


    The scuff of a footfall outside his door caught his attention, and he froze. The lock gave a soft negative beep as someone swiped a card. Then another. And another.


    He grabbed a scalpel and flashed back to the field hospital. At least there he’d had a hope of taking on the militants with nothing but a scalpel. Here? These guys were trained badasses. He was fucked without a real weapon.


    He glanced over at the bed. Maybe it’d be better to fake it, pretend he was still restrained. He took a step toward it when the door gave a positive beep and swung open to reveal Claire. She still wore the lab coat over scrubs and her hair had mostly fallen out of a ponytail. Pink flushed her cheeks and her chest heaved like she’d run. Her lip was split and bleeding down her chin.


    She was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.


    He didn’t think. He just spoke the words that had been banging around in his head since last night: “Holy hell, I love you.”


    She gave him a look that said, You’re saying that now? Really?


    His timing didn’t suck that badly. After all, this may very well be his last chance to tell her. “No, I mean it, Claire. I love you.”


    She tossed him a pair of scrubs and turned to scan the hallway behind her. “We have to go. I killed one of his men to escape. As soon as they find him…”


    He froze with one leg in the scrub pants. “You killed…?” He should’ve been there for her. He should’ve taken that blood onto his hands for her. Killing another human being, no matter how despicable that person was, would’ve stolen a piece of her soul. “Oh, cher.”


    She whirled around in disbelief. “Why have you stopped? Jean-Luc! Get dressed! If he catches us, he will infect you again and I can’t—” Her voice broke.


    Yeah. Yeah, she was right. He had to focus here. He didn’t want her to fall back into Ostermann’s hands any more than she wanted him to. He quickly finished dressing and followed her out into the hallway. “Did you see what he did with my rucksack? I need weapons.”


    “I have no idea.”


    “Do you know where we are?”


    She shook her head. “It’s a castle, but I only know what he’s shown me. I woke up in a room down the hall. He took me to a lab and the room you were in, and that’s it.”


    “That’s okay. You did good.” He threw out an arm to keep her back against the wall and checked around the first corner they came to. No guards. Just another long, harshly lit hallway lined with windows overlooking other rooms. The lack of windows to the outside made him think they were in some kind of basement. Which meant there had to be stairs somewhere.


    He turned to Claire and held a finger to his lips, then motioned for her to follow him. Keeping the scalpel ready, he crept down the hallway.


    “He has other hostages,” Claire whispered as she fell into step behind him. “Twenty people.”


    He stopped short and glanced back at her. “Twenty?”


    She nodded. “They’re some of the people he planned to repopulate the world with after he releases his virus. He’s been kidnapping them for months. We have to find them.”


    “Well…fuck.” He continued forward and paused at the first of the windows to peek through. A man lay strapped down on a hospital bed like he had been. Despite the straps, he thrashed violently and seemed to be gasping for breath, swallowing convulsively. Saliva bubbled around his mouth.


    “Oh my God,” Claire said and covered her mouth with one hand. “That looks like…rabies. He’s infected with rabies.”


    She ran to the next window. After another horrified glance at the rabies victim, Jean-Luc followed. A skinny black man sat on the bed in the next room, staring blankly toward them—not at them—with bright yellow eyes.


    “Jaundice,” Claire whispered. She grabbed a clipboard hanging on a peg by the window. “He’s been infected with Yellow Fever.” At the next window, she snagged the clipboard. “Measles.” She went from one to the next, reading off the viruses. “HFRS. Dengue. Lassa. Marburg. Ebola Zaire.”


    Jean-Luc stopped in front of one window and stared at the empty bed inside. He knew the room, had studied every corner of it for nearly twenty-four hours. Slowly, he reached for the clipboard and saw the three words that terrified him more than anything else could have. “Claire.”


    At the other end of the hallway, she let out a small squeak of shock. She turned toward him, a clipboard dangling from one trembling hand. She’d gone white. “He’s infected someone with smallpox. We have to leave right now.” The clipboard clattered to the floor and she ran toward him.


    Jean-Luc took a step back and held up his hands to fend her off. “Don’t touch me.”


    She skidded to a halt. “What?”


    He opened his mouth to tell her, but found he couldn’t say it. Instead, his gaze drifted toward the empty room. She looked through the window at the familiar bed and gasped. “No. No, no. Where’s the clipboard?”


    He set it on the floor and pushed it toward her with his foot. She stared down at it like it would bite.


    “Delta Hemorrhagic Fever,” he told her gently. “Ostermann is not going to re-infect me. He already has. I don’t know how. He never injected me with anything, at least not while I was conscious.”


    “He’s creating a weapon,” Claire said and looked up at an air intake vent above their heads. “He probably aerosolized it.”


    Icy fear splashed through his veins. “You need to leave. Right now.”


    She returned her gaze to his and tears gathered in her pretty blue eyes. “Not without you.”


    He shook his head. “I can’t. I’ll risk infecting anyone I come into contact with. Including you. Oh, ma belle, you know this. You know this.”


    She hugged herself and choked on a sob. “Jean-Luc, I…I can’t…”


    He wanted to reach out to her, pull her into his arms, and wipe away her tears. Instead, he took another step backward. “You are Akeso. Not your research, not your drug. You and that beautiful, stunning brain of yours. If you don’t leave, you’ll give him exactly what he wants. He’ll release the viruses on the world if he has you to keep him safe.”


    The sound of running footsteps thundered from a hallway nearby.


    “Go. Find the other hostages and get out.” His own voice came out ragged and raw, but he forced a smile. “I’ll distract them.”


    She opened her mouth as if to say something more, but he hushed her with a finger to his lips and blew her a kiss. She stared at him for a beat, then spun away and ran.


    Thank God.


    He sucked in several breaths. At least he could still breathe and wasn’t drowning in his own fluids yet. That was a plus. He looked down at the scalpel in his hand. Not enough. He might have an advantage if they didn’t want to infect themselves, but—


    Oh. Oh, he was a coullion. He didn’t need a knife…


    He glanced over at the man with the jaundiced yellow eyes.


    …not when he had a hallway full of deadly weapons at his disposal.


    He found an intercom on the wall next to the man’s cell and jabbed the button. “What’s your name?”


    A stream of angry Arabic answered and Jean-Luc switched to the language. “I know you’re angry. What this man did to you is unforgivable. He took everything from you—your freedom and your life. You know you can never leave here, right? Not without endangering everyone outside these walls.”


    The man said nothing more for a moment. Tears dripped down his cheeks and he nodded. “I know.”


    “What’s your name?”


    “Ra’id.”


    “Hello, Ra’id. I’m Jean-Luc. So…are you well enough to at least get revenge before we die?”

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Two


    There was nothing worse than the wait before action. Marcus thought he might jitter out of his skin if they didn’t make a move soon, but he could do nothing while crammed into an SUV with Lanie, Harvard, Ian, and Carreras. Jesse, Seth, and Devlin followed in a second car with the team’s equipment while their pilot, Jace Garcia, waited on standby in case they needed a quick helo exfil.


    God. Last time they’d gone to battle like this, Danny had died. He looked around at his teammates and wondered who was next.


    His leg bounced nervously. He gripped his knee with one hand, forced it to stop moving. He had to focus or the next dead guy would be him. He turned slightly in his seat to face Lanie, who was giving one final mission briefing as they sped up a twisting mountain road toward the castle. Marcus imagined Jesse doing the same for Seth and Devlin in the other vehicle.


    “The castle has only one point of entry and that’s the bridge. We’ll wade across the moat here, underneath the bridge, where there is less chance we’ll be seen from above.” Using an iPad, Lanie indicated a spot on a digital 3-D rendering of the castle.


    “Nice image,” Carreras said. He twisted around to the driver’s seat and punched Harvard in the arm. “You make that, genius boy?”


    Harvard’s fingers tightened on the wheel until the leather creaked. “No, Sami did. I don’t have a background in graphic design.”


    Carreras whistled. “Hang on to that girl, H. She’s something else on a computer. And you know what they say about girls who are good with hard drives…”


    “Murderous” was the only word to describe the look Harvard spared him before returning his attention to the road.


    And that ratcheted up the tension to a billion.


    Good going, Carreras.


    Marcus groaned. “Let’s get Jean-Luc back so we can get rid of this clown.”


    “Aw, you’ll miss me.”


    “Like an anal fissure,” Ian muttered. “I never thought I’d see the day I missed the Cajun. At least he’s funny. Sometimes. No, wait. He’s mostly a pain in the ass.”


    “But he’s our pain in the ass.” Marcus jerked a thumb toward Carreras. “Unlike this dude.”


    “So he’s a hemorrhoid,” Carreras said cheerfully. “Tell me, is that a step up or down from anal fissure?”


    “Are y’all done?” Lanie asked the group. When everyone settled again under her glare, she continued. “We’re lucky Austria has had an exceptionally dry summer. According to Harvard’s intel, the moat is only chest high at its deepest point. Ian, Carreras, Seth, and Devlin will go across first. Seth and Devlin will provide cover while Ian sets a charge here and Carreras sets one here.”


    Using two fingers, she enlarged the spot on the digital model where the lower part of the castle’s wall was stone and the upper part wood.


    Lanie pointed to two corners where wood met stone. “This is the weakest point in the outer wall. The rest is all stone. Now Seth cautions that we should watch the arrow slits as we cross the moat. They’re all perfect sniper hide sites. As well as the turret.”


    “What do we know about this Ostermann guy’s manpower?” Carreras asked, all business now. “Does he have enough guys to put snipers in all those spots?”


    Lanie shook her head. “We don’t know, but he has enough money to buy a lot of loyalty.”


    “So expect the worst. Got it. Wouldn’t be fun if it were easy, right?”


    “The rest of us will cross while Ian and Carreras set their charges.” She turned to Harvard. “I want you to get a recon drone airborne as soon as we stop. That will at least give us some info about what kind of force we’re up against.”


    Harvard pulled the SUV onto a side road and killed the engine. “So I’m staying behind with the SUVs?” He shoved open his door. “Great.”


    Lanie winced when his door shut harder than was necessary.


    “Hey,” Marcus said and touched her shoulder. “Whatever’s bugging him, he’ll get over it. And if he doesn’t, we’ll kick his ass when this is over.”


    She drew a breath. “Yeah.”


    Everyone climbed out and started unloading the gear. Once they were set, Lanie gathered them around. “Everyone clear on the mission and objective?”


    Everyone gave affirmative responses.


    “All right. No lights. Only night vision from here on.” She slid her own goggles over her eyes. “And guys? This should go without saying. We have no idea what we’re going to find on the other side of that castle wall, but we’re breaching a suspected bioweapons lab. Take every precaution you don’t infect yourselves with something nasty and bring it home to our families, got it?”


    “Roger that,” Marcus said.


    …


    Harvard watched the team leave without him. Again. Why should he be surprised? They always left him somewhere away from the action, where he’d be safe.


    Cursing, he grabbed his drone and controller from the back of the SUV. The drone was of his own creation, not much bigger than a humming bird, but with all the power of the best surveillance drones currently on the market. He set it on the hood of the SUV, powered it up—


    And then just stood there, watching its propellers spin.


    Fuck this.


    He grabbed his cell phone. Sami answered after a handful of rings, and he didn’t waste time with pleasantries. “Can you hack my drone?”


    A second a silence passed. “If that was a pick-up line, you need to up your game.” She sounded out of breath. So out of breath, she was almost wheezing.


    “No—what? No, it wasn’t—” He felt heat crawling up the back of his neck and her heavy breathing on the other end of the line didn’t help. “Jesus. What exactly are you doing?”


    “Dying,” she said and let out an exhausted sigh. “Quinn just tortured us on the obstacle course.”


    Oh, yeah. He knew how that felt. He’d voluntarily run the thing many times in his quest to prove he was combat ready. “Can you hack my drone or not?”


    She groaned. “Honestly, I don’t know. You created that thing. It might be above my abilities.”


    He’d thought hacking it would be quicker, but she was right. Maybe not for her. Not yet. “You need to break into my office. On my desktop, there’s a program that will allow you remote access. You’re going to provide surveillance for the team.”


    “I—what?” She sounded wide awake now. “Wait. What will you be doing?”


    “Don’t worry about that.”

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Three


    Jean-Luc was not going to die of that damn virus. Claire wasn’t going to let him.


    The thoughts ran through her head on repeat as she sprinted through the labyrinth of hallways, searching each room for the other hostages. They had to be here somewhere, and she guessed he’d keep them sequestered away from his test subjects. Maybe they were in a room over by her lab…


    It made sense. He’d want them closer to Akeso than the viruses.


    She skidded around a corner and nearly came face to face with one of Ostermann’s Stepford thugs standing guard outside the open door of the lab.


    He raised his weapon and let out a shout that was more surprise than an order.


    She still had the sux in her pocket. She dipped a hand in, closed it around the remaining vial, but changed her mind. Throwing the vial at him wasn’t going to do anything, and she wanted to keep it as a backup plan. He wasn’t going to kill her. Ostermann needed her too much, and these guys were too brainwashed to disobey his orders. She dropped the sux back into her pocket and slowly lifted her hands.


    The goon motioned for her to go into the lab. Exactly where he shouldn’t want her to go. Because, out here, she was helpless, but in there, she had weapons at her disposal.


    Hands still held in the air, she edged past him. Audric’s body still lay where he had landed, eyes wide open and staring.


    She had to push the guilt out of her mind, because she was about to take another life.


    She slipped closer to the workbench, where the random bottles she’d taken from the cupboard still sat. There had to be something she could use…


    There. Yes.


    Sodium azide. The deadliest drug to ever help save lives. It had many uses from airbags to pest control to a preservative, but accidents abounded with the stuff because it reacted with everything. Depressed researchers had been known to use it to commit suicide. She just needed a moment of distraction…


    The radio on the man’s belt squawked with rapid-fire German. He reached for it and she saw her chance. With one hand she twisted off the cap of the sodium azide. With the other, she snagged a respirator and held it to her face as she flung the bottle in his direction. The white crystal powder hit him in the face and he dropped the radio. She twisted to grab a beaker of water she’d left on the bench and threw it at him. He howled when the water made contact with the powder on his skin and clawed at his face with both hands. He tripped over Audric’s body, tumbled to the ground, and began to writhe, screaming in pain.


    Claire took precious moments to pull on coveralls, boots, and gloves to go with her mask. She gathered the most flammable substances in the lab and dumped them on the floor, the workbench. She hesitated before dousing her files—her stomach twisted at the thought of losing years of work. But it had to go. It all had to go. She couldn’t risk Ostermann salvaging any of it. She upended a bottle of ethanol on the files and picked up a lighter, but stopped short and looked at the cabinet with its refrigerated section. What if Ostermann had stored her remaining dose of Akeso there? It could help Jean-Luc.


    She took a step toward it, but the thug’s hand shot out and grabbed her boot. He was too weak to effectively stop her, and she shook him off easily, but the interruption cleared her thoughts.


    No. Ostermann would keep the last dose of Akeso for himself.


    It killed her not to look in that refrigerator, but everything had to go. She walked out of the lab. At the door, she couldn’t help the escaped sob as she flicked open the lighter and a flame licked to life. She watched it dance for a few moments too long, then held out her arm to drop it—and fumbled at the sound of gunfire from somewhere in the facility.


    Jean-Luc!


    She shut the lighter and whirled around, took a couple steps in the direction she’d come from before she caught herself. He’d wanted her to find the other hostages and get out. There were twenty people trapped in this building somewhere. Once she lit that fire, all of those explosive chemicals would probably collapse this whole side of the building.


    No. Destroying the lab would have to wait.


    More gunfire echoed through the halls. She flinched but didn’t race toward it—and Jean-Luc—like she wanted to. She ran in the opposite direction, past the lab.


    That’s when she heard the banging, like a fist on a door, and the muffled sound of someone shouting in German. She didn’t understand his words, but his fear registered loud and clear. Not one of the guards, then. It had to be Dr. Jürgen Nacht. She followed his voice to a large set of double doors.


    She pulled off her mask so they could hear her more clearly through the door. “Hello? Dr. Nacht?”


    The banging stopped. “Who’s there?” he asked in thickly accented English.


    “My name is Claire Oliver.” Heart tripping, she fumbled for the ring of key cards and started scanning each over the lock. “I’m here to help. Are others in there with you?”


    There was some shuffling from the other side of the door, and then another male voice spoke up. He was American, likely born and raised in New York City judging by his accent. “Yes. There are twenty of us.”


    “What’s your name?”


    “Lucas West.”


    “How long have you been here?”


    “Maybe three weeks? It’s hard to keep track of time. Some of us, like Jürgen, have been here for months.”


    She swiped another card. The lock beeped and the small indicator turned green. She pulled open the door and found herself face to chest with a guy almost as big as Jean-Luc. He had dark hair and a beard that hadn’t seen a trim in a while.


    “Thank you.” He released a relieved breath and stepped out into the hall just as more gunshots rattled through the hallways. He glanced toward the noise, then returned his attention to her and studied her coveralls and mask. “What’s going on?”


    She ignored the question and peeked through the door as the hostages streamed out. The room was as big as a college gymnasium, set up with cots and a line of shower stalls along one wall. Ostermann was crazy, but it was a cool, level-headed kind of crazy. He’d thought out every detail.


    She turned to Lucas since he seemed to be the de facto leader of the group and pulled her mask into place. “Get everyone out. There’s about to be a big explosion.”

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Four


    This wasn’t right. This wasn’t how any of this was supposed to happen.


    Ostermann watched his surveillance cameras with a growing sense of disbelief. His specimens were running free, his men running scared, his chosen leaving, commandos sneaking around on his property, and Dr. Oliver…


    Crazy woman. She was going to kill them all.


    “Sir.”


    His second lieutenant stood in the open door of his office, a gun in one hand and a bag in the other. “We’re overrun. We have to go. Now.”


    Ostermann watched Dr. Oliver pick her way over to the oxygen tanks through the lab she had trashed. He’d thought she’d come around. He’d thought she saw what he was trying to accomplish for the good of humanity. He had thoroughly misjudged her.


    “Sir. We have to leave. She’s going to blow up the lab.”


    The words penetrated and he jumped to his feet. His man held out a specially made refrigerated suitcase, and he grabbed it as he crossed to his icebox. He opened the door and took quick stock of all the vials inside. He only had room for about half of his collection, and it pained him to have to choose. Every one of these viruses was beautiful and deadly. Many were his own creation, hybrids he’d designed to be especially nasty, but he’d have to leave most of them behind in favor of their parent viruses. Except for Delta Hemorrhagic Fever, of course. He had plans for that one.


    Besides, he could always create new hybrids.


    Working quickly, he picked out the vials for smallpox, Ebola, rabies, and some of his other favorites. Lastly, he chose the vial of Akeso. He may not have Dr. Oliver on his side, but he’d hire the best scientists in the world to figure out how she’d created her miracle drug. He didn’t need her.


    He nestled everything safely in the travel case, then handed it off to his man. “Get the helicopter ready.”


    As his man saluted and turned away, he climbed to his feet and took one last look around the room. When he’d first chosen the furnishings, he’d done it with the knowledge that his office, his lab, his castle would one day be revered as a sacred place by the world he would create.


    And now this.


    Anger boiled in his stomach as he watched Dr. Oliver on the monitors. She’d finished opening all the oxygen tanks and now drizzled a line of accelerant out the door and down the hallway. Tossing aside the bottle, she pulled the lighter out of her pocket again. Everything he’d worked for was about to go up in flames, and he couldn’t do anything but leave.


    But he wasn’t just saving himself. His plan to save humanity was too perfect, too beautiful to end here.


    …


    Marcus heard another body enter the moat behind him and stiffened. The rest of the team was ahead of him. He’d been the last to enter the water. He swung around, weapon aimed.


    “Friendly,” Harvard said through the comm channel.


    “Jesus, kid. What are you doing?”


    “Not a kid,” Harvard said as he waded past, weapon up in the correct position, head on a swivel just like it should be. “Jean-Luc is my oldest friend. I’m not staying behind this time.”


    Marcus opened his mouth to tell Harvard to get the fuck out of there, but a shock wave rumbled under his boots before he heard the muffled whump of an explosion. He stopped in his tracks as the water around them rippled. His NVGs tinted the landscape green and the built in thermal detectors picked out the body heat of Harvard and their teammates crossing the moat ahead of them. He followed the line of the castle wall until he found the four heat signatures of Ian, Seth, Carreras, and Devlin.


    Ian’s voice came over their comms in a hoarse whisper. “That wasn’t us. We haven’t set the charges yet. It came from inside.”


    The ground rumbled and shifted, sending Marcus and Harvard plummeting sideways into the moat as debris rained down from the sky. He came up gagging on the lungful of water he’d inhaled and scrambled to find the kid. All he could see was the mass of body heat from his teammates on the other side.


    “Sitrep!” Lanie’s voice was like a whip over the comm channel.


    “Explosion inside,” Ian replied, coughing. “The wall fucking collapsed on us. I’m back in the water with Carreras. We’re good, but Seth and Devlin are MIA.”


    Marcus made it to the rocky shore and surveyed the damage. The wall had crumbled exactly where they had planned to set off the charge. The castle’s weak spot—they’d been right about that at least. Flames licked at the sky. He scanned the water and spotted the two bomb techs. They swam toward the opposite shore.


    Where the fuck was Harvard?


    “Some serious power behind that boom,” Carreras said over the comm. “Whoever was in there is toast now.”


    Marcus looked up at what was left of the castle. No. He wouldn’t believe it. Every piece of intel they had said Jean-Luc was in there.


    “Contact!” Ian shouted.


    Marcus trained his weapon at the heat signatures flooding across the bridge overhead, but from what he could see, they didn’t look like the enemy. Some were running as fast as they could, others helping the injured, and some bent over coughing.


    “Secure them,” Lanie said.


    Ian and Carreras climbed the moat’s bank to meet the crowd on the other side of the bridge. Several long seconds ticked by before Carreras’s voice came over the radio again.


    “Friendlies. Hostages secured.”


    “Copy,” Lanie said, relief evident in her voice. “Get them out of here.”


    “Found Seth!” Harvard called. Marcus spun toward his voice, relief flooding his system, and found the kid ten feet away, clearing debris from Seth’s unconscious body. He ran over to help.


    “Injuries?” Jesse demanded and dropped to his knees beside Seth.


    “Looks like a conk on the head,” Marcus said. Wasn’t anything he could do for Seth, so he climbed over a piece of the wall to search for Devlin. He moved a sheet of wood aside and found the man bloody and broken in a hole underneath.


    Shit, no. They weren’t losing another man.


    Heart thudding, Marcus slid down the side of the crater. Debris and ash rained on him as he knelt down in the mud to check Devlin’s pulse. Strong—thank God—but too fast. He released the breath pent up in his lungs and took stock of the man’s wounds. Devlin’s legs were trapped under a fairly large boulder. Blood leaked from a deep gash along his hairline and his arm had bent unnaturally, likely broken.


    Water seeped into the hole from the moat. If the ground shifted again, the whole thing would flood and Devlin would drown.


    “Medic!”


    Jesse appeared at the top of the crater. “How bad?” Pebbles skittered under his feet as he descended, pinging against Marcus’s back.


    “He’s alive, but worse than Seth.”


    Jesse did a quick visual check and fastened a brace around Devlin’s neck. “Help me pull him out.”


    Working together, Marcus lifted the rock and Jesse carefully pulled on Devlin’s upper body. The mud got stickier by the second and didn’t want to let him go, sucking at his legs like quicksand. After several frustrating minutes, they finally freed him and the guys helped lift him to more solid ground.


    While Jesse climbed out of the hole, Marcus dusted off his hands and looked around. One of the walls of the crater was flat stone, not loose earth like the others, and there appeared to be a hole leading somewhere else. He pulled his rifle off his back and switched on the flashlight attached to the barrel.


    “Marcus, wait—”


    He ignored Lanie’s command from overhead. They weren’t losing any men today, and that included Jean-Luc. He kicked through the opening, sweeping left and right. A hallway, but nothing like he’d expected to find inside a fourteenth-century castle. More like a twentieth-century hospital, all white and sterile. The overhead lights had blown out at the explosion, the suspended LEDs swaying from wires. Sparks showered from one as he crossed under it. The flashlight beam played over a pile of debris and spotlighted a gloved hand, attached to a small figure in a white coverall and respirator mask.


    Claire.


    He had no doubt, but he still eased down beside her to make sure. Blood smeared her face, but she appeared to be breathing still.


    “Medic,” he called into his comm. “Hostage down!”


    He scanned the hallway beyond her body. Whoever had been down here with her hadn’t been as lucky as her, judging by the scatter of body parts.


    God, he hoped none of those severed limbs belonged to Jean-Luc.

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Five


    Claire started awake and swung out at the dark shapes manhandling her. Ostermann and his Stepford goons weren’t taking her anywhere. She’d rather die.


    “Hey, hey, hey,” a familiar voice said. “Shh. You’re okay. You’re safe now.”


    A face appeared in front of the cracked mask of her respirator. Dark eyes, dark curly hair wet and flattened to his forehead. Mud streaked his sharply angled face and coated his hands.


    “Marcus?” She blinked to focus her vision, unsure if he was really here or if the bump on the head was playing tricks with her mind.


    “Yeah, it’s me. You’re safe now, Claire. These guys are friends.” He motioned to another man with dark hair and kind blue eyes. “This is Jesse, our medic. He’s gonna look you over, okay?” Then he motioned to another man with spiky light brown hair. She pegged his age no more than mid-twenties, if that. “Harvard, our computer whiz. They’re going to help you out of here.”


    She relaxed, realizing they hadn’t been manhandling her, but putting her on a stretcher. As they lifted her out of the rubble, she stared over their shoulders at the bodies littering the hallway. She ached all over, but she’d fared better than Ostermann’s men.


    “Wh-what happened?”


    “The place exploded.”


    Even before Marcus finished the sentence, she remembered setting the line of accelerant on fire and running like hell. “I set the lab on fire. I had to. Ostermann wanted to end the world. I didn’t know how else to stop him.”


    Something popped overhead and sparks showered down from a broken light. She let out a squeak of alarm. Both Jesse and Marcus used their bodies to shield her.


    “It’s not safe here,” Marcus said once the sparks fizzled away. “Jesse and Harvard will lift you out of here from a hole in the side of the building. Was Jean-Luc with you? The whole castle is one stiff wind away from collapse. I have to find him before—”


    “Jean-Luc!” She tried to sit up again, but they had strapped her to the stretcher. “No, you can’t!”


    Marcus scowled. “We’re not leaving him.”


    “I don’t want to leave him, but you can’t go in after him without a biohazard suit. You shouldn’t even be here without one. Ostermann kept all of his favorite viruses on site.” She tried to sit up again, and let out a frustrated shriek when she couldn’t. “Let me up! I’m going with you.”


    “Dr. Oliver, you’re injured,” Jesse said in a calming drawl. “You might have a concussion and…”


    She glared at him through her mask and he trailed off. The man actually backed up a step before releasing the straps holding her down. She must’ve looked feral, but she didn’t care. She felt feral.


    She ripped off her broken mask. It wasn’t doing her any good. If any of the viruses escaped containment and survived the explosion, she was already exposed. “Tell me you have biohazard suits.”


    The three men shared a glance, then Harvard said, “We have a biocontainment unit on the way.”


    She stared down the hallway. “How long?”


    “They’re flying in from Germany. An hour—maybe a little less now.”


    “We can’t wait. What if he’s hurt?” She shook her head and climbed to her feet.


    Jesse held out an arm to steady her. “With all due respect, doc, you’re hurt.”


    He was right. Her head thundered in beat with her heart, but at least the dizziness passed quickly. The longer she stood on her own two feet, the better she felt. She faced the men. “I’m going in after him.”


    All three of them protested at the same time.


    Marcus: “No way.”


    Harvard: “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


    Jesse: “Not without a space suit.”


    She held up a hand and started picking her way down the hall. “If there are contaminants I was exposed the moment my mask broke. You guys should be okay as long as you stay here. The heat of the explosion likely sterilized this area, but Jean-Luc was…” She trailed off at the memory of the hallway and those poor infected men trapped behind glass like lab specimens. “Not here.”


    “Fuck that,” Marcus said and followed her. “Cajun will feed my balls to his pet gator if I let you go it alone. Jess,” he called over his shoulder. “Stay with our injured. We’ll call if we need you.”


    When Harvard took a step forward, Marcus swung around and pointed a finger at him. “No. You stay put, kid. I’ve seen this virus and you’re not going anywhere near it.”


    Harvard flushed. “I’m not a fucking kid.”


    Marcus said nothing more. He just turned away and held out a hand to help her over a pile of debris.


    “He’s angry with you,” she said softly.


    “He’ll get over it. He’s too young to—he’s just too young.”


    “Too young to end up like your friend Danny, you mean?”


    “Yeah,” he said, voice raw. “Nail on the head. Harvard’s amazing with computers and that’s exactly where I want him to stay. Behind a computer, where he’s safe.”


    “You can’t keep all of your friends safe, Marcus. You just can’t.”


    “Don’t I know it,” he muttered. “You’ve met my friends. They’re all suicidal lunatics. Present company included.”


    That made her laugh. “I used to be fairly risk averse.”


    “Risk is all you signed up for when you fell in love with the Cajun. You do love him, don’t you?”


    She stared down at her boots as they crunched over glass. “Yes.”


    They picked their way through the hall for several long moments in silence, Claire following her memory. Some corridors had been blocked by a collapsed wall, and they had to backtrack several times, but the deeper they went, the less debris there was.


    “Does Jean-Luc actually have a pet alligator?” she asked in a pathetic attempt to lighten the mood.


    Marcus scoffed. “What do you think? He calls him Grand Bedee and feeds him rotisserie chicken. Don’t ask me why, but he loves that thing.”


    Yes, that sounded like her Jean-Luc.


    Finally, she found the heavy steel door that marked the start of the containment unit where she’d left Jean-Luc. The door was intact, and all of the walls still held solidly. The lights were even still on. Ostermann probably had this whole area running on a generator. If she were building a bioweapons lab, she’d want to make sure nothing short of a nuclear blast would compromise it.


    Marcus put a hand on her shoulder. “What are we gonna find in there?”


    She met his gaze. “I really don’t know.”


    He swallowed hard, then nodded once. “Ready when you are.”


    She found her ring of key cards and started trying each against the lock, but a panicked shout from the opposite end of the hallway stopped her.


    Marcus swung around, bringing his weapon up and using his body as a shield for her. “Don’t move!” he shouted at the dark finger shambling toward them.


    The jaundiced man with yellow eyes. He bled from multiple gashes and scraps and walked with a limp. One eye was swollen almost shut.


    “Holy fuck,” Marcus muttered under his breath. “This is some Walking Dead shit right here. Stop moving or I will shoot you, dude! Just stop.”


    “No, wait.” She set a hand on his arm and pushed until he lowered the weapon. “It’s okay. He has Yellow Fever. It’s only transmitted by mosquitos. You can’t catch it from him.”


    The man babbled in another language and kept motioning to the door. It sounded like some form or another of Arabic. She knew five languages, but Arabic was not one of them. She’d been working on it, but when her life turned upside down, learning a new language had been last on her list of concerns.


    “Where’s the Cajun when you need him?” Marcus grumbled.


    She shushed him and tried to focus, but the man spoke too fast. She barely knew the basics, and just wasn’t going to understand him.


    “Do you speak any other languages?” she asked in English and then repeated the question in French and Swahili. If he was from the African continent, there was a good chance he spoke at least one of those languages as well.


    The man switched to a rough Swahili. It had been a while since she’d used the language since most of her recent studies had been in South America, but it came back fast. “He says his name is Ra’id and he was helping Jean-Luc. We can’t open the door. There’s infection behind it. Wait.” She stopped Ra’id and asked him to repeat himself, unsure she’d heard right. “Oh my God. Smallpox. They released the smallpox victim and shut Ostermann’s men in there.”


    “What the fuck?” Marcus backed away from the door fast.


    “It’s okay. It’s pressurized. The explosion didn’t damage things this far in. The unit should be secure.” She turned back to Ra’id. “Where’s Jean-Luc?”


    Ra’id waved a hand, indicating they should follow, then limped back in the direction he’d come from.


    “He says—”


    “Yeah,” Marcus interrupted and stepped out in front of her, weapon at the ready. “I got it. The Cajun’s over here somewhere.”


    She let him take the lead, but stayed close behind. Ra’id led them through a maze of hallways that became more and more damaged the farther they went. It was only when they turned a corner she recognized that she realized they were headed toward the lab, the epicenter of the blast.


    Oh, no. Had Jean-Luc gone there looking for her?


    Ra’id stopped and motioned up ahead. Claire peeked around Marcus and spotted a pair of boots under a pile of debris. Her stomach flipped with horror. “Is that…?”


    “Shit.” Marcus dropped his weapon and lunged forward. “Help me!”


    Working together, they started clearing away the debris. They uncovered his legs, then his stomach and chest. He’d put on a biohazard suit before the blast, and so far, she didn’t see any tears, but she stopped Marcus just in case. “If he’s bleeding through the suit, don’t touch him.”


    Marcus looked frantic. “Why the fuck not?”


    “Listen to me. We will get him medical help, but he’s infected. Ostermann gave him DHF again and it’s transmitted by blood and bodily fluids. That’s why he put on the suit.”


    Jean-Luc let out a moan and shifted, making the rest of the debris roll off him. Dust coated his mask, but it hadn’t cracked like hers had.


    She leaned over him and did her best to wipe the dust from his visor. “Jean-Luc, can you hear me? It’s Claire. If you’re conscious, talk to me.”


    He mumbled something. Voice ragged and raw, but she understood.


    Marcus frowned. “Did he just ask if you like piña coladas?”


    Laughing softly, she sat back on her knees and wiped away tears with her dust-coated hands. “And getting caught in the rain. He’s okay. He’ll be okay.”


    For now, at least.

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Six


    Vienna, Austria


    Back in a hospital. Again.


    Jean-Luc supposed he should be glad it was a real hospital this time, the kind he’d expected the first time around, but he couldn’t work up the energy. All he felt since waking up here was…tired. He was so tired being everyone’s human guinea pig. He lifted his arm—the one that by all current medical knowledge should still need stitches—to study the thread of IV plugged into his vein. No Akeso to save him this time. All the doctors could do was give him an experimental cocktail of antivirals and hope something worked.


    It pissed him off. After everything, was this how he’d die? Hooked up to machines and vacuum-sealed away from everyone he cared about? He thought he’d already beaten this damn virus, but here he was tangoing with it again.


    Weird, though, that he didn’t feel sick. It had been over a week since Ostermann’s castle of horrors. Last time, he’d been ringing death’s doorbell within a week after infection.


    True, he didn’t feel good. No doubt about that. He felt like a steaming pile of shit, but it wasn’t the same as before. Some of the aches and pains he attributed to the piece of ceiling that had fallen on him while he and Ra’id had been trying to escape the castle. He’d broken a couple ribs, and had rattled his brain enough to cause swelling. All that coupled with Delta Hemorrhagic Fever, and he strongly suspected he shouldn’t even be conscious right now. But he was wide awake, and he wasn’t as sick as he should be. Instead of the drowning-in-his-own-lungs pain he’d experienced the first go-round, this felt more like a flu bug.


    Had Ostermann re-engineered the virus to kill more slowly? Was the worst yet to come? He shuddered to think of it.


    A hissing noise, the sound of an airlock breaking, drew his attention. He dropped his arm back to the bed and looked at the door. Waited for the doctors and nurses to come poke and prod at him some more, but only one person entered. He knew who it was immediately. He’d learned to recognize her despite all the protective gear.


    Claire.


    His throat closed up. This was the first time she’d visited since finding him in the castle. Everyone kept assuring him she was okay, but hadn’t given any more information than that. Eventually, he’d just stopped asking. He hadn’t wanted to admit to himself how much it hurt that she hadn’t come before now.


    She stopped beside his bed and studied him. Like he was a goddamn rat under a microscope rather than her lover.


    “How are you?” she asked softly.


    “Oh,” he said, heavy on the sarcasm, “just peachy.”


    She reacted like he’d slapped her. Physically drew back and stared at him in shock. He would not feel bad for that. They might as well have this out now, otherwise she’d stick around and watch him wither away again. He couldn’t stomach that thought.


    “I…” She trailed off as her voice broke and tried again. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to visit sooner. Marcus and I were too close to the smallpox. We had to be vaccinated and I was sick for a few days after.”


    He looked away from her. He didn’t want to think of her sick and shut away in a room like this for a week. It made his chest ache. “I told you to leave me. To find the hostages and get out. You shouldn’t have gone back in for me.”


    “I wasn’t going to leave you,” she said softly. “I love you.”


    He felt tears burning his eyes and squeezed them shut. Marcus was right—he was going to break her heart.


    Just not by choice.


    He wanted to stay with her forever, but fate, fickle bitch she was, refused to give him that opportunity. Was it because of how he’d lived his life? He’d hit every sin on the list, most of them more than once. This had to be his punishment. To find the one woman fascinating enough to hold his attention for more than a night, the one woman he wanted to hold close and love—and have her ripped away from him by forces outside his control.


    The old Jean-Luc would have cracked a joke right now just to hear her laugh one more time, but he didn’t have it in him. There would be no more laughter from her for a long time if she stayed until the end.


    He remembered the field hospital, and all the tears she’d spilled for him. And that had been before she’d fallen in love. This time, it would be so much worse, and he couldn’t let her suffer through that pain. If he was going to break her heart anyway, it might as well be a clean break before she had to watch him shrivel away.


    So he kept silent. Didn’t return her declaration of love. Didn’t even acknowledge it. And all the while his heart was crumbling piece by tiny black piece. The virus wouldn’t kill him today, but this conversation might.


    Claire seemed unsure of what to do with his silence and fidgeted for a moment before finally reaching out a gloved hand. “I know you’re angry, but we’re doing everything we can to—”


    He shook her off. “Yeah, you’re fucking right I’m angry. I’m not a science project.” He grabbed the IV and yanked it from his arm, ignoring the sting of the needle sliding free. “I’m done with all of this. Let me die in peace.”


    She made a small noise behind her mask that sounded a hell of a lot like a muffled sob. It hit him straight in the gut with the force of a hurricane.


    “I don’t want you to die,” she whispered.


    “I’m going to. Not much either of us can do about it.”


    “Jean-Luc—”


    “You should have stayed away.” He turned away, painfully swinging his feet over the side of his bed and giving her his back. He couldn’t look at her. His poker face was for shit right now, and she might see his every ragged emotion right there. If she saw how much this hurt, she’d absolutely stay, and he couldn’t have that. “It was fun while it lasted, cher, but it’s time to call it quits.”


    She didn’t move for a long moment. He waited, forcing himself not to twitch or give anything away. He curled his hands into fists on the edge of the mattress. Nobody had ever accused him of having exceptional willpower, and it took every shred of control he had in him not to beg her to stay. He was terrified of dying alone. And more terrified of watching the pain he’d cause in her as he died.


    So she had to go. He’d do this one unselfish thing. For her.


    Finally, the airlock hissed again as the door opened. He still waited for a solid sixty seconds before he bent forward and let out the sob he’d been holding in.


    …


    Claire held herself together until she emerged from decontamination and saw everyone waiting on the other side. Jean-Luc’s whole team was there, including the formidable Tucker Quentin.


    Marcus had been leaning against the wall, but pushed away when he spotted her. “How is he?”


    That was when she lost it. She hugged herself as tears erupted from her eyes. “He doesn’t want to see me. I think he’s giving up.”


    “Like hell he is,” one of the other guys said. He was a muscular man with short-cropped hair and stormy gray eyes. She hadn’t officially met him yet. He’d arrived with another man, Gabe, while she was sick in quarantine after receiving the smallpox vaccine. “Let me in to talk to him.”


    “C’mon, Quinn,” Jesse said. “You have a toddler and a newborn at home. You wanna risk takin’ that shit back to them?”


    Quinn crossed his arms and scowled at the door she’d come through. After a moment, he sighed softly and shook his head. “Lâche pas la patate.”


    “What?” Claire asked, wiping at her eyes with shaking hands. She recognized the words, French for “don’t drop the potato,” but she didn’t understand how they applied here.


    “It’s something he told me once,” Quinn explained. “Said it’s a Cajun expression for ‘don’t give up.’ Someone needs to remind him of it.”


    Marcus pulled her in for a hug. “You guys don’t get it,” he said to the group over her head. “You didn’t see what this virus does to people. Whether he fights it or not, it will kill him. It came damn close the first time, and the only reason he survived is because of Claire’s research.”


    Lâche pas la patate.


    Don’t give up.


    No, she wouldn’t. If Jean-Luc couldn’t fight, she’d do it for him. She broke away from Marcus and marched over to Tucker Quentin.


    He watched her approach with a mildly amused expression in his blue eyes. “What can I do for you, Dr. Oliver?”


    “I need supplies. We’re two blocks from the Medical University of Vienna. I know the infectious diseases professor there and he’ll let me use his lab. I refuse to let him die.”


    Tuc flashed his Hollywood smile and covered her hand with both of his. His palms were warm and surprisingly calloused for a billionaire. “I was hoping you’d say that. I even started looking for a lab for you, though I’m glad to know that won’t be an issue. Get me a list and you’ll have everything you need, no matter the cost. I’ll make sure of it.”


    “Thank you.” Her voice was so broken, it came out as little more than a whisper, but she knew he heard her by the light squeeze he gave her hand.


    “Save our boy. Again.”

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Seven


    Three days dragged by.


    For seventy-two long hours, Jean-Luc waited for the virus to do its job, dreading the pain he knew was coming.


    But it never came.


    His two broken ribs still hurt like hell when his pain meds wore off, but he could breathe. He wasn’t coughing up blood. He wasn’t boiling with fever.


    He actually felt pretty good.


    The morning of the fourth day, he was sitting up in the chair beside his bed, staring out the window at the bright blue sky as he picked at his breakfast, when the airlock hissed. His coullion of a heart did a little dance. Even after everything, it still hoped the person entering his space was the one he most wanted to see.


    But she was gone. Marcus said she’d left the day he’d told her off and hadn’t been back since. Which was good. It was what he’d wanted…


    Right?


    Mais, oui. Exactly what he’d wanted. Despite his surprisingly good health, he was still waiting for death to call his number. Ostermann must have messed with the virus so it killed slower. Claire herself had said the slower the virus killed, the more chance it had to spread to other people.


    It was only a matter of time.


    But he missed her with every beat of his heart. He hadn’t felt that deep, dark pit in the center of his chest since he lost his mamere. He recognized it as grief. He was grieving Claire’s loss even though he was the one dying.


    Someone cleared their throat. He’d been so jumbled up inside his head he’d forgotten about the visitor. Or, more aptly, hadn’t cared about the visitor because he knew it wasn’t Claire.


    He glanced over, and about fell out of his chair to see Marcus standing in the middle of his room without protective gear. He scrambled to his feet. “What the…? Get out! You’ll get sick!”


    Marcus’s lips twisted in a wry smile. “You’re Deadpool, remember? Mutant healing abilities.”


    “I’m not dying?” Jean-Luc stood there in his hospital gown, ass hanging out, blinking in disbelief at his best friend. “F’true? This isn’t you committing suicide by virus?”


    Marcus’s smile faded. “I’m not going to kill myself. We’ve had this discussion.” He tossed a duffle bag and a pair of boots at Jean-Luc. “Get dressed. You’re virus free.”


    He caught the bag and stared down at it. The boots landed on the floor with a thunk. “But…how? I saw Ostermann’s notes. He re-infected me.”


    “That would be a good question for Claire when you see her. The doctors here are as stumped as you.”


    He took the bag over to his little closet of a bathroom. “I’m not going to see her. You said she’s gone.”


    “No, I said she’s not here in the hospital. I didn’t mean she left town. Did you really think she was going to give up on you that easily? She’s in love with you, dude.”


    He froze with his jeans halfway up his legs as his heart had a full-out fais do-do inside his chest. He swallowed hard and finished dressing.


    When he reemerged from the bathroom in jeans and a T-shirt, he found Marcus flipping through one of the Thai dictionaries he’d asked for yesterday. At the time, it had seemed silly to start learning a new language when he was about to die, but he’d been out of his mind with boredom. Now he had to wonder if the need to learn wasn’t his subconscious telling him he would be okay.


    “She’s not in love with me,” he said.


    “Yeah, sure. She doesn’t love you at all. That’s why she’s locked herself in a lab to recreate Akeso for you. She’s barely slept or eaten. Nothing we say will get her to leave that lab.” Marcus tossed the dictionary aside. “And can I just get this on the record? I get why you pushed her away the other day. You thought you were dying. But you’re not, so if you plan to go back to your old ways, then just stay away from her. You already hurt her once. If you go back to her now, only to hurt her again later, we’re going to have a problem. She doesn’t deserve to be played.”


    Ouch. The jab stung, but wasn’t undeserved. “I’ve never played any woman in my life. They all knew what they were getting with me.”


    “Except Claire.”


    “The difference is I knew what I was getting with her and I want it.”


    God, did he want it. And for some crazy reason, he’d gotten not only a second, but a third chance with her. He wasn’t about to waste it.


    He snapped up his boots from the floor. “Take me to her.”


    …


    He found Jesse and Lanie outside the lab peering in through an observation window. Both appeared more than a little haggard. He stepped up beside them and stared down into the lab at Claire. She’d fallen asleep at her desk, her hair a tangled mess, her cheek smushed against a notebook.


    “Hey, pal,” Jesse said and clasped his hand, pulled him in for a backslapping hug. “How you feelin’?”


    “Awesome, considering I should be dead right now. I’m told I’m infection free.”


    “You are. Looked at the blood tests myself. You’re a lucky bastard.”


    “Not luck.” He returned his attention to the window. “It was all her. How long has she been out?”


    “A few minutes.”


    “Did you tell her I’m healed?”


    The two shared a look and he swung around to gape at them. “You didn’t tell her?”


    Lanie set a calming hand on his arm. “We tried, but last time Marcus interrupted her, she threatened him with chemical castration. She said she’d only leave if she finished Akeso or you were actively dying. She hasn’t and you weren’t, so…”


    When Lanie trailed off with a shrug, Jesse tilted his head toward the window. “Knew she’d eventually exhaust herself. We planned to pull her out once she finally collapsed. Tuc has a hotel room waitin’ for her.”


    “I’ll take her there. Thanks for watching over her.”


    Lanie gave him a hug. “You be good to her, you hear me, Cajun?”


    “Why does everyone keep saying that?”


    “Because we know you,” Jesse said.


    He winced. “Mais, yeah. I deserve that. This is different. She’s different. I’d sooner cut out my own heart than see her hurt.”


    Lanie grinned at him. “Good answer.” She took her husband by the hand and pulled him away.


    Jean-Luc watched them go, then found his way into the lab. Classical music flowed from hidden speakers, and Claire didn’t even twitch at the sound of the door opening.


    He crouched down beside her, ignoring the pinch of pain in his ribs, and studied the bruised flesh under her eyes. She was way too pale. Pages and pages of notebook paper littered the desk and the floor. She was drooling on one of them and still had a pen in her hand. In her other hand, she gripped his gris-gris.


    His Claire. Smart, focused, and feisty as hell. He’d tried to push her away, and instead of letting him, she’d decided to work herself to exhaustion trying to save his sorry ass again.


    He loved her.


    He hadn’t known he was capable of the kind of love he felt for her in that instant. All-encompassing, unselfish, terrifying, and glorious all at once.


    He took the pen from her hand and pressed a kiss to her temple. “Ma belle, wake up. Let’s get you to a real bed, huh?”


    She shifted and let out a soft moan. “Jean-Luc? I’m trying to save you.” Her eyes opened, but remained blurry and unfocused. Her grip tightened on his gris-gris. “Am I too late? Are you here to say goodbye?”


    She must be tired if her logical mind was dreaming of ghosts. “No, cher.” He scooped her up in his arms, busted ribs be damned, and savored the rightness of it as he carried her out of the lab. “You already saved me.”


    In more ways than one.

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Eight


    She wasn’t in the lab.


    Claire’s first reaction when she bolted awake to find herself in a soft, warm bed was anger. How dare they take her away from the only chance Jean-Luc had! She had to finish Akeso and test it on cells and she was running out of time and—


    Someone was coming into the room.


    She leaped to her feet, intent on ripping into Marcus or whoever—and stopped cold when she saw Jean-Luc carrying a tray of breakfast food.


    Wait.


    What?


    She looked around the room, expecting to see it shimmer and shift to somewhere else like places always did in dreams. Because she had to be dreaming. He wasn’t here. He wasn’t grinning at her with that adorable mischievous gleam in his eyes.


    She pinched her arm, and his smile faded as he set down the tray. “Don’t do that, cher. You’re not dreaming.”


    “Wha…? How…?” She pressed a shaking hand to her temple and sank down on the edge of the bed. Her legs had gone to water underneath her, and it was either sit down or collapse. “I-I don’t understand what’s happening. Have I gone crazy?”


    “No, I’m really here. You’re not dreaming and you’re not crazy.” He laughed in a low rumble of sound that washed over her like a balm. He walked over to a small desk and picked up a file. “Figured you wouldn’t believe it until you saw the science.” He sat down beside her and offered the folder. “My medical records.”


    He felt real enough. The weight of him on the bed beside her caused her to slide toward him. The clean soap smell of his hair, still damp from a recent shower, filled her nose. The feel of his skin as their hands brushed when she took the folder seemed real enough.


    She opened the folder, read through. He had been re-infected, but his most recent blood tests were clean. Virus free. Except…he now had the antibodies. “How is this possible?”


    “I was hoping you could tell me.”


    “You think Akeso still…” Her mouth opened and closed soundlessly a couple times as she tried to think it through. She shook her head. “I-I don’t know. I’d have to run tests and—” Abruptly, she remembered their conversation in his hospital room and shut the file. “I’m sorry. I know you’re not a science experiment.”


    He took the folder from her hands and set it aside on the nightstand. “I was angry and scared. You can run whatever tests you need to, especially if what you learn from me will help people like Dayo’s family. But not today.”


    “No,” she breathed and threw her arms around him. “Not today.”


    He murmured to her in Cajun and stroked a hand over her hair as she let all the emotion she’d kept bottled up bubble over and spill out. It came out in gasping, wrenching sobs, and he held her through it.


    It was him. It was him. It really was him.


    “I was so afraid I’d lose you.”


    “Not gonna lie,” he whispered against her temple. “I thought you’d lose me too, but I’m not going anywhere.” He caught her tears on his finger and whisked them away. “You’re stuck with me now.”


    She sucked in a shaky breath and lifted her lips to his. “Good, because I love you, Cajun. You’re stuck with me, too.”


    He laughed and kissed her back. It started out gentle and sweet, but like all things with him, it soon turned to heat.


    She broke away and studied his face. “Are you well enough to make love?”


    His grin all but sparkled. “If you’re on top, I think I can manage.”


    They moved slowly, taking care not to hurt his damaged ribs as they undressed. He lay back on the bed as she rolled the condom on and told her all the deliciously wicked and dirty things he would do to her body once he was healed. His words sent pleasure spiraling through her even before she took him inside her body, and when she did…


    Moaning, she rolled her hips, slow and easy, caught between wanting to pleasure him and fear of hurting him.


    His fingers dug into her hips. “Ride me harder, cher.” His voice was gravel. “You won’t break me. Use me like your own personal fuck toy.”


    She gasped as he bucked his hips, surging up just as she came down on him. Her entire body clenched and spasmed with the orgasm and she let out a long, low moan as the pleasure swamped her.


    He continued undulating under her. “I love it when you do that, when you lock up around me and try to suck me dry. You’re gorgeous.” He reached between their bodies and found her clit. “Do it again for me.”


    He knew exactly how to touch her to send her flying again. Almost immediately, she shuddered, crying out his name so loud everyone had to have heard it. The sound must have sent him over the edge because he roared out his own release, seemingly straining to bury himself even deeper in her body.


    Fine by her.


    When they were both spent, she collapsed to the mattress beside him, mindful of his abused ribs, and sighed.


    He grinned over at her and lifted a hand to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. “Je t’aime de tout mon coeur.”


    I love you with all my heart.


    It was the most beautiful thing anyone had ever said to her.


    “I love you, too.” She snuggled in beside him and just held on, still half afraid she was dreaming. She thought she wouldn’t be able to let go of him for a good long time, but as the postcoital glow faded, she noticed his wince of pain.


    Alarmed, she sat up. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”


    “Worth it.” He stiffly climbed out of bed and walked to the bathroom to clean up. He returned a few minutes later and slid back into bed, holding out an arm in an invitation to cuddle. She settled in beside him, taking care around his ribs when she draped an arm over his chest. Maybe he thought sex was worth the pain, but she didn’t like seeing him hurting.


    “Do you have pain medication?”


    “Yes, doctor,” he said with an exasperated eye roll. “I’ll take some in a minute. Just let me hold you right now.”


    Not really satisfied by that answer—she suspected she’d have to force-feed him the pills—she rested her head over his heart. She had to hear it, make sure it beat strongly. She was still too shaken up, too raw from the fear of losing him.


    His chest rumbled under her ear as he hummed a few bars of “The Piña Colada Song.” She smiled against his skin. She was starting to think of the song as theirs.


    She joined in, then laughed when he stopped humming to scowl at her. “I’m not off-key.”


    “You absolutely are.” How could such a smart man be so totally clueless to his own tone-deafness?


    He bristled. “I’ll have you know—”


    She propped herself up on her elbow and leaned over to kiss him. “Your mamere thought the world of you. She wasn’t going to tell you that you can’t carry a tune.”


    Grumbling, he settled back into the pillow and frowned up at the ceiling. “You could at least humor me.”


    So he wasn’t unaware of his tone-deafness. He just didn’t care. She admired that about him. She wished she was bold enough to unabashedly sing whenever the urge struck.


    She straddled him, and smiled sweetly down at him as she slid her hands gently across his poor, battered chest. “You’re the best singer in the world and I fell in love with you that night in Martinique because of your rendition of ‘The Piña Colada Song.’”


    “Smart ass.” He pinched her rear, then soothed a hand over the sting.


    She should tell him she wasn’t fibbing, but she kissed him instead. She absolutely had started falling for him at that poolside bar in—


    Martinique.


    She broke the kiss and sat upright with a gasp.


    Martinique. This all started at the Infectious Diseases Summit in Martinique.


    “Claire?” Concern lining his brow, Jean-Luc sat up fast. He winced at the movement and put a hand over his ribs. “What is it, ma belle?”


    She pushed away from him. “Ostermann is still a threat. He’s still planning his attack. He’d rather see the world burn than live with it as is.”


    Jean-Luc ran a hand over her hair. “It’s nothing you need to worry about anymore. You’re safe now and—”


    “No.” She waved away the soothing caress of his hand. “It’s not that. He told me he had his first attack planned in three weeks. Less than two weeks now. And this all started in Martinique…”


    “So…?” Jean-Luc said, dragging the word out. “I’m not following.”


    “I know where he’s going to start.”

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Nine


    Ten Days Later


    Worldwide Biothreats Conference


    Poreč, Croatia


    Claire gripped the rail of the hotel balcony. Despite the warm sunshine and calm expanse of turquoise water stretching before her, she couldn’t get warm. And yet sweat soaked through her blouse at her spine.


    Jean-Luc slipped up behind her, rested his hands on her hips, and kissed the back of her neck as he drew her against his chest. “Penny for your thoughts, ma belle?”


    Even with his solid strength behind her, she couldn’t manage to calm her jangling nerves. “What if I’m wrong?”


    “You’re not.”


    She turned into his embrace and met his gaze. “This place, the hotel, the conference. It’s all so much like Martinique.”


    “And that’s why you’re not wrong. Martinique went sideways for him, and Croatia used to be part of Yugoslavia, where his obsession with viruses began. You’re spot on with this—there’s no other place he could attack. He’ll see this as closure.”


    She shook her head and thought of the virus still burning its way through the population of Port Harcourt. “So many people have died.”


    Jean-Luc cupped her cheeks in his palms and kissed her lightly. “None of this is your fault, you hear me? None of it. Everything that’s happened is on Ostermann, and we’re going to take him down today.”


    She squeezed her eyes shut and pressed her forehead against his chest. “I want him dead. I’ve never before wished death on anyone, but nothing would make me happier than to know that man no longer draws breath. I’m a horrible person.”


    “Nah, you’re just human.” Using the curve of one finger, he lifted her chin until she met his gaze again. “My team can handle this. You don’t have to be here. Actually, I’d love nothing more than for you to get on the jet and put thousands of miles between you and this virus.”


    She cupped his jaw in her hand. He hadn’t shaved in at least a week, and his beard stubble rasped against her palm. “Viruses are my job, Jean-Luc. Same as catching bad guys is yours. I wouldn’t ask you to stop doing what you love, so don’t ask me to walk away from this.”


    “I get it. I do. I’d never ask you to stop your work with viruses, but psychopaths are not your job.”


    “My research put him on this path.”


    “No, cher. That lab of his in Austria was twenty years in the making. He was already running full steam ahead for years before he’d ever heard of you. He just saw an opportunity to control the outcome with Akeso.”


    He didn’t get it. Maybe he never would, but she wouldn’t hold it against him. He was just trying to protect her.


    She stood on her toes to kiss him. “I still have to see this through to the end.”


    …


    There he was, the smug bastard.


    As the conference broke for lunch, Ostermann sat down at a table in the middle of the hotel’s busy restaurant and smiled to himself. He took out a small case and flipped open the top. Inside lay a syringe and a vial. He plugged the needle into the little bottle, drew out the contents into the syringe.


    Jean-Luc felt Claire’s hand tighten convulsively in his. “He’s giving himself Akeso.”


    Of course he was. He’d want to sit here in the middle of everything and observe his victims as they unknowingly breathed in DHF, and he couldn’t wear a respirator without drawing too much attention to himself.


    “Do you think he’s kidnapped more people?” Claire asked.


    “No. Harvard’s been watching for it.”


    She shivered. “So he’s given up on trying to save the world. Now he’s just going to end it.”


    “Not on HORNET’s watch.” Jean-Luc gave her hand a reassuring squeeze and checked the crowd. Everyone was in position to close ranks around Ostermann, and it wasn’t just HORNET. All of Tuc’s team had wanted in on this takedown, including Devlin, who was still healing from nearly getting crushed by the castle. Seemed like a bad idea having him hobble around a crowded hotel on crutches when the possibility of needing to make a fast escape was very high, but that wasn’t Jean-Luc’s call. If Tuc trusted that Devlin could still play his part then—


    The fire alarm shrilled.


    Seated only two tables over from Ostermann, Devlin and Harvard both calmly closed their laptops and joined the exiting crowd. They’d hacked the fire alarm.


    Okay, yeah. Good distraction. It had worked at the hotel in Martinique to get folks out. Why not here, too?


    Ostermann glanced around with an expression of dismay and started to stand.


    “That’s my cue,” Jean-Luc said and gave Claire a quick kiss.


    But she wouldn’t let go of his hand.


    “Claire?”


    “I’m sorry.” She released her grip. “Just…don’t get infected with anything.”


    He winked at her. “No worries. I’m Deadpool.”


    “You’re not funny,” she called after him.


    Jean-Luc laughed and was still smiling when he slid into the seat across from Ostermann. “Surprise!” he said in German. “Remember me?”


    Ostermann swore and fumbled a cell phone out of his pocket.


    “Ah, I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” Jean-Luc held up a finger, then pointed down. Ostermann’s gaze followed to the red dot on his chest. “That’s my friend Seth. He doesn’t miss, and Akeso is not going to protect you from a bullet, so why don’t you set that phone down on the table and let’s chat like civilized people.”


    Ostermann hesitated, then grudgingly placed the phone in the center of the table. Far enough away that it looked like he was complying, but not out of reach. “You speak German flawlessly.”


    “I speak a lot of languages flawlessly, Herr Ostermann.”


    A soft hand settled on his shoulder, but he didn’t take his eyes off Ostermann. He didn’t need to look, knew it was Claire by her touch and her vanilla-and-spice scent. Instead, he enjoyed the hell out of Ostermann’s slack-jawed surprise.


    “You thought she was dead, didn’t you? Thought she had killed herself in the lab explosion.”


    Ostermann half rose out of his chair. “How— How—the reports…”


    “Were exaggerated,” Claire said. “I’m alive and well, and thanks to you, I’ve developed a treatment for Delta Hemorrhagic Fever. My colleagues are testing it in Port Harcourt with promising results. We’re also working on a vaccine.”


    Jean-Luc tsked. “Shouldn’t have gotten greedy and re-infected me. I still had Akeso in my body and all it did was kill the virus and produce the antibodies Claire needed. Basically, you shot yourself in the foot. We got you, Ostermann. We’ve rounded up your men, and your dispersal devices—the ones you placed around this room? They’re already in bio-containment on their way to— Oh, and this is the best part. You want to tell him, cher?”


    She leaned over the table. “Tucker Quentin bought Bioteric Pharmaceuticals. We’re using your own labs to research bioterrorism countermeasures and make sure nothing like this ever happens again.”


    Jean-Luc spotted a man he recognized approaching their table. Ra’id. He wasn’t really surprised. He’d called and told the guy this was going down today. Figured Ra’id deserved to be in on this takedown as much as anyone.


    He grinned over Ostermann’s shoulder at the man. “Ah, this is turning into a regular reunion. Ra’id. As-salaam ‘alaykum.”


    “Wa ‘alaykum salaam,” Ra’id responded with a tilt of his head. He looked healthy now, strong and proud, polished in a white linen suit and sky-blue tie. Nothing like the skinny, dirty, yellow-eyed man Jean-Luc had met three weeks ago.


    “You remember our mutual friend Ra’id el-Masri, right, Ostermann? Turns out, I’m not the only one who survived your castle of horrors and I’m not the only one who wants to see you punished for your crimes.”


    Ostermann about jumped out of his seat in his haste to get away from Ra’id.


    “Yeah. So you know the el-Masri crime family then. Their reputation. You picked the wrong people to piss off.” He sat back, slung a casual arm over the back of his chair. “Personally, I think we should give you to them. The U.S. has all these pesky laws about how to treat criminals. Nothing we can do to you will be bad enough.”


    “We could send him back to Nigeria,” Claire suggested.


    Jean-Luc tilted his head as if considering it. “It’s an option, but Ra’id’s country…”


    “I will show you exactly how much pain a human can endure,” Ra’id said in Arabic, which Jean-Luc cheerfully translated to German just to make sure none of the meaning was lost.


    “I’m trying to bring about peace,” Ostermann said tightly.


    “Oh, yeah,” Jean-Luc said, heavy on the sarcasm. “I saw you dose yourself with Akeso. Seems like it’d be plenty peaceful when you’re the last living thing on earth, wouldn’t it? Except you’re not factoring in something important. You’re insane. You’ll never find peace.”


    Ostermann’s scarred face flushed bright red, all of his logic and composure melting away to show the crazy underneath.


    There was the real Steffan Ostermann.


    He lunged for his cell phone. Jean-Luc grabbed Claire and pushed her toward the floor, but Seth never got the chance to take the shot. In one smooth move, Ra’id pulled a pistol from under his jacket and shot Ostermann point blank in the temple. His body dropped to the floor with a solid thunk.


    He didn’t move again. After all, Akeso didn’t make you bulletproof.


    “Oh my God,” Claire gasped.


    Jean-Luc checked to make sure she wasn’t injured, then wrapped an arm around her and lifted her to her feet. He kept her face pressed to his side. She was a doctor, yes, used to all manner of blood and gore. But not this. She didn’t need to see this, because even though Ostermann was as bad as they got, she’d still carry his death on her conscience. That was just the kind of gentle, beautiful soul she was.


    Ra’id calmly pulled a blue handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the fine mist of blood off his face. “Please know it has been a pleasure working with you, Jean-Luc.” He left the handkerchief on the table and holstered his weapon. The lines of the suit were so perfectly tailored to hide it, even a trained eye would have trouble picking it out. He held out a hand. “It saddens me to say this, but I suspect next time we meet, it’ll not be as allies.”


    “I know.” Jean-Luc accepted the offered handshake and a kiss on each cheek. “But I will always consider you a friend.”


    “As will I.” Ra’id bowed slightly, then walked away.


    He also turned away from the body on the floor. It was over, and Ostermann wasn’t worth any more of their time or consideration. He guided Claire outside the hotel into the bright Mediterranean sunshine.


    She linked her fingers through his and shielded her eyes as she gazed up at him. “What did Ra’id say? It made you sad.”


    He stared out over the sea stretching before them. Remembered doing the same in Martinique after Danny had died. He’d collapsed in the blood-soaked sand, exhausted and weak from his own injuries. He’d stared out over water just as turquoise as this, under a sun just as bright, and had wondered where in the world Claire had gone when he told her to run.


    She squeezed his hand. “Jean-Luc? What did he say to you?”


    Sighing, he turned to her, wrapped her up in a hug and buried his face in her hair. “Nothing I didn’t already know, cher. It’s just the way the world is. C’est la vie. We get one bad guy, and another takes his place.”

  


  
    Chapter Fifty


    One Month Later


    Key West, FL


    When Jean-Luc first invited her to his teammate Seth’s wedding, Claire had been a little nervous about attending. She’d only met Seth a handful of times and had never met the bride, but nobody seemed to mind her presence.


    The wedding was gorgeous, the bride glowing bright as a sunbeam in a chiffon dress that sparkled ever so subtly whenever she moved. The pile of red curls on top of her head also shimmered as she and her new husband shared their first dance in the dying October sun.


    “They’re really good together,” Claire said as she studied them. You actually could see the love between the pair.


    “Oh, you have no idea,” Audrey Van Amee-Bristow said. “She saved him.”


    Claire smiled at the women around the table. Audrey, Gabe’s wife, wore the soft amber bridesmaid dress like it was made for her. It skimmed her slim body and showed off her growing baby bump. She was one of those women who could wear a garbage bag and look magnificent.


    Mara, Quinn’s fiancée, somehow managed to simultaneously cradle her six-week-old baby boy, Jackson, keep an eye on her rambunctious toddler, Bianca, and eat her cake without spilling a crumb on her dress.


    Lanie hadn’t been a bridesmaid like the other two, but even she wore a pretty blue dress that showed off her curves—which she’d only put on after much cajoling from the other two women and promises that the dress would knock Jesse’s socks off. Judging by the cowboy’s slack-jawed expression when he saw her, they were right. Lanie rocked the dress after that.


    The other bridesmaid at the table, Libby Wilde, was roundly pregnant. Her husband wasn’t with HORNET, but one of Seth’s old friends from the Marines. With a grunt, she heaved herself forward and reached for a pitcher to refill her water glass.


    Claire got up and did it for her.


    “Thanks,” she said with a grateful smile. “I keep telling myself only five more weeks. That’s it.” She took a sip of her water, then nodded toward the dance floor. “Audrey’s not overstating things. Seth was a wreck until he met Phoebe. When I first met him, he could barely leave his house without jumping at shadows. She absolutely saved him.”


    “You can see the love between them.” Claire followed Libby’s gaze to the dance floor. “Some couples are so cold…” She trailed off, thinking of her own parents. She’d always thought it’d be better to be alone than to live with that kind of indifference in a marriage. “But not Seth and Phoebe. That’s real love.”


    Audrey elbowed her in the side. “Not you and Jean-Luc either. There’s nothing cold about the Cajun.”


    She laughed and picked up her wineglass as she felt her face go warm. “That’s true. He does like spice.”


    “Oh, I’ll bet,” Mara said. She glanced around, then covered her baby’s ears and leaned in. “He talks dirty, doesn’t he? Like, fantasy-level kinky. In a dozen different languages.”


    Lanie burst out laughing. “Girl, you better not let Quinn hear you. He’ll string Jean-Luc up by the balls!”


    “What?” Mara asked, all innocence. “Travis’ll understand. We have a bet, don’t we, Audrey?”


    Lanie scoffed. “Yeah, ’cause Quinn’s such an understanding guy.”


    “It’s purely for science.” Audrey giggled into her water glass. “So, Claire, are you gonna spill the deets or leave us wondering?”


    “Oh my God,” Claire said and covered her now flaming face with her hands.


    Audrey slapped the table. “That answers that. Go, you.”


    Thankfully, the conversation shifted away from sex and toward the pitfalls of pregnancy. Having had no personal experience in that area, Claire sat back and listened to their stories, filled with a warm sense of belonging.


    These women—the “Queen Bees,” as Audrey called their little group—had welcomed her with open arms like she’d always belonged. She’d become particularly fond of Audrey over the past few weeks. Vibrant, with an eccentric sense of style, she was the true Queen Bee. She had a take-no-shit attitude with all of the men on the team, including her stern-faced husband, who often looked at her with an expression somewhere between bafflement and adoration. The first time she met Claire, she had decided right then and there they would be best friends. In a lot of ways, Audrey was the female version of Jean-Luc.


    Apparently Claire needed colorful people in her life. She just hadn’t realized it until recently.


    She couldn’t begin to voice how much it meant to be accepted by the women of HORNET. She’d lost the only two close female friends she’d ever had over the past three months. First Tiffany, then Sunday. She’d always miss them. Knowing they were no longer in this world left a hole in her she thought might never fully heal. But at least now she had Audrey, Mara, Lanie, Libby, and she imagined Phoebe too once they were properly introduced. These women had formed a family around their men and, oh, she longed to be a part of it.


    Speaking of the men, she searched the beachside reception hall for them. They’d all gone off together once the reception started, and she’d gotten the sense that they were talking business. Jean-Luc had been anxious about it. She’d never seen him that way before.


    Audrey squeezed her arm. “It’ll be okay,” she said. “They’re not firing him.”


    She started and looked at her new friend in shock. “Was that a possibility?”


    Audrey shrugged. “They ordered him to not go looking for you. He disobeyed.”


    She breathed out in a huff of disbelief. “He did?”


    “Yeah, he was determined to find you and he didn’t care the cost. But, like I said, you don’t have to worry. I told Gabe if they fire the Cajun, he’d be sleeping on the couch until our baby is ten. It’s nothing he wouldn’t have done if I had been the one in danger.”


    Mara nodded. “And Travis did the same when it was me. But I know for a fact they’re not firing him. I…happened to overhear Gabe and Travis talking the other night. They have to reprimand him, so they’re going to make him teach language classes to the trainees.”


    “God,” Lanie said and took a drink. “They want him corrupting young minds?”


    The men emerged from the hotel and tension eased out of Claire’s shoulders when she spotted Jean-Luc. He didn’t look anxious anymore. He was his usual happy self.


    “Looks like he accepted his punishment,” Audrey said.


    Smiling, Claire watched him shake hands with Gabe, then Quinn, and finally, Tuc. “I don’t think he’ll see it as punishment. Teaching seems like it might be a good fit.”


    Jean-Luc all but bounced over to the DJ, exchanged a few words with him, and then grabbed the mike when the current song ended.


    “Oh, boy,” Audrey said.


    Lanie groaned. “Claire, please muzzle him before he starts singing.”


    He tapped the microphone and it screeched with feedback. “Sorry! Sorry!” He grabbed a flute of champagne from a passing waiter and held it up. “First, a toast to love and laughter, and happily ever after. Here’s to the husband. Here’s to the wife. May they be lovers for life. Santé!”


    Everyone laughed and drank.


    He held up his flute again. “And to Seth, and the rest of my boys. Here’s to hell—may our stay there be as much fun as our way there!”


    “Cheers to that, Cajun!” Seth called from the dance floor.


    Jean-Luc threw back his drink and held out his arms. “Now is this supposed to be a party, or what? Where’s the music? Laissez les bons temps rouler!”


    Claire didn’t think it was a coincidence that the DJ started with “The Piña Colada Song”, and laughed as Jean-Luc pulled her out of her seat toward the dance floor.


    “Allons danser!”


    “I don’t dance,” she protested.


    “No worries. I’ll teach you.” He held her tenderly in his arms and they swayed together. “They want me to teach the trainees Arabic.”


    “I heard.” She tilted her head back to look at him. “How do you feel about it?”


    “I get to keep my job, so it beats the alternative.”


    “And…what about Marcus?”


    He winced. “They haven’t spoken to him yet. They’re afraid one wrong word will send him spiraling.”


    “It’s sad he wouldn’t come to the wedding. I know that hurt Seth.”


    “I’m gonna kick his ass for it when I see him again, but at least he’s safely in San Diego, away from HQ and our…guest.”


    She wasn’t sure how she felt about the woman who had chased her across Nigeria. On the one hand, Mercedes Raya had realized and tried to right her mistakes. A little too late, but she had tried. On the other, she had tried to drown Claire back at the field hospital and probably knew who had killed Danny. “What are you going to do with her?”


    He shook his head. “I don’t know. But this weekend, she’s Tuc and his team’s problem. Enough about that. This is a happy occasion. Let’s be happy for tonight.”


    “I am happy.”


    “Me too.” He pulled her in close again and sang softly in her ear—right on-key.


    She drew back in surprise and smacked his chest. “You can so sing!”


    “Of course.” He nuzzled her ear, gave the lobe a little nip. “It’s our song, cher. I can’t knowingly butcher our song.”


    “You sing off-key just to torture everyone, don’t you?”


    “Yeah, it’s fun.” He spun her out, brought her back and tucked her close. “So I’ve been thinking…”


    He trailed off. She waited, but he didn’t continue. He seemed to be struggling to find the words for what was on his mind, and she caught a fleeting glimpse of…was that panic in his eyes? Why the nerves again? He’d already spoken to HORNET’s leadership and knew he wasn’t losing his job.


    “Hey.” She laid a hand on his cheek. “What’s wrong?”


    Another song started, a sexy Spanish number. Probably another request by Jean-Luc if she knew her man.


    He didn’t answer her question. Only pulled her in flush against his body and nibbled his way from her ear to her chin. “Do you have any idea what this song makes me want to do to you?”


    Given the growing ridge pressing into her belly, she had a pretty good idea. She subtly reached between their bodies and traced a nail along his length though his trousers. Before him, she never would have done such a thing in a room full of people, but he’d brought out a boldness in her.


    His eyes flared hot and he took her mouth in a sizzling kiss that no doubt had the groom’s pearl-clutching aunts gasping with outrage. Part of her wanted to do something really naughty here on the dance floor just to scandalize the two women who’d had nothing nice to say about their nephew’s friends. They already thought the guys of HORNET were heathens and the women were floozies. Why not have fun with it?


    The thought made her laugh.


    Jean-Luc drew back, ending the kiss with a nibble to her upper lip. “What’s so funny?”


    “You’ve corrupted me. I’m thinking about doing dirty things to you in public just to spite two women I’ve never met before today.”


    “Seth’s aunts? Yeah, they bring that out in people.” He gripped her butt and gave it a squeeze. “But I always want to do dirty things to you in public.”


    He was trying to distract her. She knew it, and yet she was going to let him get away with it—for now. She was learning her man liked making love in places where they might get caught. She was learning she liked it too, and the thought of a quickie right now had all of her female parts tingling in anticipation.


    She stood on her toes to whisper in his ear. “Let’s find a quiet spot.”


    His nostrils flared with his sharp exhale, and he got the same single-minded look on his face as when he was trying to beat his make-Claire-orgasm record in bed. He all but carried her off the dance floor.


    She risked a glance back at the table where her new friends still sat. They were all grinning in her direction and Audrey gave her an enthusiastic thumbs-up. Her cheeks filled with heat. No doubt about it, the women knew exactly what she and Jean-Luc were up to.


    He pulled her away from the crowd, toward a poolside tiki bar shaded by palm trees that was currently closed because of the wedding. Much like the one they’d first met at.


    “This is fitting,” she laughed as he whirled her around and boosted her up onto the bar. It was the perfect height and she parted her legs, letting him in closer. He took her mouth in a hungry, possessive kiss that left her giddy with need. She’d been waiting all day for this. “Touch me, Jean-Luc.”


    He slid his hands up under the skirt of her dress and hissed out a breath when he found her bare underneath. “Naughty girl. You did this just to make me crazy.”


    “It worked.” He’d pulled his hair back into a neat tail for the wedding, and she gave it a tug, dragging his mouth to hers. “Hurry up. Let me feel you before we get caught.”


    He one-handedly unzipped his trousers and freed himself. She scooted her butt to the edge of the bar. He scooped an arm under one of her legs and pulled her forward as he entered her in one long thrust.


    He groaned. “I’m not going to last, cher.”


    She nipped at his lower lip and felt his erection twitch inside her. “You don’t have to.”


    He took her fast, teasing her mouth with his tongue, nibbling at her lips, and swallowing her moans as she raced toward climax.


    A scrape of a footstep, followed by a happy bark, had them both freezing. Tank came bounding over and wiggled enthusiastically around Jean-Luc’s legs.


    “Oh, Jesus,” Ian’s voice said.


    Claire looked over Jean-Luc’s shoulder at Ian and bit her lip to smother a smile. Here he was, probably the most intimidating guy on the team, and he’d actually put a hand over his eyes and turned away like the pearl-clutching aunts.


    “Uh,” Jean-Luc said. “Can you call off your dog? We’re a little busy here.”


    “Shit. Yeah.” Ian whistled for Tank and the two all but ran in the opposite direction.


    Claire buried her face in Jean-Luc’s shoulder and laughed until tears streamed from her eyes. He set his cheek on top of her head and joined in. His laughter shook his whole body and reminded her they were still locked together. The interruption hadn’t bothered him at all. If anything, he was harder now.


    Good. Because she was still so hot, she was about to combust.


    She rocked her hips forward, urging him to move. He growled deep in his throat and picked up the rhythm again. It took a bit longer to climb back to the precipice she’d been on before the interruption, but once she was there, Jean-Luc followed her over the edge.


    Still breathing in ragged drags of air, she enjoyed the soft kisses Jean-Luc feathered across her collarbone and shoulder as he pulled out of her. She weaved her fingers into his hair, releasing several strands from his ponytail.


    The quickie wasn’t enough. She wanted more of him. All of him.


    “Let’s go up to our room,” she suggested, “and take our time.”


    He met her gaze and there again—the nerves. He tried to hide them by stepping back and tucking himself into his pants, but she knew him too well. She could read him like a lab report. He was genuinely anxious about something, and that just wasn’t like him.


    She jumped down from the bar, caught his face in her hands, and made him look at her. “Jean-Luc, tell me what’s wrong.”


    “Nothing.” He didn’t sound convincing at all and she scowled at him.


    He laughed softly and turned to brush her palm with his lips. “F’true. Nothing’s wrong. Everything’s perfect. I’d just…” He looked up at the gleaming windows of the hotel. “I’m sick of hotels. How would you feel about flying back to New Orleans tonight?”

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-One


    New Orleans, LA


    It was well after midnight when the cab dropped them off on Canal, right at the start of Bourbon Street. A street performer danced by on stilts to the jazzy riff he played on a trombone.


    Ah. Home. There was no place like it in the world.


    Jean-Luc grinned as Claire marveled at the flash and color of the city he loved almost as much as he loved her.


    She laughed. “You live here? Right in the middle of it all. Why am I surprised? Of course you do.”


    After paying the cab driver, he took her hand and led her down Bourbon. His hand was sweating, and he hoped she didn’t notice. Merde. He hadn’t expected to be nervous about this, but his heart had grown wings and now beat frantically at the inside of his ribs. “I have a place a few blocks over. It’s where I keep my car when I’m out of town.”


    “Is that where we’re going?”


    “No. I mean, yeah, to pick up the car, but…no. I have another place across Lake Pontchartrain. It’s my real home. My sanctuary. I’ve never taken any woman there, but it’s a place that maybe…if you like…you’d be willing to call it home, too?”


    She caught her breath and pulled him to a stop. “Are you…? Jean-Luc, are you asking me to move in with you?”


    He released his grip on hers to wipe his palms on his shorts. “I was gonna let you see the house first. It’s four bedrooms, three baths. Nice open kitchen. It’s kinda empty right now ’cause I’m hardly ever there, but it’s a good place to start a home. Maybe do the family thing someday. The whole living room wall is glass and looks out on the lake.”


    Her eyes sparkled, and she blinked hard. “It’s sounds beautiful, but you didn’t answer my question. Do you want me to move in with you?”


    Everything stopped for him. The noise of the city faded away, the people disappeared. All he saw was Claire. And he was so hopelessly in love with the woman, the thrill of it left him tongue-tied. He took her hands in his again and raised them to his lips. “Ma belle, I want to spend every day of the rest of my life with you.”


    “Okay,” she whispered. “Yes.”


    He froze because that sounded like a heavy “yes,” full of meaning. Not that he was a language expert or anything. “Is that a yes to moving in or a yes to—”


    “Everything,” she said simply. “I want everything you just described. The window. The family. Spending the rest of my life with you. Yes.”


    With a happy whoop, he grabbed Claire and kissed her, nearly bending her over backward in his excitement. People around them erupted in cheers, and only then did he remember they stood on Bourbon Street, surrounded by drunks.


    She laughed and swatted him until he released her. “Oh my God. I can’t believe there are still so many people out this late.”


    “It’s New Orleans, cher. As long as there’s booze and music, there’ll be a party.” He led her into the teeming crowd of people on the city’s most famous street. “It’s beautiful and seedy and chaotic and…” He felt her studying him as he spoke and, as he so often did around her, he ran out of words. “And I don’t know how else to explain it, but—”


    “You love it,” she finished.


    “I do.” He closed his eyes and breathed in air thick with humidity, frying foods, alcohol, human, and horse, with undertones of night-blooming flowers. It wasn’t always a pleasant scent, but it smelled like home to him. “There’s something about it. A little…something extra. Magic. It sizzles in the air here. Can you feel it?”


    When he looked at her, he saw her clutch the gris-gris still hanging from a cord around her neck. She’d put it back on as soon as they’d changed out of their wedding clothes. Ever since he’d given it to her, she was rarely without it. He grinned at her and she let the necklace drop back into place.


    “I do feel it,” she said matter-of-factly. “The magic.”


    He leaned over to kiss her, because that admission had to have cost his pragmatic scientist some dignity. Taking her hand again, he led her away from the chaos of Bourbon Street. “Allons. I want to get my car so I can show you our house.”


    “Are you happy to be back?” she asked as they strolled down the quieter side street toward the condo he split with his siblings.


    Jean-Luc took a moment to think about his answer. Was he happy? Yes, but that was because Claire was with him. He could be back in Nigeria or Dracula’s castle in Austria and still be happy as long as she was by his side. “Being back is…interesting.”


    “Interesting?” Claire gave their joined hands a little swing. “How so?”


    He looked around at the narrow street with its old-fashioned lamps and galleries decked in ivy. Music and laughter soared from a half a block away. “I do love this city. I love everything about it. The food. The music. The people. But every other time I’ve been here… Mais, I don’t know if I can explain it. I always had this manic need to experience the place. Like there was a hole inside me and the only way I could fill it was to drink and fuck and…”


    He trailed off as a woman stepped out of the shadows in front of them. He recognized her instantly. The voodoo queen who had put the cunja on him during Mardi Gras. Her hair was longer now, twisted into tight dreadlocks that sprouted from a high ponytail. She was still just as gorgeous as he remembered, almost ethereal in her beauty.


    She smiled, her teeth very white against her dark skin. “Heard you were back in town.”


    Merde. He’d been back for all of a half hour. How had she known? No, scratch that. A powerful queen like her had her ways, and he wanted no part of them.


    His first instinct was to protect Claire. He stepped in front of her, shielding her with his body. “What do you want?”


    The woman’s smile only widened. “Came to see about my curse.” She eyed Claire. “I see you’ve broken it. I knew you would. Eventually. You just needed a little push, and the right woman. Good luck to you both. It’s a blessed match.” As she walked by, she paused and met his gaze. Her dark eyes danced, and he felt like a snake caught in the spell of a snake charmer. “Edmee says she’s proud of you.”


    He felt Claire’s fingers tighten on his, but he was too stunned to move. “Isn’t Edmee your grandmother’s name?”


    “Hey!” He spun around, but the woman was already gone. To the empty street, he whispered, “Thanks.”

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Two


    HORNET Headquarters


    Wyoming


    How stupid could she have been to trust HORNET?


    Mercedes paced her cell—okay, not really a cell. It was comfortable enough, and she’d been held in worse places. It was more like a dorm room with its own private bathroom, but they’d welded bars over her window and bolted everything to the floor. There was nothing to use as a weapon. She’d checked. Multiple times.


    When she’d approached HORNET in Port Harcourt, she’d thought… Well, shit, she didn’t know what she’d been thinking.


    Footsteps echoed in the hallway outside and she squared off with the door, waiting. They were punctual, that was for sure. Every night, six o’clock on the dot, they brought dinner for her.


    Except nobody came in.


    She waited, listening, her heart picking up speed with each passing moment. This wasn’t normal. Could this be an ally? Someone who could help her escape? Or maybe… Seb? She squashed that hopeful thought and the fluttering that came with it. Even if he knew HORNET had her, he wouldn’t come. Too much risk.


    She heard a muffled curse and the door swung open. She backed away, because, no, this was the last person who would ever help her. She was alone and in terrible danger and for once in her life, she didn’t know how to get away.


    Marcus Deangelo stood in the doorway, a gun pointed at her. In the hallway behind him, her temporary guard, the chatty Sean Carreras, lay slumped against the wall. Her heart tripped over a beat because at first, she thought he was dead and she was next. But then Carreras let out a snore. Not dead. Asleep. Marcus must have drugged him.


    Which still didn’t bode well for her. If he’d been willing to go so far as to drug a friend, what would he do to his enemy?


    She returned her attention to Marcus and tried for bravery, but her voice wobbled. “You’re not supposed to be here.”


    “Everyone’s gone, celebrating a wedding in Key West, and your guard is sleeping on the job.” He stepped in and closed the door behind him. She flinched at the finality of the lock clunking into place. “I’m the only one here, and we’re overdue for a chat.”


    Suddenly cold to the bone, she folded her arms over her chest. “You can’t keep me locked up like this. It’s against the law.”


    He laughed bitterly. “Who you gonna call, the FBI? You killed one of their agents. They’re not gonna care.” He motioned to a chair with the gun. “Now sit your ass down and tell me everything I want to know about Danny’s murder.”
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