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“In the world

you will have trouble,

But take courage,

I have conquered the world.”

 

—Gospel of John

Chapter 16: Verse 33

.

 


PROLOGUE

 

 

Virginia

Two Weeks Ago

 

 

Mark Wilson huffed and puffed. This sucks, he groaned to himself. His lungs were on fire. Hard to believe anyone actually enjoys this. His thighs burned. Getting up at the butt crack of dawn. His calves burned. Running six miles in the cold and snow. The soles of his two-hundred-dollar Hoka running shoes bounced off the pavement with each elongated stride from his six-two frame’s long, lean, muscular legs. A black-and-gray track suit concealed those legs, including his ‘ripped’ upper body physique.

And what about this runner’s high I keep hearing about? Wilson had been running for more than a decade. And he had yet to feel anything from his runs except sore muscles and sweat-soaked t-shirts plastered to his clammy skin. A sugar high on the other hand. His endorphins kicked in at the thought of a jelly donut topped with white frosting and sprinkles. Now, that’s a real thing. The problem was that washboard abs and sculpted biceps never came from curling baked goods or twelve-ounce beer cans. No. Running, lifting weights, and yoga were what kept him in peak physical condition.

The forty-five-year-old United States senator from Virginia made a hard left at the next sidewalk and picked up his pace. Normally, a foolish move after a snowstorm. But old man Geisler had already cleared his driveway and sidewalk. Good old Geisler. Always the first one up on the block.

Wilson sprinted by his neighbor’s place then jogged up his own driveway. He stopped at the front porch to stretch his calves under the glow of the security light that had caught his arrival a few seconds before.

The rising sun cast a gentle orange glow over the opulent homes in the neighborhood. A fresh coating of fluffy snow from a fast-moving overnight storm blanketed the lavishness around him.

He righted himself from an extended toe-touch. A tick later, he winced and put a hand to his forehead, a stabbing pain ramming at his skull from the other side. He grabbed a porch handrail to steady himself.

Two weeks ago, he had come down with something after getting his flu shot. At the time, he had joked, “It worked. I got the flu.” But the chills, the aches-and-pains, and that dreaded ‘I’m gonna die’ feeling had soon stolen his sense of humor.

Now he was back to a hundred percent, except for the throbbing headaches. They had hung around. And they pounded him night and day. All the aspirin and ibuprofen in the world did little to stem the agony.

His pain subsiding a bit, he finished his stretching routine and slipped into the house. He closed the door behind him then stomped on a rug to clear snow from his shoes.

“You’re up early.”

Wilson peeled off his track suit to reveal black shorts and a white, damp t-shirt. “Have to head in early today.”

Eight inches shorter than her husband, thirty-eight-year-old Sharon Wilson—tousled dark hair, brown eyes—slumped over another inch at his words. Her eyes dropped to the hardwood flooring. “Robbie has a basketball game tonight.”

Wilson grabbed the towel he had left on an antique wooden bench and dried himself.

“I...I was hoping you could take some time off.” She wrapped her thin robe tighter around her stick-like figure and hugged herself. “I thought maybe we could spend the day together before going to the game.”

“Yeah,” he bent in half to wipe his glistening legs, “I’m not going to the game.”

Sharon leaned away. “What? But this one’s important. It’s supposed to be against the best team in the league.” A beat. “And, Mark, you’ve hardly made any of his games this year.”

He rose to his full height and draped the towel over his right shoulder. “Can’t help it. Legislation doesn’t write itself.” He bypassed her and headed for the carpeted oak staircase.

She spun around to face his backside. “Mark.”

He took the steps.

“Mark, you’re never home anymore. You’re always working.” She shot a look toward a second-level bedroom door. “And Robbie’s at an awkward age. He needs his father in his life right now.”

Wilson’s ears burned at his wife’s words. He pivoted to level a finger at her. “Don’t pull that with me, Sharon. I love my son. I’d do anything for—” he grimaced and drove the heel of his hand into his forehead.

Sharon scooped a bottle of pills from off a hall table and hurried toward her husband. “You’re still getting them? Maybe it’s,” she popped the top on the container and shook two red ovals into her palm, “maybe it’s time to see the doctor.”

He accepted the medicine and swallowed them dry. “I’ll be fine.”

“But you work so much, Mark. And when you’re not working, you’re running or lifting weights. You need to slow down.”

“I’ll slow down when the party has a comfortable majority.”

She took his hand and looked him in the eye. “I don’t enjoy seeing you like this.”

Wilson eyed his spouse of twenty years. She was still attractive to him. She was still the same person he had married. Sweet. Kind. Gentle. Yes. In two decades, she had not changed. And maybe that was the problem. He mustered a fake smile, “I’ll be fine,” and turned away, coming back to her an instant later. “By the way, I’ll be staying in D.C. overnight.”

Her eyes grew wide.

“I have a lot of work to do to get ready for this upcoming vote. I’m sorry. Tell Robbie I’ll make it up to him.” Wilson ascended the steps and ducked into the bathroom.

...

Twelve hours later...

The posh hotel had everything a senator on the rise, or anyone, could want—plush carpeting, overstuffed easy chairs and sofa, expensive glassware, soft towels, and comfortable robes. Even the bedsheets would have made the ‘silk gods’ envious.

In the living area, Mark Wilson sat in one of the overstuffed easy chairs, his legs crossed at the knee, a stack of papers on his lap. From behind him, the water stopped running from the bathroom shower. He took off his reading glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. A moment later, he transitioned to rubbing the pain away from his forehead. Under his breath, he said, “When the,” he swore, “are you going to go away?”

“I hope you’re not talking about me?”

He half turned his head to catch the slim figure of his twenty-five-year-old staffer out of the corner of his right eye. Her long blonde hair was wet and hanging down in front of her white, knee-length robe. His eyes took him to well-toned legs. “No. No. Of course not, Andrea. I wouldn’t dream of telling you to go away, my dear. You’re everything my—” an image of his wife came to him. Isn’t. “No. I would never let you,” he paused to rub his forehead, “go.”

Andrea came up from behind him to massage his shoulders. “Want me to get you some aspirin?”

“No. I just took two a few minutes ago.”

She dialed up a mischievous grin and leaned forward to whisper in his right ear. “Then, how about a nice,” she pecked his earlobe, “hot,” then kissed his neck, “shower?”

His spine tingled from her touch. He reached back and fondled her hair. “Something tells me I’m not taking this shower alone, am I?”

She shook her head, “Uh-uh,” then spread apart his white robe to send her palms down his chest before reversing course and scraping her long nails over his skin.

His heart rate skyrocketed, and blood gushed to the lower regions of his body. “You certainly are a naughty woman, you know that?”

“Uh-huh.” She took his whole ear into her mouth, her tongue probing him.

Wilson stiffened.

She let go of him to the tune of a muted pop. “Now,” she stripped off his covering and took him by the hand, “how about that shower?”

...

Minutes later...

Hot water cascaded down onto two intermingled bodies. Hands and arms slid over slippery skin. Wilson pushed Andrea back against the stall. Water pelted the back of his legs. He dropped to his knees while kissing her body the whole way down.

“Oh, Mark,” the staffer moaned.

His lips reached her lower abdomen as a rush of warmth flooded his head. He pulled away and pressed fingertips to his forehead while sending his free hand out to grab the side of the shower.

Andrea put her hands on either side of his head and gently pulled him to her...

Wilson teetered, his left shoulder hitting the slick wall. He let out a yell then collapsed.

 


Chapter 1

Lexi

 

 

31 January—10:03 A.M.

McLean, Virginia

CIA Headquarters

 

 

Jaxon Reigns nodded at the young woman holding the door open for him. “Thank you.” He bypassed her and strode across the classy office of burgundy leather seating, mahogany furniture, and dainty, strategically placed niceties that showed a woman occupied this space.

“And before you even ask,” said CIA Deputy Director Alexandra Hardy, standing on a large rug, the CIA’s seal emblazoned in the center, “yes, the shields are up. They’re always up.”

The six-foot, one-seventy-five Jaxon smiled at the windows around him and the government employees hard at work on the opposite side. He knew about the specially designed glass walls. At the flick of a switch, all four walls and the door turned into one-way glass. She could see out, but nobody could see in. No. This one-time CIA field officer’s vigilance, though some would call it paranoia, had stayed with her as she had climbed the agency’s ranks.

She beckoned him with both hands. “So, you can bring it in.”

The two embraced.

He finished off the greeting with a peck to her left cheek. “It’s good to see you, Lexi.”

“You, too, Jax. Come,” she motioned to her left, “let’s have a seat.”

They claimed their usual spots on a burgundy leather couch, she on his right. Both flanked by two imitation Ficus trees rising to the ceiling, the two crossed their legs at the knee and struck relaxed, yet professional, poses.

Hardy admired her guest’s dark-brown suit, white shirt, burgundy tie with mini dots, and oxblood shoes. “You know,” she met his gaze, “you don’t have to get so dressed up for these meetings.”

“Are you kidding me?” He spied her red skirt suit, red three-inch pumps, and white blouse before settling on the thin streaks of black in her dark red hair flowing down over her shoulders and stopping two inches below the notches in her jacket’s lapels. “With you dressed to the nines when I come here, I’d feel like a bum in anything less.”

She smiled at the man she had dated for six months, seven years ago, right before life decided to interrupt their plans.

“That’s why I enjoy our phone calls.” He smirked. “I don’t have to put on pants to talk to you.”

“Hey. Feel free to come here in your boxers.” A devilish grin came over her. “Or,” her eyes went lower, “have you finally switched to briefs?”

The thirty-two-year-old former CIA Special Operations Group paramilitary officer wagged a finger at the woman seven years his elder. “I guess you’ll never know.” He dragged out his next word, “Because,” then gestured toward himself. “You had your chance at all this, but some—”

She threw her head back and laughed.

“Someone had to go play station chief halfway around the world.”

Hardy glimpsed his short brown hair, manicured eyebrows, prominent and wide chin, broad shoulders, and hazel eyes before recalling the career move that had effectively ended their relationship. My loss.

“So, did you have a good Christmas and New Year’s?”

She shrugged. “Meh. I got caught up on a lot of work, so I guess so. Yeah.”

Jaxon’s heart sank at the thought of his friend all alone at the holidays. “I feel bad. Twice I thought about calling you up to see if you wanted to get a drink or have lunch. I’m sorry I didn’t follow through, Lexi.”

Hardy waved him off. “Don’t worry about it. I did find time to crack open a bottle of wine and watch a couple of sappy movies.”

He pursed his lips. Now I really feel like a jerk.

“Besides,” she leaned in to nudge him with her elbow, “I think someone has a new flame in his life, taking up all his free time.”

He turned away, a smile growing on his face, as an image of his girlfriend popped into his brain.

Hardy spotted the dimples on his cheeks, the ones that emerged whenever he smiled. “I’m happy for you, Jax. You’re in the best time of a relationship. Enjoy it while it lasts.”

He faced her. “Thanks. But I still want to take you out for that drink.”

“And you can,” a beat, “as soon as you finish the assignment I have for you.”

He arched his brows. “You speak as if I’ve already accepted.”

“We both know you can’t say ‘no’ to me, so let’s just fast-forward to where I tell you what I need, and you agree to get it for me.”

His brows went higher.

She sold her plea with a quick wink and a smile.

Jaxon snickered and shook his head. “I keep saying, Lexi. One of these days, that’s not going to work on me.”

“I know you do, sweetie.” She patted his forearm and stood, “Keep telling yourself that,” then snatched a file from off her desk and returned to take her place beside him. “What do you know about Mark Wilson?”

Jaxon frowned. “The senator from Virginia? The guy who just died a couple weeks ago?”

She nodded.

He held a shrug. “Only what I’ve heard on TV. I mean, he seemed like a good guy. Tough. Straight shooter. Told it like it was. I liked him. I even voted for him. Why?” A pulse. “What did he die from, anyway?”

Hardy opened the file and perused the contents. “A brain aneurysm.”

Jaxon made a face. “Dang. He was so young, too.”

“Forty-five and in optimum health. Jogged and worked out all the time. Then, he just drops dead in the shower in a hotel room,” she paused, “with a female staffer with him.”

Jaxon scowled at the CIA woman. “What? I don’t remember hearing anything about a staffer being with him.”

“His people are doing their best to keep that juicy morsel out of the official story. But according to the perky, young blonde who was with him, the two had been having an affair for months.”

“He was having an affair?”

Hardy nodded. “Surprising, I know. An up-and-coming senator cheating on his wife. You certainly don’t hear that news very often, do you?”

Jaxon picked up on the sarcasm and tossed some back her way. “You really know how to shatter a constituent’s impression.”

“Sorry. I deal in Intelligence, not feelings. You’ll have to see your shrink for help on that.”

“So, what’s this got to do with me? Do you suspect foul play in his death?”

“I don’t know.” She handed him the file. “That’s why I need you to fly to Africa.”

“Why Africa?” Jaxon took the folder and skimmed what was inside, a frown on his face the whole time. “This can’t be right. Thirty-seven people in a village this small?”

“You know me, Jax. I get my facts right before I do anything.”

“I’m not doubting you. It’s just...”

“Each year, in the U.S.,” continued Hardy, “about one in fifty people have an unruptured brain aneurysm. About thirty thousand suffer a rupture. Of those, fifty percent prove fatal. That’s in a country with a population of over three hundred million.” She pointed at the file. “Those thirty-seven deaths happened in a village of only five hundred people. I don’t care how you do the math. Something over there’s not adding up.”

“I get it, but,” Jaxon thought of Mark Wilson, “how does this come back to the senator? And why me? You have,” he motioned toward the CIA employees outside the office, “a ton of people on staff who can look into this.”

“I can’t justify an official investigation. But my instincts are telling me I need to do something. And besides, I trust you more than,” she lifted a finger toward the windows, “anyone out there.”

“Okay.” He nodded. “I’m touched. Thank you. But, once again, connect the dots for me, Lexi. How does this relate back to the senator?”

Hardy shook her head. “I’m not sure it does. On the surface, his death was an anomaly. But I did some more digging and found out that, in the U.S., over the last three months, there’s actually been a rise in deaths from brain aneurysms. The cases are scattered all over the country. And no one has come up with a reason for the increase. In fact, health officials are just now noticing the uptick.”

Jaxon nodded at the written information then closed the folder.

“If it weren’t for the unusual circumstances surrounding the senator’s untimely demise, I doubt I would’ve caught the uptick, either.” She took a breath and exhaled. “So, what do you say? All I’m asking you to do is meet up with a virologist who’s been working in that village over there, trying to find out what happened to those people. I’ll take whatever you can get me.” Hardy waited. “Maybe it’ll be enough to launch an official inquiry.”

Jaxon stood.

She joined him.

“What kind of backing can I expect?”

She pressed her lips together.

He nodded.

“Sorry. I wish I could do more, but you’re a private contractor. And, technically,” a beat, “not in good graces with the Agency.”

He half laughed. “Technically?” Jaxon had received an eight-figure settlement from the CIA following a helicopter crash, a crash in which he had suffered severe burns to his arms and neck. He was one of two people to survive the accident, which had been linked back to faulty equipment that the CIA had known to be defective. He filed a lawsuit, but the CIA offered him a deal in exchange for his silence. Knowing a legal victory against an organization that kept secrets for a living would be a longshot, he took the money and signed a non-disclosure agreement.

“I’m sticking my neck out, Jax, just by coming to you like this.”

He plopped a hand onto his hip and rubbed the back of his neck.

She laid a hand on his lower back. “How about if I sweeten the deal by offering to buy when you take me out for that drink?”

Facing Hardy, noticing the woman’s trademark half grin with one eyebrow hiked a little higher—a move from their dating days, a signature move she had employed whenever she had wanted him to do something for her—Jaxon knew right then and there...he would be heading to Africa.

 


Chapter 2

Village

 

 

Two Days Later

Central Africa

Democratic Republic of the Congo

 

 

The gray, older-model Toyota 4Runner’s right-front tire slammed into a pothole. Jaxon’s head went down then shot backward to hit the passenger-side headrest. He reached behind him and rubbed the sore spot. The two-hour trek to this remote part of the DRC had seemed more like ‘ten rounds’ with a guy who didn’t know rabbit punches were illegal. “Silly me.” Jaxon tweaked his neck then glanced at his driver. “For a second there, I thought you were going to miss that one.”

The man on Jaxon’s left gripped the steering wheel tighter. “You’ve never been off-roading in the back country, have you?” He goosed the accelerator a bit. “You’re not sup—”

The four-wheel-drive rental hit a mound in the single-lane path.

Jaxon’s right shoulder smacked against his door.

Having braced himself, the wide-bodied man filling the driver’s seat only swayed. “You’re not supposed to miss any.”

The Toyota raced up an incline.

Jaxon scowled at his teammate. Francis Sweet—or ‘Boomer’ to anyone who wanted to live more than three seconds after addressing the man—was the same age and height as Jaxon. But the similarities ended there. Where Jaxon carried his muscle mass more up and down, Boomer had to pivot his shoulders to pass through most residential doorways.

The big man had a thick neck; black, buzz cut hair with a natural-stubble beard and mustache; dark-colored eyes; eyebrows set in a permanent scowl. And his voice came across like a bass drum mixed with an angry dog’s growl.

Boomer had been a helicopter pilot, transporting paramilitary officers from the CIA’s Special Operations Group. And he and Jaxon had crossed paths on many missions. In fact, he had been flying the chopper that had gone down and killed six men, the same incident where Jaxon had received his burns dragging Boomer from the flaming wreck.

Now, instead of casual acquaintances, throwing verbal barbs back and forth between takeoffs and landings, the two men were close friends, teaming up to conduct private missions, some for citizens, some for those in power who couldn’t be involved, officially.

The Toyota crested the hill and picked up speed.

Jaxon turned his head in time to see the water at the bottom. He grabbed the handle up above, on his one o’clock, and stiff-armed the dashboard.

A muddy soup splashed the windshield. The wipers cleared away all but the glass’s perimeter.

“All right, Boom. I know you’re in your glory right now, but,” Jaxon faced his driver to see one of the man’s trademark snarl-smiles, “you’re killing me, man. Slow it down, will you?”

Boomer chuckled.

Jaxon spied a map on his satellite phone and noted the difference between a blinking blue dot and a stationary red triangle. “Besides, we’re coming up on the village. And we wouldn’t want to introduce ourselves to the residents by mowing down one of their kids.”

Boomer bobbed his head from side to side then eased off the gas pedal.

Minutes later, the path grew wider, and the first signs of civilization emerged from the forest. The dirt and grass roadway turned into hardened clay flanked by tiny mud huts with thatched roofing. The 4Runner veered left, and a row of similar shelters came into view on either side of the clay road. Behind the meager, ramshackle dwellings were ‘upscale’ buildings resembling 10x10 storage sheds. A few were a little larger. Beyond those were modest homes one might find in any small town in America.

Roaming ‘Main Street’, goats bleated, and chickens squawked, as the animals gave the right of way to the strange metal beast slowly cruising by.

Residents poked their heads out of windows to see the sight, too. Children ran out of homes before their mothers could corral them.

Glimpsing a dust cloud in the rearview mirror, Boomer came to a crossroad—if you could call a narrow footpath a crossroad. “How do we find this lady, anyway?”

Jaxon spotted a kid, around ten years old, flashing a toothy grin. He sent the youngster a quick smile. “We ask around.” A beat. “How’s your French?”

“Good enough to order a beer and give the bartender your room number.”

Jaxon huffed. “So, that’s why all those sappy romance movies and ice cream showed up on my hotel bill.”

“Up yours.”

Jaxon sniggered. “Pull over here.”

“Why?”

“Well, we eventually have to ask someone for help.”

Boomer stopped their ride.

“Keep it running.” Jaxon got out of the climate-controlled atmosphere and into the upper-seventies temps and eighty percent humidity. He fanned his white, long-sleeved, button-down shirt while taking in the scenery and calculating his next move.

French was the official language of the DRC; however, people in this part of the country usually spoke one of four major languages—Swahili, Lingala, Tshiluba, or Kituba. He knew none of those. But he did know French. And he just needed to find someone else who did, too.

He spied a bare-chested elderly man in ragged cut-off shorts, sitting under an overhang and smoking a cigarette ten feet from the SUV’s right-rear tire. Might as well start with him. He strolled toward the man, who looked older than Moses. Maybe in all his years he’s learned a second language or two.

The sixty-five-year-old man, an old timer in a country that had a life expectancy, at birth, of just sixty-one, looked every bit his age, plus a decade—baldhead, rotting teeth, and saggy skin. The bottoms of his propped-up feet seemed to be his most youthful quality.

Jaxon addressed the man in French. “Good day, sir. Do you speak French?”

The man lit another cigarette, flicked the match, and gave the newcomer’s attire, khaki pants, dress shirt, and black boots, boots that probably cost more than he had made in his entire life, a long look before eyeballing Jaxon. “American?” he said in French.

“Oui.”

“Thought so,” the old man said in broken English.

Jaxon raised his brows. “You speak English. That’s even better. I’m looking for a French woman, a doctor. She’s supposed to be here studying—”

Old-Timer jerked a hooked thumb over his head toward his humble abode. “In back half of white house.” He snaked a flat hand out to his right. “Follow main road out of town. Come to road on right. It take you there.”

Jaxon dipped his chin, withdrew a hundred-dollar bill from his pocket, and handed over the note with a smile. “Thank you.”

Old-Timer planted both feet on the ground and lunged forward to accept the cash worth a little over two hundred thousand Congolese Francs. “Thank you, sir. Thank you.”

Jaxon climbed back into the Toyota and pointed. “There’s a road outside of town that’ll take us where we want to go.”

Boomer eased the 4Runner ahead.

The villagers gathered in the road amid a mushroom of dust, gaping at the departing vehicle.

 


Chapter 3

Virologist

 

 

Province of Orientale

Southeast of Kisangani

 

 

Sitting at her workstation, her black plastic eyeglasses perched atop dark, frizzy, collarbone-length hair, kept in check by a stubby ponytail, Doctor Nicolette Dubois prepared her next sample before inserting it into a scanning electron microscope.

Seconds later, the small tabletop fans moving stale, humid air around her tiny ‘laboratory’ slowed, revved up to speed, then slowed again.

She eyed the malfunctioning fans then noticed the desk lamp was flickering, too. Uttering a mild curse word, she tossed her spectacles onto the desk then hurried out the back door, not bothering to shut anything off, since all the vital electrical components were connected to a portable power station that would kick in if the power went out.

Once outside, she was greeted by the sound of a gas generator’s engine rising and falling. She powered down the unit and retrieved a gas can from a nearby storage box.

While the new, specially designed micro tabletop SEM required only a fraction of the power that normal-sized tabletop microscopes needed, it still required some electricity. And out in the field, that ‘juice’ came from a gas generator.

The doctor let the unit cool for a few minutes before carefully filling the gas tank with fuel. She then flicked a couple switches and pressed the ‘start’ button.

The low rumble of ‘clean’ electricity returned to her makeshift lab and the sensitive electronic equipment inside.

She stored the gas can and headed for her lab, stopping at the back steps when her ears picked up the sound of an approaching vehicle. A moment later, a gray SUV cleared the treeline and came into view. Odd. Don’t get many of those way out here.

The Toyota 4Runner made a wide right turn and stopped behind Dubois’ white 4X4, its front grille facing the way it had come. Doors opened, and two men exited the vehicle. One man, the driver, was huge. The passenger came around the right-rear bumper and strode toward Dubois.

Dubois frowned at the approaching man’s shirt while envisioning her own clothing—white tank-top, mid-thigh blue jean shorts, brown hiking boots, and gray socks slouched just above the boots. It’s humid as hell out here, and he’s wearing long sleeves?

The man led with his right hand outstretched. “Doctor Dubois?”

...

“Nicolette Dubois?” Jaxon stopped, his hand hanging in the air.

The doctor cocked her head to one side. “Who’s asking?”

“Jaxon Reigns.”

Dubois slowly raised her right hand. “Your accent. Are you an American?” She shook his hand.

“We are.” A beat. “Are you Doctor Nicolette Dubois?”

She winced. “Yes, but I’d prefer you call me Nicki. Always hated Nicolette. It was cute when I was a kid, but as an adult,” she paused, “not so much.”

Jaxon nodded while noting her perfect English with a hint of French dialect. “I’ll remember that, Doctor.” He motioned behind him, toward Boomer. The man had drawn up on Jaxon’s five o’clock. “This is my associate, Boomer.”

She spied the man in question, saw a crooked smile on his face, then came back to the gentleman in front of her. “I’m sorry. How do you know who I am? And why are you here?”

“Excellent questions. Let’s get right to it. I’ve been sent to find out what you’ve discovered about the recent deaths in this village.”

Her eyebrows shot upward.

“It’s my understanding you’ve been here for a few weeks now, trying to figure out the cause of death.”

“Who sent you?”

Jaxon whipped off a single headshake. “Can’t say.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“Take your pick.” He glimpsed the thirty-six-year-old, five-two woman’s petite build—skinny arms and thin, slightly knock-kneed legs—before focusing on her brown eyes, his peripheral vision picking up faint freckles on her cheeks. “But I can tell you that my employer is very interested in your work here. Thinks what you’re doing might shed some light on what’s happening back in the United States.”

Dubois half closed an eye at him. “What’s happening there?”

Jaxon gave her a devilish grin. “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours?”

She recoiled an inch.

He chuckled. “Forgive me. I forgot you’re French. That was meant to be a joke. I—”

“I know it was. Trust me. I’m quite familiar with American humor. I received my degree in virology from Harvard.”

He nodded. “Yes. That you did.”

She folded her arms and shifted her weight to one foot. “How is it you know so much about me, Mister Reign?”

“Reigns...with an ‘S.’ And it’s my job to know as much as possible about my assignment.”

“What assignment?”

Jaxon half grinned and gestured toward the back door. “May we go inside and talk?” He wiped sweat from his forehead. “I’m hoping it’s cooler in there.”

Dubois gave each man a long look. She knew nothing about them, but her curiosity had gotten the best of her. She wanted to know what was happening in America. “I suppose, but,” she eyed his forearms before taking the steps, “you might want to roll up those sleeves. It’s not much better in here.”
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