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ANOTHER DAY, ANOTHER jungle. 

Angelica has left South America behind, hoping to also leave behind the bad memories of being kidnapped and her wild flight through the Amazon. What she hasn’t left is the CIA agent who saved her life. But long-distance relationships are complicated, made more so by Taylor’s unique ability to change into the white tiger. Distance seems a good thing as Angelica works out her feelings for both man and beast.

While Africa is halfway around the world from where she began, Angelica learns that as a doctor in a primitive clinic she is privy to a lot of secrets. Starting with the existence of a tribal group of refugees with the ability to transform into lions. But when the young girls of this tribe go missing, victims of a human trafficking ring dedicated to the enslavement of women with their unique abilities, it’s Taylor who Angelica turns to for help. 

Now the white tiger is firmly back in her life, and Angelica is caught in a race against time to save the lions—before she falls victim herself.
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“Doctor!”

Angelica spun at the sound, taking note of the gurney making its way toward her with exaggerated slowness. An old woman hobbled down the hallway beside it. Her first thought should have been of the patient. Instead she stood a moment, thankful that the nurses had finally figured out that speed was not of the essence, the way gurneys crashed through doors in American TV shows. 

Her next thought was less charitable. That old woman should be on the gurney, not beside it.

A quick glance showed that the girl lying so stiff and frightened under a thin white sheet wasn’t a critical case. Still, she hastened to catch up, arriving in the room just behind the medics. She brushed past the old woman, paying her little attention. She had no time for flustered family members until she’d satisfied herself that the patient was going to be okay.

“What do we have?”

She listened to the recitation of vitals while doing her own cursory examination of the frightened teenager. The patient couldn’t have been more than thirteen, at most fourteen. She was clenching her jaw and trying not to squirm as Angelica looked in her eyes and listened to her heart.

“Is she from the refugee camp?” Angelica fired the question into the air, her focus intent on the child. Something about the way the girl was holding herself felt familiar. She was in pain, obviously, but there was something else that niggled in the back of her mind. A memory from somewhere recent...

“We don’t know, her grandmother’s here, she’s not... how you say... forthcoming on the information. One of the medics took her in because she was in obvious pain.” The nurse spoke carefully, her English hard to follow, flavored by an accent that Angelica hadn’t quite gotten used to yet. 

“What’s wrong, honey?” Angelica asked the girl, hearing the echo of the nurse next to her translating. 

But the child just screwed her eyes up tighter and sobbed. 

Angelica fought to keep her face calm. Impassive. There was some deep bruising on the girl’s arms and legs and when Angelica lifted the girl’s shirt she saw the bruises on her ribs were of the same kind. “Get some pictures on her; both arms, both legs, all her ribs.” Angelica ordered, tasting bile, fighting an urge to throw up that she hadn’t had since medical school. She hated this... hated how women and girls were treated in this part of the world. The refugee camp should have been a safe place. 

Why had she even come here?

“Yes, doctor.” There had been a hesitation in the answer, something that caused Angelica to look up sharply to stare at her nurse, a young woman with dark skin and even darker eyes that avoided her gaze now.

“Problem?”

“No, Doctor, sorry, I just... she’s in such pain...”

“I know, but I need to know what we’re dealing with first. Get the x-rays, please.”

“Yes, Doctor.” 

The nurse spoke rapidly to the orderlies. They wheeled the girl out of the room, shrugging a little. One murmuring something in broken English about doctors who couldn’t make up their minds regarding where they wanted their patients. Something she was meant to hear.

Angelica fought the urge to snap at them to do their jobs, dammit, and instead snagged the old woman’s arm. “You’re her... grandmother?”

“No.” The old lady looked in the direction they had taken the girl, her expression carefully neutral. A little too neutral. 

“You can’t go in there. They’re taking her where they can do tests,” Angelica said shortly. “You have to wait here. Now, tell me who you are and who she is.” She wondered if she was going to have to wait for a translator, but she’d been discovering that many of the patients she’d seen in the last few weeks since she’d arrived at this clinic at least understood a fair amount of English, provided she talked slowly and didn’t use words that were too complicated.

“Don’t know,” the old woman said, shaking her head. “Never saw before. She... in camp. Like me. Saw her hurting, that’s all.”

“So you know nothing about her?”

“Just saw she hurting. Not know how help. She can’t make the pain stop. Needs doctor, western medicine to pull her through. She isn’t going to be able to fix it.”

“What do you mean she can’t fix it? Does she have any training, any medical background?” 

The old woman shook her head and then stopped, remembering herself. She turned the denial into an eloquent shrug. “I don’ know. I don’ know her, just met her, she in the refugee camp, too. Like me.”

“How long has she been like this?”

“In pain? I don’ know. She in camp, next bed to me, don’ know.”

“Doctor?” One of the orderlies chose that moment to return, mystified expression stamped upon his broad face. “You need to see this.”

Angelica looked from him to the old woman, not wanting to leave her, positive that she would disappear the moment her back was turned. “Keep her here,” she said, pointing, as if there were any doubt just who she meant. The old woman was the only one in the tiny exam room besides them. The large young man stepped into the room and took a place near the door. He stood, arms crossed, implacable. He would have made a fine warrior somewhere back in time when young men such as him arrayed themselves in battle gear. Maybe such things still happened. She hadn’t learned as much about Africa as she would have liked to, but when she’d arrived the clinic had been so disorganized and there was so much work to do. The other doctors had a bad tendency to disappear, so learning about her new home in the wilds of Cameroon had taken a back seat to... well... everything.

Shaking her head, Angelica stepped out to where the other orderly was standing with the gurney, perusing an iPad. The girl’s x-rays were cued up.

“That was fast.” Angelica said, taking the iPad, thankful that here at least the technology was reasonably up to date. Whoever the new admin was over at Doctor’s International, they were funding things better than they used to. Some days the technology was the only thing that kept her sane. Especially in the light of staff members who weren’t always very professional.

Case in point: this yahoo who had been the one to mutter those oh-so-flattering words only moments before. 

“She screamed when we moved her around,” the man said. A greenish tinge seemed to hang over him. Despite his obvious lack of respect for authority, he had a tender heart. She knew he’d disliked making the child hurt worse, but it was something that had to be done. You couldn't take an x-ray without having to pose the patient. And Angelica needed to know what was wrong before she could start treatment. She understood the man’s guilt, but they were too busy to stop over a necessary evil. The man looked miserable as he murmured, “We hurried,” and handed her the iPad.

Angelica flipped through the images. Each was worse than the last, and she grew angrier and angrier with the old woman who obviously knew a hell of a lot more than she was telling.

Angelica glanced at the child, who still lay silent and patient. There was no need for further pictures. She’d gotten what she needed. “Bring her back into the exam room,” Angelica barked, and pushed past the gurney into the room she’d only recently vacated.

“This child has broken bones!” She waved the tablet at the woman.

“She must have fallen from a tree,” the woman said, stubborn. Implacable. 

“Both arms, both legs, four ribs, and her pelvis? That must be some tree.”

“Very tall tree.” The old woman nodded, her eyes meeting Angelica’s almost slyly.

“If I find out you had anything to do with this...” 

To her surprise the old woman laughed. “Doctor...” She grinned a gap-toothed smile. “I cannot break the bones of a chicken to suck the marrow. I saw the girl, she was in pain. I asked the man for something to help. I don’ know her.”

The girl in question gasped and Angelica spun to see the orderlies trying to lift her onto the examination table.

“Wait.” She thought quickly. The bones were mostly clean breaks; the tissue damage was consistent with some sort of hitting that would have been severe enough to break the bones. For now, she could give the girl something for the pain. Angelica crossed to the cabinet and procured a hypodermic and a vial. She drew the Demerol into the syringe and turned back to her patient.

Oddly enough the old woman was the one to back away. The hypodermic? Did the needle frighten her? The old woman was clearly terrified. No. It wasn’t her. She was shaking her head “no” to the child. The girl was in tears. Some communication had occurred when Angelica’s back was turned. She had no idea what.

“No,” the girl whispered, putting up a hand, protesting treatment for the first time. “No. Please. No.”

“Honey, this will help you. I can’t...”

“NO!” the child cried, still staring at the old woman.

“Take her out of here!” Angelica ordered the orderlies. “Get her out of this room! You said you were no relation,” she spun on the woman. “Well, only family members are allowed in here. Now, GET OUT!”

The men, confused, rallied to grab the woman’s arms and take her from the room. Angelica strode over and locked the door, kicking it for good measure, taking pleasure in the solid thud. Thankful that this was a real room, with a real door, not like the patient cubicles in the ward separated by fabric curtains and mosquito netting.

She looked up, struggling to find the words that would reassure the child. But she was a stranger and here she was asking this poor hurt thing to trust her. Would she, in the same position, be able to ever trust another human being again? Still she had to try. “Shh...” She pitched her voice so that it was low. Soothing. “She’s gone now.” 

The girl nodded, understanding, even if her eyes were still wide. Terrified.

“What’s your name?”

“Charra.” It was a wonder she could get the word out her jaw was clenched so tight.

“Charra,” Angelica repeated, smiling warmly though it took effort, as she still felt the fury of knowing someone had deliberately hurt this girl. “I like that name. My name is Angelica. I’m a doctor. I want to help you. Would that be okay?”

Charra clamped her jaw tighter and Angelica saw the tears in the girl’s eyes. 

“You’re being very brave,” she said carefully. “Though I don’t know why. You don’t have to hurt this much. I can help you, if you’ll let me.” She reached out and touched the cold fingers, praying that the gesture would be seen as a comfort and not as a threat. “Please?”

A sob escaped from the girl and she nodded. Angelica swabbed her shoulder and pressed the needle to her skin, slipping the painkiller into her bloodstream. Praying that it would work quickly.

It took a minute. After what seemed forever, the Demerol began to take effect and the child relaxed. Her breathing became easier. Her eyes drifted shut.

And her arms began to shift.

It was what she’d thought. What she’d seen in the way the girl had moved, had held herself against the pain. She’d known the pain of broken bones well. Too well. Angelica had seen this before. Once. In the Amazon. She swallowed hard and pulled out her phone, to record what she was seeing.

I didn’t want to be right.

Dammit, I didn’t want to be right.
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It was that sound she remembered in every nightmare. The sound of bones breaking sharp as gunfire as the girl’s legs shattered and reformed, curling up and bending backward. Her arms moved sideways, and Angelica flinched as the bones snapped and ground. The child’s head elongated, shifting, almost fluid in its movements, and her lips pulled back into a snarl.

Fine, wispy hairs grew thick and heavy and covered her body as her back arched and roiled like boiling soup, and she snarled and stretched and licked sharp, gleaming teeth. Within moments a young lioness lay on the gurney where moments before a young teenager had been.

“My name is Angelica,” she said slowly and carefully, lowering the phone and setting it carefully in her pocket. “I’m a doctor.”

The lioness snarled at her and leapt off the bed, scattering the tray of instruments which rained down on the tile in a symphony of clattering metal. The orderlies outside shouted and began pounding on the door.

“Stay out!” Angelica cried, terrified they’d break down the door. “Stay out and be quiet!”

“Doctor, are you all right?”

“Yes, now shut up!” Angelica yelled, her back pressed hard against the door—in part to keep them out, in part because she had nowhere to go. The room was small, with just enough room for the examining table. The rest of the space was taken up by a cabinet in the corner and the stool next to the short counter and sink. Thankfully the gurney had been removed when they’d shifted the girl over to the table. 

Angelica looked at the lioness and tried to still the trembling of her limbs. To show fear now could incite the animal to act. She stared at the instruments on the floor; nothing useful, not like in a surgery. Tongue depressor, otoscope. Nothing even remotely like a weapon. But what need would you have for a scalpel in an exam room? I have no defense. I have nothing to...

She set the phone down and laced her fingers behind her head and knelt on the floor in front of the cat. Quiet. Submissive. The lion’s head turned from side to side, ears flicking, whiskers extended. Her movements were frantic as she looked for a way to escape. Angelica held her breath. There was no place for the cat to escape either. No place to hide. 

Angelica didn’t move. The lioness streaked to the door. An unused IV hanger clattered to the floor. The cat was directly behind Angelica now, the heat of the lioness’s breath on the back of her neck. She didn’t move.

A paw the size of a dinner plate landed on her shoulder. The claw that was sheathed within it was bright white and as sharp as a pin. Angelica tried to breathe slowly. The claws extended, curling around her shoulder, and the tips dug into the fabric of her shirt. Into the skin just below.

And then the sound came again. The sound of breaking, reforming, injury, and healing. The paw was pulled back from her shoulder and still Angelica didn’t move. Didn’t turn to look. 

“Doctor?” a girl’s voice said from behind her. 

Angelica turned and grabbed a gown from the cabinet in one swift movement, keeping her eyes averted until the naked girl was clothed and safely back on the table. I need to get her into a bed. That has to be exhausting. “It’s okay,” Angelica said softly. “It’s all right now. You’re all better.” A cursory examination showed that the bruises were gone. The bones felt strong and solid under her skin. “You’re okay now.”

“Did...did anyone see?” The girl was wide-eyed with fear.

“No. The door was closed the whole time; no one saw you.”

“Good,” Charra said with a hint of pride, a subtle lifting of her chin that reminded Angelica of the cat, but the girl was betrayed by the small sob that escaped her lips before she could stop it.

“Who did this to you?” Angelica asked, turning to pick up the instruments, acting like the question was casual though she wanted nothing more to sit down and give this girl the third degree until she had names and addresses. Something. Anything that would prevent this from ever happening again. Her fingers clenched a tongue depressor so tightly that it snapped in her hand.

“I was born this way.”

“No.” Angelica turned and smiled, relieved to find that she still had the ability to laugh after the all-consuming anger she’d felt since the girl had been brought in. For someone who hadn’t seen this before, that would be the first thing they’d ask, wouldn’t it? “No, I mean, who hurt you?

“Oh.” Charra looked at Angelica with an appraising look. Her eyes wide. Surprised. “You’re not frightened?”

“I’ve seen it before.” Angelica found herself blushing. Not wanting to explain just how and why she knew. “I would like to introduce the two of you, in fact.” She grabbed a thin blanket from the cabinet and tucked it around the teenager’s thin shoulders, wishing it were warmed that the girl might stop shivering. “Who hurt you?”

“I don’t know his name,” Charra said with a shake of her head. “He said he was a doctor, too.”

A doctor. The word left a bitter taste in Angelica’s mouth. There had been enough bad things connected with Doctors International in the past year and a half. While she loved her work in the medical clinics, in remote places like this there had been a terrible scandal that had all but shut the organization down. Now, here was another brewing. Someone, somewhere, who hurt little girls? She swallowed hard, trying not to let the anger and distaste show on her face. The girl needed reassurance. Wasn’t life already confusing enough to be going through the adolescence of being both lion and girl on the verge of womanhood? That she was here, near this camp, told Angelica that she was likely a refugee, someone who had fled from something so terrible that life here was preferable.

And now she was being hurt?

Her hands shook, but with rage now, and she had to step back. Taking several deep breaths as she tried to figure out what to do. There was only one other full-time doctor at this clinic. A handful of specialists who divided their time between other such clinics. Not a lengthy list to choose from, and she hadn’t been here long enough to get a full understanding of the politics of the place though, if she were to venture a guess—

There was an insistent pounding on the door. Different from the knocking of the orderlies. More authoritative. Angelica put her finger over her lips, signaling for Charra to be quiet as she rotated the lock and turned the knob. Her quiet moments had caught them by surprise. On the other side of the door was a strange tableau: the two orderlies stood in the background behind two very large men with assault rifles. Between the two of them Dr. Manchester, the administrator of the hospital, stood with his arms crossed.

Him. It would have to be him.

Dr. Manchester had come to Africa rather than retire. Pushing seventy, he stood lean and spare, only slightly bent, using a long cane to support himself. He complained frequently of bursitis. For that matter he complained frequently in general, his long face etched in a thousand lines that painted a portrait of a man who’d spent his life complaining frequently. Right now his blue eyes, so sharp still that they missed absolutely nothing, sparked with anger, his whole body shaking in a quiet fury that came off him in waves. 

It was no wonder the girl was terrified. 

“Care to explain this, Doctor?” he asked, gesturing broadly to the room behind her with his cane.

“Just building trust, Doctor,” Angelica said, her eyes on the ebony walking stick. She wondered how hard it would be to break bones with a solid piece of wood like that. She stepped back and left the door open, letting them see the frightened girl within but not allowing them past her. She turned to the security man closest to her and said, “Tell me, do you use armor-piercing bullets on every frightened teenager you see, or are the explosive- tipped heads to show how macho you are?”

“That’s quite enough, Doctor,” Dr. Manchester snapped.

“No, it isn’t enough, not by a long shot. This is my patient now. She’s about to be moved to the ward, and she will be watched for 72 hours. I’m placing her under observation.” Right out in plain sight of the nurse’s station, and a dozen other patients. 

Dr. Manchester’s eyes narrowed. “What’s the diagnosis?”

“Possible internal bleeding, due to... wait, where’s the woman?”

“Excuse me?” Dr. Manchester blinked, startled by the question.

“The old woman!” She spun to the open door and to the two orderlies who, surprisingly, had held their ground despite the armed guards, though the one had been nervously edging closer and closer to the door in the last ten minutes. “Where did the old woman go?”

They looked at each other and shrugged. 

“She... uh...” The nervous one, Anitah, didn’t seem to know where to look.

“She left,” the other one drawled with a bored shrug. He shot a look at Dr. Manchester and Angelica could see clearly where this man’s loyalties lay. 

“I wanted her detained!” Angelica knew the words were wrong as she said them, but she needed to speak to the woman again.

“Dr. Truman!” Dr. Manchester snapped. “This is not a prison. You are not the law. This is a clinic at a refugee camp, and you have patients to attend to. I suggest you see to them!”

“She’s...” Angelica pointed to Charra.

“Yes, under observation. I understand, but unless you intend to stand and watch her for three days personally I suggest you get her a bed and get back to work!” Manchester stormed out with a sour glance to Charra. The security guards followed silently in his wake. If they were embarrassed by the way they’d threatened a teenage girl, their iron-clad expressions betrayed nothing.

The orderlies left in Dr. Manchester’s wake. Anitah darted an uneasy glance to Angelica before murmuring something about having some work to do. But the other, Jacques, had hurried after Dr. Manchester, stopping to talk to him outside the doctor’s office almost all the way down the hall at the door to the clinic proper.

Angelica frowned and wondered what an orderly would have to say to the doctor that he hadn’t been able to say in front of her.

Not liking the conspiracies, Angelica returned to her patient. “Don’t worry, Charra,” Angelica reassured her with a smile that felt wrong on her face when she was so worried. The fear was mirrored in the girl’s eyes, yet what promise could Angelica make that would take the fear away? It’s hard to tell someone the bogeyman wasn’t real when he’d just stood outside their door. She called to a passing nurse and quickly arranged for Charra to be taken to the women’s ward. Thankfully there was an open bed she could take, one right near the nurses’ station. 

They’ll figure out quickly that she’s no longer injured.

What could she do? She gave the orders, put in some malarkey about suspected internal bleeding, and arranged for tests that of course would come back negative, but would create enough busywork to keep the girl where she could keep an eye on her. All she really needed was to buy some time.

“You’re going to be safe here,” she said to Charra as the nurse left to fetch a wheelchair to move the patient. “I’ve set you up in the ward.” In Angelica’s pocket was her phone. That video she took. The half-formed idea she’d had when the footage was taken took hold. “I’d like to introduce you to my... friend.”

Their eyes met. There was no doubt as to which friend Angelica was talking about. 

Charra smiled cautiously. “I would like that,” she said quietly, and the fear left, just enough of it, that her eyes showed the barest glimmer of hope. “Sometimes I feel like I am alone.”
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“Mr. Mann,” the general said with a long-suffering sigh. “As it seems you’re not paying attention anyway, perhaps it’s time for a break. Take a walk, soldier. Clear your head and be back here in ten, ready to concentrate. If that’s even remotely possible. Dismissed!”

Taylor flushed. “I... uh, sorry, General.” Taylor nodded to the rest of the men and women in the room. He slipped out, hearing his boss ask the general a question about lunch. Maybe he had been a little distracted. But being told this morning in no uncertain terms that he was taking his vacation time or else at the end of this assignment had created a bit of distraction. Fantasizing about a certain brown-haired beauty, maybe some time on the beach....

Yeah, this long-distance relationship thing wasn’t really working.

With a glance at the time to mark when he needed to be back, Taylor grabbed his phone and jabbed the screen with his finger.

“Hello?” He pictured her, probably on her rounds. Scrubs and stethoscope. Half-distracted from the sound of things. Her voice ripening into an absolute pleasure when she connected the unfamiliar number of his new phone with him. 

“Taylor!”

“Angelica! Hey! I’m still coming to see you when this assignment is over. Are you ready for a week on a beach? Maybe two? If your new clinic will allow it.” 

There was a long pause. Too long. How much time had passed since he’d called her? Since she’d emailed him? Suddenly, he felt unsure. A knot formed in his throat. He ran a hand through his hair, leaning hard on the wall behind him, half bent over while he strained to hear everything she wasn’t saying in those shaky breaths.

“Um... maybe we should think about a working vacation.” 

Her voice was hesitant. Unsure. 

“I’ve been working for two weeks. We’re still trying to find Griselda.” Maybe he shouldn’t have snapped. He regretted his tone the moment she responded, her tone detached. Clinical.

“I wouldn’t think that a woman in her physical condition would last long in the jungle alone.”

“Is that your professional assessment, Doctor?” He strove to make his tone light. To take back the conversation in the seven minutes he had left. To restore what his insecurity seemed bent on destroying. 

“Don’t get snotty, pussycat.”

He smiled, relieved that she seemed willing to forgive. To play along. “Ouch. I wouldn’t put anything past that one. She shouldn’t have disappeared in the explosion either, but until there’s a body there’s no proof. So, I’ve been busy.”

There seemed to be no response for that. He’d backed the conversation into a corner and was just opening his mouth to ask how she was, how she really was, when she spoke again, her voice all in a rush, like she was half-afraid to say what she was thinking.

“Taylor, do you remember at Enrique’s wedding? When her father talked about that legend of the boy who...”

“Turned into a jaguar. Yeah. I remember.” He frowned, not sure where this was going.

Another pause. Too long. “I have a lion, Taylor.”

Her words were rushed, tumbling over one another in her haste to get them out. For a moment he wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly. “Excuse me?”

“She’s fourteen. You didn’t get my email, then?”

He knew that sound. Whenever Angelica got her hooks into something she made that incredulous sound that made him feel like he wasn’t paying attention in school. He was back on shaky ground. “Seen what? I have a three-star general in a room telling me why I might not have a job next year and the only solution is to get funding. Which, I can tell you, isn’t particularly ethical. Never mind legal; we passed that exit hours ago!”

“I sent you a video, you need to see it.”

“I don’t have time for something you chased down on YouTube...”

“Taylor! Make! The! Time! NOW!”

Taylor growled and swore. Years as a field agent undercover in drug cartels had given him several colorful options. He glanced at the closed door and flipped through the phone until he found the email she’d sent. A movie, not a link like he’d expected. It opened on a medical room and this young... girl? She’d said she was fourteen? He restarted the movie; he couldn’t make it out. Even then, he couldn’t fixate on what he was seeing and time was already up. He sighed and leaned against the door, glancing at the phone, knowing that in a minute a general and a whole lot of brass were going to go on a hunt for him, and it wasn’t going to end pretty.

Then the image stabilized. 

Holy shit.

Taylor shot upright. He replayed a section. Then he replayed it all.

“Are you all right?” 

“Yes, of course.” Angelica said. “Charra is a very sweet young lady. I would like you to meet her.”

“I... meet? I can’t. I’m getting my ass handed to me here, I can’t just...”

“I met her because someone broke every bone in her body,” Angelica said sweetly. “On purpose. She said it was a doctor.”

Taylor leaned against the door and closed his eyes. “You’re in Cameroon?”

“Garoua.”

“I should have remembered. I would have suggested Spain for that vacation. There are fabulous beaches... maybe later.” He sighed. So much for vacation time. “In the meantime, I’ll arrange transportation. I can be there tomorrow night.”

He heard her let out a breath she’d probably been holding. He could picture her, hair probably falling down from that knot she tried to scrape it back into, tired and frustrated. And scared to death. He’d heard the fear in her voice. Not of the girl. Of what she’d found out.

“Thank you.” Another pause. Longer. “And Taylor?”

“Yes?”

“I’m not just making this up just so I can see you naked.”

He chuckled. That was more like it. His girl wasn’t one to stay down long. This was no shrinking violet waiting for rescue. This was his partner. The woman who could face down drug lords without flinching. They’d solve this one, too. “This time it’s your turn to be naked in front of the bad guys.”

“That’s a good kitty.”

“Don’t start.”

“’Bye, Taylor. And so you know, I love you.”

“I love you, too,” Taylor said as the door behind him opened. He shifted awkwardly, almost landing on his ass as he got out the final words, the ones that mattered. “Be safe till I get there.”

And he meant that.

“I love you, too, Taylor,” his boss said through the crack in the door, “but since you’ve stopped us cold, I’m going to go piss if you’ll kindly let us out of here.”

“Sorry,” Taylor mumbled and shifted to the blank wall next to the door. “Uh, Randall, uh... Something’s come up. I need that vacation time sooner rather than later.”

“Now?” Randall whispered, closing the door behind them. “Are you fucking serious? Half the Pentagon wants us to be reporting to them, and the other half still thinks we’re spreading leaflets with pro-American slogans on them. I swear it’s like we never left the ‘60s. Congress is breathing down our necks and theirs; we’re fighting each other, and you want to go skiing?”

“No, it’s... I had a tip.”

“A ‘tip’?” Randall asked. “A ‘tip’?” He grabbed Taylor’s wrist and brought the phone up where he could see it. “ANGELICA” was on the screen along with a picture of the former beauty pageant winner and doctor. It had been taken before they’d left the Amazon, at a moment when she still had the fire in her eyes and her hair fell around her face in the disarray that only comes from spending a passionate afternoon with someone you love. 

“Hello, Angelica!” Randall called into the phone.

“Hey, Randall!” Angelica’s voice came from the speaker. “How’s Lisa and the kids?”

“They’re worried, actually,” Randall said, “because their husband and father might not be working next year, but don’t let that worry you... your boyfriend isn’t.”

“Randall, please. I have something here that... I need him here. It’s about someone hurting children and I don’t know why. Please.”

Randall looked at Taylor. “Do I look like a charity organization? Do I look like someone who... oh hell, just go. The general just asked for you by name, so I’m sure you can’t be all that important to his plans. But you’re still on the clock when I need you I’m yanking your chain, got that, tiger?”

“Oh, shit!”

“What happened?” Angelica’s voice demanded from the floor, loud enough to be heard even from the vicinity of his left foot.

“I...I dropped the phone,” Taylor confessed. 

Randall took the phone from him and spoke to Angelica directly. “Listen, you can have him for a few days, but I need him back in working condition, you get me?”

“Thank you, Randall.”

“Don’t thank me, just save me a seat on the bride’s side. I have feeling the groom will forget to send out invitations.”

“He has to ask me first,” Angelica said, a smile creeping back into her voice that left Taylor stuttering, wondering not for the first time just how often Angelica talked to his boss.

“He will; he’s rather dense, but he will.” Randall tossed the phone back to a bemused Taylor. “You had that coming and you know it,” he said, pointing at him, and walked off before Taylor even figured out how to end the call without inadvertently winding up engaged.

“Thank you!” Taylor called after him. Randall waved with a single finger without turning around and headed for the men’s room.
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Chapter 4
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Taylor got as far as his apartment in D.C. There he spent a fleeting time throwing items into a bag and booking flights on his computer. If he was still ‘on the clock’ as Randall suggested, he could charge the trip to the CIA, but at this point he might be pushing it a little too far. He sighed and whipped out his credit card, wondering just how bad the damage was going to be.

He found a connecting flight from London to Johannesburg to Lusaka. Fifteen hours in the air and another four on the ground. He booked a flight at 6:35 AM out of Dulles, and when there was nothing else to be done he took a shower.

He walked out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped around his waist, and stopped cold at the entrance to the living room.

If he hadn’t been so distracted he would have heard the intruder. At least that’s what he told himself as he stood there, his hair still dripping, leaving rivulets of chilly water down his back. At the very least his... other... senses should have let him know someone was there.

Damn, I’m starting to wonder if I really do need that vacation.

He composed himself, not wanting his boss to see the surprise he was feeling, and moved easily into the room, going to the bar to pour himself a drink. No point in offering one to his unwanted guest; he was already sipping from
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