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To my daughters, Koryn and Megan, because they’re awesome.

Security is mostly a superstition ~ Helen Keller
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Chapter One
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It had taken him three airplanes and over twenty-six hours to travel more than seven thousand miles, and now he was going to have to kill someone.

Ten feet from his room in the Navy hotel at the American Naval base in Bahrain.

All Special Forces Communications Sergeant Connor Button wanted was to find a bed and crash for a few hours.

What he did not need was witnessing some idiot striking out with a hot blonde and not taking it well.

She’d just removed his hand from her waist. 

The man put it on her shoulder and tried to bring her closer. “Aw, come on, sweetheart.”

She slid away, her voice clear across the short distance. “No.”

Okay, dude, time to retreat. Only, the guy didn’t. He grabbed her by the back of the neck, hard enough to make her gasp in pain, and leaned down, his mouth aimed for hers.

She slapped the moron, but he didn’t get that hint either, just grabbed her hand and twisted it behind her back.

Con had to make himself stand still for a second. One second, so he could throttle back the instinct to beat the stupid fuck to death. 

Fine. His jaw flexed. He wouldn’t kill the asshole, but he could hurt him real bad.

Con dropped his duffel on the floor and stomped toward the woman and the moron whose arm he was about to break. 

Into several pieces.

Small ones.

The stomping got the moron’s attention. He glanced up, saw Con coming and his eyes went wide. He let go of the woman so fast she wobbled off balance and fell to the floor. Con stopped to help her while the moron ran like a track star down the hall and around a corner.

Good call, asshole.

Con bent down and offered his hand to the woman. “Are you okay?”

Her head jerked up and she stared at him with eyes that didn’t miss a thing. She scooted away, leaving his hand hanging in the air, then stood. Her shoulders went back and her chin rose.

He almost smiled. She was so not interested in another man getting all up in her business. He’d make sure she was all right, then he’d back off.

“Ma’am, did he hurt you?” 

“I’m fine,” she said, retreating a step. 

Blue-green eyes stood out in a face framed by white-blonde hair hanging in a sheet down to the middle of her back. She was also stacked, though she wasn’t showing it off. She was following military clothing requirements, wearing long pants and a collared shirt one size too big, buttoned up to her neck. An asshole had just tried to sexually assault her, but Con would bet a year’s pay that had he not come along, the moron would have had his hands full with a pissed-off female trying to smash his balls into paste.

He glanced down. 

Her mouth was pressed into a thin angry line, but her hands were shaking.

For the first time in months something other than anger or despair slammed into him. 

He knew just how she felt. Hyped up on adrenaline and looking for a target. 

It surprised him so much he opened his mouth to make some inane comment or other to show her he was no threat, but she raised a hand to stop him.

She spoke a quick, firm “Thank you.” And then she was gone, inside the room closest to her. The click of the lock being engaged echoed down the hall.

He blinked at the empty hallway. He wasn’t sure she was okay, but those shaking hands and that locked door sent a pretty clear signal that she didn’t want another man anywhere near her.

Sometimes other people just made things worse.

He sighed, strode back to his bag, checked his room number again, and discovered he was next door to the blonde.

At least he wouldn’t have to go far if Moron came back.

***
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So much for getting some sleep. He’d lain awake, alert for any noise that might indicate a problem in the room next door, but it had been church-quiet. He got up at 0700 base time, then went in search of his new commanding officer, Colonel Maximillian. The man had an interesting reputation, but he trusted what his buddy, Jacob “Sharp” Foster, a Special Forces soldier, had to say about him. 

Everyone else said the colonel was one bullet shy of a magazine. Sharp had warned him that the colonel wasn’t exactly regular army, but he gave a shit about his people, and that was number one for Con. If your CO had your six, at least you didn’t have to take your attention off what was coming at you. You could trust him to cover your back and support your decisions.

The colonel had a fancy lab that didn’t exist on the base, according to official records. Officially, the lab that did exist on paper was rated for level two containment. Good enough to run the sort of tests any big city hospital conducted. In reality, the lab was capable of level four containment testing. The stuff you needed to wear a bio-suit for and breathe your own oxygen supply.

Con had to pass through two internal checkpoints to gain entry to the nondescript building that was his destination. Colonel Maximillian’s office was the first one inside the prefab rectangle that housed the lab and offices. A soldier who didn’t look a day over sixteen sat typing on a computer facing the entrance to the building. 

The kid’s gaze darted over Con’s uniform, then he stood and saluted. “Private Eugene Walsh.”

“Sergeant Connor Button, Special Forces.”

“Yes, sir. Colonel Maximillian is expecting you.” Walsh extended his hand in the direction of the first office. “Go right in.”

Con gave him a nod, then walked into the office.

He saluted the dark-haired man, who stood and saluted back. “Sir, Sergeant Button reporting for duty.”

“Welcome, Sergeant.” The colonel came around his desk and offered his hand.

Con shook it once, twice, then released a hand that hadn’t tested him beyond what would be considered polite.

“Take a seat,” the colonel said, gesturing at one of the chairs facing his desk. “I’d like to go over your assignment and answer any questions you might have.”

“Thank you, sir.” Con sat and adopted a neutral body posture, back straight and hands resting lightly on his thighs. It was harder than it should have been.

The last time he’d been in the Middle East he’d been deployed with his unit, attempting to ascertain the military strength of two groups of extremists in Northern Iraq and Syria. Both groups had threatened multiple American and allied targets, as well as calling for sympathetic citizens to carry out terrorist acts inside their own countries.

During that time, he’d also been the only survivor of an improvised explosive device. The IED had taken out their vehicle, but fortune had smiled on him that day. He’d been thrown clear.

More and more often, he wished he hadn’t been so lucky.

Colonel Maximillian continued to stare at him and seemed content to not say anything for several moments.

Con waited with the patience of a man who’d waited days for just the right moment to take a shot at his target.

Finally, the colonel asked, “How much do you know about your mission here?”

Sharp had told him Maximillian had a very low tolerance for bullshit, so he’d be as honest as he could be. “Probably not enough.”

“You were recommended for this position by another soldier, someone you served with, Jacob ‘Sharp’ Foster. He now works for me.” Maximillian’s face didn’t change. “Sharp said you were smart. Are you, Sergeant Button?”

“That would depend on your definition of smart.”

“Observant, creative, organized, able to see unusual relationships between people and information.”

Con almost snorted. “Sir, you’re looking for Sherlock Holmes. He’s a fictional character.”

A brief smile crossed the colonel’s face. “How would you describe yourself?”

“Flexible, determined, fuck the box.”

Colonel Maximillian’s forehead lowered over his eyes. “Were you aware General Stone had some reluctance in assigning you to this mission?”

“Not directly, but it doesn’t surprise me.”

“Oh?”

How many conversations like this had he had recently? Five? Six? “Sir, I received injuries in an attack that killed all the men in the armored vehicle with me. I’d be surprised if he wasn’t hesitant.” No officer wanted to have a suicidal or homicidal soldier on a mission. Survivor’s guilt could lead to either one. Or both.

“Do you consider yourself fit for duty?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Why?”

Goddamned why-questions. Why judged, weighed and measured what was in a man’s head. What was in his head was not pretty, and not to be shared.

“Sir, I signed on to serve my country. My service isn’t done.”

Maximillian tilted his head to one side. “That is one of the best non-answers I’ve ever heard.”

Fuck it. Con leaned forward and said in a less civilized tone, “I got thrown off the horse. I need to get back on and finish my ride.”

“And if you don’t?”

Con’s throat closed up. “That thought can’t be in my head.”

The colonel’s face lost its sharp inquisitiveness for a moment, replaced by a surprising level of comprehension. A second later it was gone and he was flipping through pages on his desk. “You’ve had some problems with your temper since you returned to duty.”

“I’m working on that.” Anger was easy. Acting on it was even easier.

The officer considered Con for a couple more seconds, then nodded briskly. “My Biological Rapid Response Team is tracking a very dangerous man who’s created his own extremely deadly strain of anthrax. We managed to prevent an attack on a base in Afghanistan, but not before nearly one hundred people died of the infection. We think he’s not done. We think he’ll continue to strike at high-quality American or allied targets. What we don’t know is where he is or where he will attack next.”

Con straightened. Hunting down a homicidal nutcase wasn’t the sort of duty he’d taken on before, but it sounded dangerous. Good.

Holy fuck he was messed up.

Maximillian continued. “We were successful in preventing the last attack because we had one of our infectious disease specialists embedded with an A-team training members of the Afghan military. General Stone agrees with me—until this man is found, we need more cooperation between my team and Army Special Forces. I asked for specific men to work with my people. Men who are not only well trained and smart, but also creative and who can take a step back and support his teammate or take charge of a situation if that’s what’s needed. Sharp says you’re that kind of man. Are you?”

It might be nice to have a specific enemy, with a face and a name, rather than a faceless one who could be anybody. The need to kill, to avenge his dead, was a relentless voice in the back of his head. This mission could provide the opportunity to give himself that and maybe a measure of peace.

“Sir.” He paused, trying hard not to come on too strong. If he lost this chance, he might not get another. “I’m a team player. That means I’ll play whatever role is needed by the team.”

Colonel Maximillian smiled and it wasn’t nice. “Do you mind working with a woman?”

“No, sir. Sharp mentioned the possibility I’d be paired with a woman.” Man, woman, two-headed alien, he didn’t care as long as they shared a common enemy.

“You’re okay with that? No hesitations?”

The colonel seemed unusually concerned.

What the hell? While he might smack down a fellow Special Forces soldier for being an ass, he’d never lay a hand on a woman.

“Sir, I’m the youngest of five children with four older sisters. Working with or for a woman is nothing new to me.”

“Good.” Maximillian nodded. “I don’t mean to sound paranoid, but the doctor you’re going to be working with is somewhat high-strung.”

“High-strung?”

The colonel shook his head. “That’s the wrong description. She doesn’t trust...people. I’ve been trying to find a suitable partner for her, but I’ve been unsuccessful.”

“Unsuccessful?”

“Most people look at her and see a young woman who looks as if she’d have trouble with breaking a nail. Coddle her in any way and she’ll find a way to make you miserable.”

The bottom of Con’s stomach grew cold. “So why me?”

“Growing up with sisters is part of it.”

This interview was a personality test. Fuck.

“You’ve also been through some challenging combat situations and I think that will give you a level of experience she’ll respect.”

Con had to work to keep a growl out of his voice. “I’m not going to sit around the campfire telling her war stories.” What he’d seen wouldn’t instill confidence in anyone.

“I don’t expect you to. She works best with people who are highly competent, who don’t brag or try to impress.”

First time he’d been complimented on his ability to keep his trap shut. 

“Another issue is her age. She’s young, she’s a genius, and she has absolutely no idea how to talk to anyone who isn’t a scientist or doctor.”

That didn’t leave a whole lot of people. “Genius, as in graduated from medical school really young?”

“She’s twenty-four and is the youngest physician in the USA to have a double speciality in virology and hematology.”

“Virology, I get. Hematology?”

“The study of blood cells.”

If she was an overachiever, he could work with that. “So, work is her life, and before that, it was school?” 

“Exactly.” 

“S’okay. My second-oldest sister is married to a physicist. He speaks math, and we get along just fine.”

Maximillian quirked an eyebrow. “You speak math?”

“Nope. I speak barbecue. Everyone has something to say about properly grilling a steak.”

The colonel laughed. “You’ll do. Time to meet her.” He stepped out of his office and led the way down a hall. “Oh, and call me Max. It’s shorter.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Max sighed as he punched in the code to open the door and preceded Con inside.

The room they entered was part office and part lab, with a couple of desks and two tall microscopes set up on the end of each. Papers and boxes of slides littered both surfaces. Only one of the desks was occupied.

A woman sat looking through the lens of one of the microscopes. Her hair was white-blonde and pulled back into a severe bun. She wore an army uniform with a lab coat over top. When she saw Max, she pushed away from the scope, stood and moved to meet them.

The blonde from last night. With her hair pulled back, she could have passed for even younger than twenty-four.

Fucking gorgeous. He took that thought, hog-tied it and shoved it into a dark corner. His personal mission left no room for anything beyond a professional relationship.

She also looked ready to rip someone’s head off.

“Sophia,” Max said. “This is your new partner, Communications Sergeant Connor Button.” He turned to Con. “Connor, this is Dr. Sophia Perry. She is one of several contractors working for us, a civilian subject matter expert.” 

Her mouth, pressed into a thin line, convinced him to pretend last night hadn’t happened. He nodded at her respectfully. “Good to meet you, ma’am.” 

“Ma’am?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest and displaying a huge bruise on her right hand. 

Must’ve hurt. 

“This is who you found to babysit me, Max? A fossil?”

Damn, she came out swinging. Maybe he’d let her win this bout. Con managed to keep a straight face and said in a hesitant voice, “I’m only twenty-nine.”

“Would you rather I pair you up with someone who follows all the rules and regulations?” Max asked her, irritation showing in his rigid posture. “This guy—” he pointed a thumb at Con “—hates inside-the-box thinking as much as you do.”

“Oh yeah?” she said, looking Con full in the face. A challenge. Why was she so pissed off? Because she didn’t think she needed a babysitter?

He shrugged, then coughed to hide a chuckle. If he laughed now, she’d think he was laughing at her. “I don’t like boxes. They’re never big enough, and they’re too...square.”

She blinked at him, then narrowed her gaze. “What did you do to draw this duty? It had to have been bad.”

Max opened his mouth, but Con didn’t want to escalate things, so he spoke first, and went with the unvarnished truth. “I got blown up. I spent almost seven months in hospitals and physical therapy. The last three or four months I’ve been instructing and getting back into shape.” He smiled at her. “When I found out what my first mission was going to be, bodyguarding some army doctor, I thought what the fuck? I sure as shit didn’t want easy duty. But having talked with Max here, I’ve changed my mind.” He shifted his gaze to Max’s face. “This isn’t easy duty, is it, sir?”

“No. It’s not a matter of if there will be another biological weapon attack somewhere in this part of the world, it’s when.”

“My role isn’t just to bodyguard Dr. Perry, is it?”

“No.” Max began pacing back and forth between Con and Sophia. “We have intel that points to the Biological Rapid Response Team as a specific target. I don’t want you to just protect Sophia, I need you two to be a team. All of us are being paired with Special Forces soldiers, even myself.”

“Assassination?” Con asked. The idea of it made the back of his neck itch.

“Very possible. Sabotage is another danger.”

“Have any attempts been made?”

“Yes. Dr. Samuels and her partner, Sharp, were nearly killed in a trap I believe was set for them. We have an enemy who is intelligent, ruthless, and has nothing to lose. He might even have a death wish.”

“Can I get everything you have on this guy?” Con asked.

“My assistant will have it ready for you in an hour or two.” Max turned to him. “Have you been assigned quarters?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m going to have you moved to the room next to Sophia’s.”

The woman in question opened her mouth to say something unpleasant—he was sure from the way she’d screwed up her nose—which is why Con spoke first again. “Are you sure that’s necessary?” He looked down, like he was thinking hard. “Do you want to advertise to the whole base that I’m her bodyguard or would you like to keep it below the radar?”

Max gave him a dirty look. “Whose side are you on?”

“Hers, sir.”

“Fine,” Max said, with bit of an impatient edge to his voice. “I’ll check to see where you’re housed now. If it’s not too far, you can stay where you are.” Max pressed his lips together, glared at them both, then stomped off.

Con looked at Sophia. 

She looked back at him, snorted and went back to her microscope. “Nice attempt to come to my rescue. Again. But I don’t need anyone to rescue me.”

She needed to talk to someone about the moron. To prevent fear and anger from getting too deep a hold on her brain.

Despite how fast things had happened, the human mind had a way of warping events so the memory of them seemed to take a thousand times longer than the reality had.

Hell, he was a walking testament for how three seconds of hell could totally screw up the rest of a man’s life.

Or take it.

Listen to him passing judgment on her mental state, when he’d done his level best to keep the shrinks out of his. Right now, he just had to convince her he was on her side. He wanted this assignment. “I know.”

“Really?” Sarcasm turned the word into something sharp and heavy. “You just met me. How would you know that?”

“I saw you in action last night.”

She froze, and for a moment the expression on her face was a mixture of anger, fear, and disgust. A second later, it was gone, smoothed away as if it had never been there. 

Whoa. That was a lot more than just last night.

Without looking at him, she said, “Babysitting me is going to be a complete bore for a soldier’s soldier like you. I’ll tell Max to find someone else.”
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Chapter Two
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Out of the corner of her eye, Sophia saw the big man tense up. A lot of people would have missed it, but she’d become a student of body language long before any child should. How else could she know if the doctors were telling her everything was all right when really everything was all wrong?

Sergeant Connor Button had already seen her in the most vulnerable moment conceivable, struggling to fight off that clumsy jerk. She didn’t want his pity or his protection. What she needed was a partner who looked past her youthful exterior and recognized her ability and determination to do the dangerous work she’d signed up for.

So far, none of the potential partners Max had brought her had bothered. 

The sergeant shifted his weight and crossed his arms over his chest. “Guys with my skills don’t grow on trees, Doctor.”

Here it came, another rant from a muscled-up warrior who thought shooting a rifle made him qualified to tell her what to do. She rolled her eyes and continued studying the slide on her scope. “Uh-huh.”

He sighed like she was the dense one. “Look, my job isn’t to get in your way, it’s to make sure you have the freedom to do your job no matter where you end up.”

Freedom? She looked away from the microscope. An interesting choice of words for a man who worked for one of the most rigidly organized groups in the world. “Explain that to me.”

“You’re the expert,” he said. “So, if you’re deployed to an area where there’s a possible outbreak, my job is to make sure you’re free to concentrate on your work. My job is to worry about security and coordinate with any locals if you have protocols they need to follow.”

It all sounded rational, but his body language just moments ago told her there was an underlying desperation that shouldn’t have been there. None of the other Special Forces soldiers had seemed as determined to get this assignment. “Why are you so gung-ho about working with me?” 

His lips tightened and she knew she’d hit a nerve. There was more to this than he was saying. If he didn’t come clean with her, he was out. Max would throw a fit if he had to find yet another partner for her, but she couldn’t work with someone who wouldn’t treat her like an equal. 

“Look,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck with one hand. “I made it back to the active duty roster by the skin of my teeth. Most guys in my shoes would be transferred to a desk job or some other role not out there.” He used his chin to indicate outside. “I’ve got something to prove.”

“To who?”

“Myself.”

She studied him. That sounded like the truth. 

All well and good, but that didn’t necessarily make him the right partner for her.

“Are you prepared to spend eighty percent of your time planning for possible missions that might never happen?” she asked him. “We might never get out there, but if we do, I need you focused on this job, not your old one.”

His jaw clenched. “When I take on a mission, a partner or a team, I give that mission and those people everything I’ve got.”

Sounded like macho bullshit to her, something she had no time for. She went back to her microscope, muttering, “You don’t even know what I do.”

“Give me a chance to find out.” He took a step toward her. “I have a buddy who works with one of the other doctors in your team. He says it’s the most challenging work he’s ever done. That’s what I want. I want to push myself and expand my skills.” He spread his hands out in supplication. “I want to make a fucking difference, even if only the two of us know it.”

Make a fucking difference. 

The same goal she set for herself every morning when she woke up. She didn’t want to be impressed, but of all the things he could have said, that was the one sentiment she’d been hoping to hear. 

Now that she had, she couldn’t quite believe it. Everything he’d said and done tumbled through her head.

“Fine,” she said. “I’ll give you twenty-four hours to prove to me you’re in this for the long run, you have something to contribute, and you really can work with me. If you don’t, you’re gone with no bitching to Max.”

He gave her a slow, calculated smile that shot Arctic air through the room. “Deal.”

***
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Con left Sophia’s office with the adrenaline of an accepted mission speeding through his system. She’d thrown down a gauntlet, one he was happy to pick up.

Someone should have warned her not to goad a Special Forces soldier like that. He wouldn’t back down from a challenge. He couldn’t, not if he wanted to maintain his reputation as a man who got the job done. Period.

What he needed now was information. He headed for the young soldier who occupied the desk outside Max’s office.

“Walsh,” Con said to the private. “I need the names of the previous Special Forces soldiers Dr. Perry washed out.”

The kid didn’t have to think about his request at all. He immediately wrote down a list of four names and handed them to Con.

He knew two of the four. Both were good men who had plenty of experience in adapting to whatever mission they were assigned. The other two he didn’t know, but he could find out more without difficulty. What the fuck could they have done to get rejected and ejected?

Eugene was staring at him like he was one of those impossible-to-solve mind bender puzzles.

“What?”

“She didn’t fire you yet.” He sounded almost disappointed.

“This is the Army. We don’t fire people, we tell you exactly how you screwed up at a volume that makes it obvious to everyone within a mile.” He didn’t want her to scurry behind his back to get rid of him. He’d have to make sure she didn’t.

“She doesn’t do that.”

Con’s smile came back. This kid was sharp, and Con would bet his left nut the private knew all about Sophia, what she wanted and how she operated.

“So, what did the other guys do wrong?”

“Everything.”

“I’m gonna need more than that, kid.”

Con found himself on the wrong end of a measuring glance he himself used on newbies who thought they were king shit of Turd Island, but balked at doing the dirty work when shit hit the fan.

“They took one look around here and rated us way down on the priority list. Then they looked at Sophia and dismissed her because they decided she was too young to have any real responsibility or authority.”

“That was dumb.”

The kid shrugged and turned away to read a document on his computer.

Con studied him. His shoulders were so tense they were up around his ears.

Had he done the same as the other soldiers Max had auditioned? Had he made assumptions? Dismissed people who were important?

Con took a moment to look around, really look. This wasn’t a typical Army medical building. Along with the lab coats hanging on the wall outside of the colonel’s office door and the faint smell of bleach that lingered in the air, there was a stillness to the place that made him feel like he was twenty feet underground. 

In a bunker.

Protected.

Who needed to be protected? The people inside the building, or the people outside the building?

The work being done here wasn’t way down on any priority list.

On the wall behind Eugene’s desk was a big map of the world with colored flag pins stuck in it.

Con walked over to give it a closer look.

There was a cluster of pins in West Africa, specifically Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Guinea. Another cluster of pins decorated Northwestern Afghanistan, and still another in a couple of Middle Eastern countries. There were also a dozen or so solitary pins dotted across the map.

“Is this a disease hot-spot map?” he asked Eugene.

“Current outbreaks, yeah.”

“That’s a lot of pins.” Too many, and he didn’t know much about any of them. “Is there a summary of all this? One for regular Army idiots?”

“Right here,” Eugene said, holding out a file folder.

Con took it, still staring at the map. “How many of these is Dr. Perry working on?”

“All of them.”

All of them? “Shit, I have a lot of reading to do.” He knew the best place to do it too.

***
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It was an odd feeling to have such a large man sitting at the desk beside her. Usually she was alone, or Dr. Samuels occupied the other workspace. Not this behemoth in a uniform her peripheral vision couldn’t miss with blinders on.

At least he didn’t talk to himself or make much noise.

Though, that didn’t lessen the impact of him sitting barely five feet away. He was a distraction she didn’t need. She sighed and adjusted her position in her seat for the fiftieth time.

He frowned at her and asked, “Am I disturbing you?”

Funny you should bring that up. “Yes, you are. Could you read that somewhere else?”

He looked at her like she’d said something ridiculous. “I’m not doing or saying anything. How am I bothering you?”

By being an alpha male? She couldn’t say that. “I like working alone.”

“Is this an antisocial thing or is it a result of that jackass who manhandled you last night?”

“What?” Where had that come from? “No, I haven’t given that another thought.”

Now he looked at her like he’d caught her hand in the cookie jar. “Maybe not consciously, but shit like that doesn’t get written over in your short-term memory. It sticks with you and fucks with your reactions to all kinds of things.”

How would he know that? Was he emotionally compromised? “Does that explosion you lived through still affect you now?” 

His expression turned glacial. “The murder of several of my best friends, my battle brothers, will always affect me.”

Way to stick your foot in your mouth. Stupid. She sucked in a breath with the intention to offer some kind of apology, but he spoke first.

“All I want is a real shot at this assignment. I didn’t come here to waste your time or mine, but you’ve got to meet me halfway.” He turned and leaned toward her. “How can I earn your trust if you’ve already decided this isn’t going to work?”

She raised her chin and met him stare for stare. “I just don’t know what you, or anyone else with your type of training, can do for us. The first couple of guys assigned to me got the benefit of the doubt, then got in the way. One of them treated me like a first-year med student and argued with me about everything.” That was being polite. He’d been a complete ass. “I just don’t know how this is going to work.”

“It works for Sharp and Dr. Samuels.”

“I’ve met him and their situation is different. They worked together and became friends over a period of months during a training mission. We don’t have that kind of time.”

“You’re going to have to give someone the time. The colonel sounded like he wasn’t going to back off on finding you a partner.”

She didn’t have an answer for that.

“Look.” He tapped the file of papers he was reading through. “I’ve been going through this summary of all the outbreaks your team is observing, and this shit is scary.”

“So, how do you think you can help?”

“By staying out of your way, and keeping everyone else out of your way too.” He lowered his voice. “There’s one other thing. I’d like to give you some remedial self-defense training, so you can kick ass the next time an asshole gets handsy.”

“Remedial? Try initial.”

“Huh?”

“I wasn’t given any self-defense training.”

He stared at her. “Nothing at all?”

“Nope.” She gave him a tight smile and stood. “I’m in the level four lab the rest of the day.” As soon as he found out why they hadn’t trained her, he’d turn into every other big brother who saw her as a little sister in need of protection. 

No thanks.

***
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Con stared at the door long after Sophia had walked out it.

What. The. Fuck.

How did a guy get a straight answer out of these people?

He left the file on the desk and went in search of Colonel Maximillian. The man’s office was empty.

“Where’s the colonel?” he asked Eugene.

“In the level four lab.”

“Fan-fucking-tastic.” Con fixed a laser-guided glare at the kid. “Is there a reason why Dr. Perry received no self-defense training during her intake?”

“Yeah. She has a blood disorder called ITP.” At Con’s questioning look, he added “It’s short for idiopathic thrombocytopenic purpura.” He shrugged “She gets massive bruises sometimes.”

The one on her hand was pretty big. “Is this a life-threatening disorder?”

“It can be,” Eugene replied, “but she takes medication to keep it under control.”

What did under control mean?

The only person who could explain it to him was in an airtight outfit only slightly less complicated than a space suit, in an environment no more accessible to him than the moon.
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Chapter Three


[image: ]


Con was a patient hunter. He read through the file and waited for Sophia to come back to her office. What he discovered could’ve easily turned his hair gray.

He’d heard of Ebola in Africa and Middle East Respiratory Syndrome in Asia, but there were dozens of other hot spots of one infectious disease or another all over the world. The file focused on cases in the Middle East, Africa, and Asia. It also mentioned locations in South America and the United States where outbreaks of malaria, West Nile, and antibiotic-resistant E. coli were causing hospitalizations, with some fatalities.

Also included were task lists of what responders had done to combat these outbreaks. Some of them required more work than others. Months of medical support for the areas affected might be needed, while others were resolved in a few weeks, or even days.

It all depended on how many people were infected and how easy it was to determine which bug or virus caused the outbreak.

The Army’s policy of using Standard Operating Procedures wouldn’t work. SOPs only helped if the situation was predictable. Infectious diseases typically weren’t.

Sophia walked into the room as he was trying to figure out how any one doctor could be involved in all these cases.

She gave him a tight smile and asked, “Learn anything?”

“Yeah,” he said giving her a once-over. “You’ve got to be half octopus to be involved in all of these outbreaks.”

She blinked.

Not what you were expecting to hear, sweetheart?

He watched her mentally regroup and tilt her head to one side. “What are you reading?”

“It’s a summary of all the current outbreaks your team is monitoring. What I can’t figure out is how any one group can keep track of all this without having a whole lot more people working for them than I see around here.”

“We obtain a lot of information from other groups with people on the ground at the site of the outbreaks. The Centers for Disease Control, the United Nations, Doctors Without Borders, the World Health Organization, and others all share information.”

“Does the information flow both ways?”

“Yes and no. Max determines what information we pass along.”

“Do you have any input?”

“Some. It’s usually case by case.”

She was talking to him, giving him no attitude for the first time since meeting her. “Speaking of cases...I asked why you hadn’t been given any self-defense training. Eugene said it was due to a medical condition. Can you tell me more about that?”

Her back went rigid, but she still answered him. “It’s a blood disorder.”

Hmm, not a lot of help there. Her flat expression did not invite further questions. “There are a couple things I could show you right now that could help if someone ever grabs you like that moron did.”

Her jaw dropped. “Really?”

“Moves every woman should know.”

She tilted her head to one side. “I’d have to get permission—”

He cut her off. “Nah, we don’t need to go to a gym or anything. I can show you right here. If it’s safe for you. Is it?”

“Does it involve me punching boards or getting tackled?

“No, I will have to put my hands on you, but no hits, kicks, or strikes. I want to teach you what to do.”

She paused, a tiny frown pinching her brows together. “Okay. Show me.”

He stood and moved to the middle of the room, which gave him about five feet of space on all sides. “What you want to do is make whoever has a hold of you let go. That close, neither one of you has a lot of leverage or room for a powerful punch or kick, so whatever you do, it’s got to count. There are three or four top spots you want to aim for.”

“The testicles,” she said right away.

“Yes, but sometimes that pain takes a second or two to register. The kneecap and the toes are equally accessible and hurt like a son of a bitch immediately.” He waved his hands at her to come at him. “Go through the motions.”

“Right now?”

“Yeah, now, so if you really have to do it, you won’t hesitate.”

She shrugged and pretended to knee him, kick his kneecap and stomp on his foot.

“Good, now,” he said turning her around and wrapping his arms around her from behind. Her breasts were a tempting warm weight against his arms, her butt cradling him made his cock take notice. Desire curled in his belly, but the memory of the moron assaulting her tamped it down. Teaching her to defend herself was more important. “What are you going to do to get away?” he growled into her ear.

She wiggled experimentally, but he kept his grip on her, which was difficult to do and keep the rising erection in his pants away from her. “I don’t know.”

“Lean forward,” he said into her ear. “Shove your butt back. That’ll give you some space between us.”

She did that.

“Now kick my kneecap with your heel or stomp on my foot. Go through the motions.”

She delivered a slow-mo mule kick to his knee.

“That move hurts. It’ll make it easier for you to get away. If your attacker is still hanging on to you, extend your arms, link your hands into one fist then rotate your arms to break his hold.”

She followed his instructions and freed herself.

She spun around, looking surprised. “You let go.”

He grinned. “Nope. You incapacitated me and broke my hold. Let’s do it again a little faster.”

Excitement changed her face, made her seem younger. She didn’t hesitate, turning to present her back to him. 

He wrapped her in his arms again and said, “Do it.”

“Sergeant,” a voice barked. “Take your hands off her.”

Con released her and was three feet away before Colonel Maximillian was finished yelling.

“This is unacceptable. No, it’s reprehensible behavior,” the colonel continued. “Take a seat in my office until the MPs arrive.” He turned to Sophia. “Sophia, I’m sure you’ll want to press charges for—”

“For what?” she snarled. “Him showing me how to defend myself from an attacker who grabs me from behind?”

Max rocked back on his heels. “Say again.”

“Sergeant Button wasn’t assaulting me, he was demonstrating how to get away from someone grabbing me from behind.”

“He wasn’t...oh.”

“Sergeant, can we try again?” she asked Con.

Shit, he was going to have to prove he wasn’t doing anything funny with Sophia before the colonel made that call to the military police.

“Yes, ma’am.”

She gave him her back and he got a grip on her again. “Go.”

She bent forward, pushing him back with her ass, straightened, rotated her arms around and was free in about three seconds.

“Excellent,” he said. “Now what do you do?”

“Kick you in the testicles and run?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She turned, gave her boss a narrow-eyed look and hooked a thumb at Con. “I’m starting to like him.”

“Starting?” Con asked.

At the same moment, the colonel asked, “Really?”

She looked at the two of them like they were five years old and she had caught them putting a frog down someone’s shorts. “Don’t let it go to your heads.” 

***
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Sophia was already at her microscope when Connor walked into her office at 0800 the following morning.

She’d met with Max at 0700 to discuss the more worrisome disease hot spots in their part of the world. Neither had brought up the subject of Sergeant Connor Button.

She’d woken with the decision to accept him as her partner, with conditions, but she wanted to talk to Connor first.

“Morning, Sergeant,” she said with a glance at him before returning her attention to the slide she was evaluating.

“Morning, Dr. Perry.” He paused, then asked with audible curiosity, “What are you looking at?”

She didn’t take her eyes off the slide. “A blood smear. I’m checking the morphology of the cells.”

“Morphology... Size, shape, color?”

“Yes, all that and more. Normal cells look one way. Abnormal, every way else.” And this was where he’d check out of the conversation like every other soldier she’d ever met.

Only he didn’t check out, he tilted his head to one side and asked, “What can change how a cell looks?”

Wait, had that been an intelligent question? 

She pulled away from the microscope to meet his surprisingly inquisitive gaze. “Everything from your diet to a virus. Sometimes the change is so specific, I can tell you which vitamin you’re deficient in or which virus you have without doing any other tests.”

“Huh. So—” He cleared his throat. “What else do you do?”

“You tell me,” she said instead of answering the question.

“I think I know the basics. You go into areas where possible biological weapons have been used. Determine what agent has been released, and recommend treatment and cleanup procedures.”

“Change the word agent to pathogen and you’ve got most of it. Treatment and clean-up can be complicated depending on the pathogen.”

“Understood.” He gave her a masculine nod that said the conversation was finished.

He was so wrong.

“That’s a nice, neat description, but in real life, there’s nothing nice or neat about it. It is dangerous, messy, and often disgusting work. I could be wading through dead and partially decomposed bodies for samples, or if the pathogen is nasty enough, having to watch people die before a treatment can be determined or administered.” 

She’d been in those destined-to-die shoes and sometimes pitied the doctors and nurses who’d had to appear strong and upbeat, despite their belief she couldn’t be saved.

She’d been one of the lucky ones. She’d lived. In a cancer hospital for children, the word remission had an almost mythical quality to it. A state they all attempted to achieve. Not everyone made it.

“War is never pretty and I’ve seen my share of gruesome.”

Right, he’d been blown up. Body parts were never easy to see, and if those parts belonged to a friend...perhaps he did understand.

“Point taken.” She studied him a little more. She didn’t want a babysitter, a man who’d watch her like the hawk he resembled. He’d see more than he should, but refusing him without a reason Max would accept wasn’t possible. She’d been bothering Max as little as six months ago to get out into the field. If she changed her mind and said she didn’t want to go, Max was going to want to know why. 

She wasn’t ready to tell him she was too sick to go on assignment. Leukemia had taken its toll on her body, the chemo and radiation therapy leaving her with weak bones and a disorder that had plagued her on and off for years even after she was declared cancer-free. Idiopathic thrombocytopenic purpura. In the last six months her ITP had gotten much, much worse. Her bone marrow had slowed production of platelets, special blood cells that played a big role in clotting blood. Without them, a person could bleed to death from cuts received while playing with their cat.

She was taking medication that spurred the bone marrow to produce more blood cells, but her platelet count had dipped dangerously low. She was going to have to start infusing units of the tiny cells into her blood in order to maintain a normal-looking life. Unfortunately, transfused platelets didn’t survive near long enough. Units of plasma were another option, but they had the same limitations as platelets.

Her next physical was only four months away.

She wasn’t
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