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DARKNESS FALLS

The arms around Rikki’s body relaxed, just a fraction. She wanted to see, wanted to know what had happened to her assailant, but as she began to look over her shoulder the strong warm hands of her savior stopped her, sliding up her spine, into her hair. The familiarity of that contact made her breath catch—and then the hands were gone. The cold that surrounded her, the loss of that odd anchor, left her breathless.

She looked up. Stared into a pale gaze, golden and hot. Caught another flash of light in those eyes, though it only lasted seconds.

“Are you hurt?” murmured the man. Rikki shook her head, unable to speak—too rattled, too consumed. She heard her name shouted and tried again to turn. Her knees wobbled, making her stagger, but those long arms slid around her waist, holding her against a hard lean body. He was hot as hell; an invading heat, soaking through skin to bone. For one heartbeat she felt safe in that warmth, that embrace—utterly protected—and it was such a foreign startling feeling, she almost forgot what had happened. Or why feeling safe could never again be possible.


 

When you arise, alive, tomorrow, you’ll be someone else: but something is left from the lost frontiers of the night, from that being and nothing where we find ourselves,

something that brings us close in the light of life, as if the seal of the darkness branded its secret creatures with a fire.

—Pablo Neruda, from “Sonnet LXXXIII”


Prologue

The monkeys began dying at dawn. Only the children noticed. They were playing a game of soccer, just within sight of the refugee camp. The river was nearby, the jungle wall thick and hoarse with crying shadows. Birds jammed the air.

The soccer ball was made of cowhide, rough-stitched and brown and stuffed with grass and dried elephant dung. No proper bounce, but it was good enough to kick. The children had been playing since the first hint of light in the sky—at least an hour—and they were hungry and sweaty. So hungry, for such a long time, they hardly noticed anymore.

The children were playing on the road. It was flat and dusty. No traffic, though the boys took turns standing on a rock to keep watch. Not for other refugees, but for men carrying guns, or trucks with an unfamiliar shape or growl. Between the five of them, they owned a whistle, a gift from one of the doctors in the camp. The boy on the rock had it now, held tight in his fist. He was ready to blow the whistle, just in case.

The soccer game got rough. One hard kick, and the ball flew into the jungle. The boys threw up their hands, shouting, pointing fingers. The littlest one was responsible; he was shoved, unwilling, toward the thick brush and towering trees. He protested loudly, tripping over knotted vines, falling on his knees. Smaller than the ferns, or the twisting roots angling out of the ground; swallowed by shadows that radiated a thick wet heat that buzzed with stinging mosquitoes.

You are easy food for a snake, laughed his friends. Watch out.

The child watched. He glanced over his shoulder as the leaves closed behind him, shutting out the dawn light. It would be hours before the sun rose high enough to pierce the upper canopy. Until then, a constant twilight, fit only for leopards and spirits; cries of birds, echoing.

He heard a thud, off to his left. Heavy, like a melon falling. Or a body. He turned to run and his bare foot touched something hard and leathery. The ball. He had been standing beside it the entire time. He scooped it up, still ready to flee, but before he could take a step something fell from the trees in front of him. He screamed.

The other boys crashed through the bush, calling his name. He did not answer them. His attention was on the ground. He pointed as his friends arrived, and all of them fell silent, staring at the twisted body of a monkey sprawled in the dried leaves. A white stripe cut across its brindled forehead, and its tufted ears were yellow. Blood dotted its nose and the corners of its eyes.

The monkey was not alone. Other bodies lay on the ground; little lumps of dark fur that blended well with the shadows. The eldest boy whistled, rubbing his palms against his stomach as he stepped close and touched a limp haunch with his bare toe.

“Still warm,” he whispered.

“This one fell,” said the smallest, still clutching the ball. Another crashing thud, out of sight on their left, made them jump; they looked up and saw shadows swaying unsteadily in the branches, eyes blinking in the forest twilight.

“They are so quiet,” someone said.

“We should go,” murmured another, backing away.

The eldest stooped and picked up the dead monkey by its tail. The boys hissed at him, but he straightened his shoulders and flashed his teeth. “Aren’t you hungry?”

The smallest shook his head. “We are not allowed to take bush meat.”

“It was already dead.” The boy started walking, slinging the monkey over his shoulder. “Come on. If the mondele give us trouble, we will show them this place and prove we are innocent.” His grin widened, and he patted his flat stomach. “We will do that anyway, I think.”

The other boys looked at each other. Another monkey swayed and fell from the tree. It almost landed on top of them. Dead, with blood in its eyes. Like it was weeping.

The children ran from the jungle, calling after their friend who was already racing down the road toward the white tents of the refugee camp. The monkey bounced against his back. Blood dripped from its eyes into the dust, against his calves.

The boy was fast and his legs were long. He had a strong heart, the promise of meat in his belly; the sweet anticipation of seeing his mother smile. For that, anything.

He was dead by sunset.


Chapter One

Rikki Kinn was in Brazzaville, stuck in an arm-wrestling match with a drunk Congolese soldier, when the CDC in Atlanta called her cell phone. She knew who it was without looking at the screen; they had a special ring tone: ABBA’s “S.O.S.”

“You give up now, you buy us all beers, eh?” said the man across the table. His navy beret sat askew on his head, and sweat dribbled down his ebony face. His eyes were red-rimmed, and he swayed, just slightly.

His grip was strong but not painful. Rikki smiled through gritted teeth. “Maybe you want to give up, Jean-Claude. Before I beat you again.” She puckered her lips and kissed the air. The men gathered around the table laughed and slapped Jean-Claude’s shoulder. The cell phone kept ringing.

Muscles burned; her arm quivered. Rikki glanced at one of the soldiers and he plucked her cell from its clip and placed it in her left hand. Congo pop music, full of sharp beats, threaded through the open door of the stifling corrugated shack she was sitting in.

She flipped open the cell. “Doctor Kinn speaking.”

“Rikki, it’s Larry. Get ready to move. We’ve got a Hot Zone. Level Four.”

Jean-Claude slammed her hand into the table. Rikki did not notice. She closed her eyes, dizzy and breathless. “Where?”

“Between Bumba and Lisala. Mack is already there. He’ll fill you in when you arrive.”

“Fill me in now.”

“Not on this line.” Larry’s voice was cold, hard. Rikki knew that tone. She clamped her mouth shut and glanced at the soldiers. Only Jean-Claude met her gaze, and he no longer appeared quite so drunk. Rikki pushed back her chair, dug into her pocket and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. She tossed it on the table and moved to the door.

“Transport?” she asked, staring out at the gates of the dock, which was crowded with yet more soldiers, all of whom were trying to control the endless bottleneck traffic of bodies: bare backs bent under loads of burlap sacks and bushels of sugar cane; uniformed porters stumbling beneath the immense luggage and wares of Zairean businessmen in loud suits and gold jewelry. Wheelbarrows pushed by gaunt men passed Rikki, along with scooters and creaking carts piled with clothing; castoffs from America, no doubt. Shouts slammed the air, as did fists; everyone wanted to be on that ferry idling on the river’s edge, and the only way to get there was to push and shove and fight for every step.

Rikki heard an odd clinking sound on the other end of the phone. Like glass. “Mack said you were in Brazzaville. Can you make it to Kinshasa by the evening?”

“Sooner. I’m already at the ferry.”

“Good. Colonel Bakker will meet you on the other side, and he’ll put you on one of the UN planes headed for the affected area. Questions?”

Rikki snorted, scuffing her shoes against the dirt floor, kicking debris into a stagnant puddle outside the door. “You just told me I can’t ask any.”

“Rules of the game,” Larry said, and then, softer: “Be careful, kid. This one’s trouble.”

“Story of my life,” she replied, and flipped her cell phone shut. Tried to imagine, for a moment, what she was headed for, but her mind stayed blank, and all she could do was watch as sunlight cut skeins through the dust and blue exhaust, the air thick and damp and hot. Her entire body was slick with sweat; she was glad she had cut her hair before this last trip to Africa. Short, like a pixie.

Tinkerbell, her daddy would say. A slip of a thing: his princess, his little Thumbelina. Small, but with a punch.

The soldiers were watching her. Rikki schooled her expression into something cool and easy; a well-oiled mask. Her second skin. The twenty had disappeared from the table, and in its place was a deck of cards. Jean-Claude stood only a foot away, his reddened eyes thoughtful. “What is wrong?”

Everything, Rikki thought, but she put a smile on her face and said, “Duty calls. You want to help me get on that ferry?”

Jean-Claude knew her too well. His eyes narrowed, so sharp, but he reached behind the door and picked up his rifle. He gestured to the others. “Of course. What are friends for?” And then, bending close, he whispered, “I would have beat you this time.”

His breath smelled like beer. Rikki shook her head and grabbed her backpack. “In your dreams.”

“Not without my wife’s permission,” he replied easily, and stopped her, just outside the shed. “You are going to a sick place?”

She hesitated. “Yes.”

Jean-Claude nodded, sucking on the inside of his cheek. No words, though. He turned on his heel, grabbed her arm, and pulled her toward the heaving crowd. The other men from the shed pushed ahead, clearing a narrow path that Rikki and Jean-Claude squeezed through. All of them were rough; brutal, even. People fell getting out of their way; packages were dropped and trampled. Rikki was almost knocked down herself, but Jean-Claude’s hand clamped tight and he hauled her upright, almost carrying her against his side.

The immigration official stomped out of his post as they passed. He was as tall as Jean-Claude, but twice as wide; he towered over Rikki and tried to grab her other arm.

“Vos papiers!” blustered the man, but Jean-Claude rattled off a long stream of words in their native language, and pushed him away. No stamps in her passport this time around. An illegal departure from the country, but nothing that would land her in too much trouble—for the right amount of money. If she were caught.

The ferry’s metal ramp appeared, crowded with bodies, wares, and livestock. Another immigration official lay in wait at the top; Jean-Claude said a few more hard words, leaned in close—his rifle butt poking the man’s chest—and escorted Rikki past him. She heard her name shouted, and turned in time to catch a wave from one of the young soldiers who had been in the shed. She held up her hand, nodding, but Jean-Claude pushed her away from the rusted rail toward the other side of the boat, not letting her stop until the crowd thinned and they could see the smoky edge of Kinshasa looming on the opposite bank of the muddy Congo. Dirty steel and stone, cut from the jungle like a scar.

Jean-Claude still gripped her arm. His fingers squeezed hard, and in a low voice he said, “Make an excuse. Do not go.”

Rikki glanced down at his hand and raised an eyebrow. “Two years we’ve known each other, and you’ve never given me advice.”

His gaze flickered to her breasts. It was not a sexual look, but Rikki knew exactly what he was remembering, and it made her want to cover herself. She kept steady, though. Too much time spent building herself up to crack the mask now.

“Jean-Claude,” she said. A low sigh escaped him, but he lifted his gaze and looked her in the eye—which was almost worse. She could not stand his pity.

Or his words. His voice was too gentle, as though he was trying to soothe some wounded animal; rabid, wild. “I have never given you advice, because you were in no state to take it. Not then. And by the time you healed—”

“No.” Rikki finally had to look away. “No, Jean-Claude. Please.”

“Please,” he echoed. “Do not go to the sick place. Make an excuse.”

“You know I can’t do that.”

His hand tightened. “Rikki—”

“Let go of me, Jean-Claude.”

He did, holding up his hand, and glanced away; first at the slick metal deck, and then the swirling waters. “I hear rumors coming out of Zaire. More and more stories every day. The new government has changed the name of its country, but the people are still the same.” He gave her a hard look. “The UN will not be able to protect you.”

“I’ve got bigger worries than the rebels.”

Jean-Claude shook his head. “I was not speaking of the rebels.”

Around them a shout went up, accompanied by a ringing bell and a rough announcement that the ferry would be leaving at any moment. Goats bleated; a baby squalled; somewhere nearby, a woman crooned. A breeze licked the sweat from Rikki’s face, but she could not savor it. Jean-Claude backed away, holding his rifle against his chest.

Rikki swayed after him. “Spit it out. You have something to say.”

“No.” He stopped, wetting his lips, holding himself stiff. He looked uneasy, and the fleeting smile that appeared on his face was pained, sickly. Not him. Not like the man who had once saved her life. “Next time you come around, we wrestle again, eh?”

“Jean-Claude.”

“Be careful,” he whispered—and turned, practically at a run, driving himself hard through the crowd, slipping around carts and stacked bushels of grain. Rikki pushed away from the rail, calling his name, but he never looked back. She lost him in moments.

The bell kept ringing; a black cloud of smoke coughed from the stern, burning Rikki’s nostrils. The ferry heaved, shuddering, and a low groan filled the air, followed by the chugging hack of the engines as the ferry finally pushed from shore. On her way. No turning back. She tried not to think of Jean-Claude’s words. Or that look in his eye. No telling what to make of his warning, either, which was … really crappy.

He was scared for you. Be grateful someone cares enough to be scared.

Hell, she was scared. All the time. She just hid it better than most people. Rikki preferred being a hard-ass to having no ass at all. She thought her father would approve.

But here, now, there was nothing that could be helped, nothing to do but take a little care. Same as always. Rikki focused on her breathing. Watched the river and the people around her. Staying present, in the moment—savoring, while she could, the kind of solitude only a crowd could offer. Peace, among strangers. No demands, no ties. No shoulders but her own to lean on. Which was all she could trust to keep and hold. Lesson learned, hammered home. More times than she wanted to think about.

Friend to everyone. And friend to none.

A nearby man held a full-length mirror in his arms. It had been wrapped in cloth at some point, but pieces of fabric were slipping free. Rikki caught a glimpse of herself. Short brown hair, sharp brown eyes, a small face red with heat and slick with sweat. No make-up, but with lashes black as soot; a full pink mouth and cheekbones high and round. Natural born, her father had always said. Just like her mother.

Rikki felt like she was looking at a stranger. Tore her gaze away fast.

The ferry ride lasted only thirty minutes. No one approached her, though she heard the occasional murmur of “le blanc” behind her back. Made sense. She was the only pale face on the ferry, and they were headed for Ngobila Beach. The Gauntlet. Hell Ground. No one went to the Beach unless they had to, and she would be an easy target for the soldiers. Good thing she liked trouble. Good thing those men knew it, too.

Up close, Kinshasa boomed with twisted shacks and spires, smoke that curled through the haze of humid air. Somewhere out of sight, dogs barked. Behind her, voices got louder; a buzz of excitement, fear. Rikki steadied herself.

Ngobila Beach held no surprises. Crazy, business as usual. It took a while for the ferry to dock, and she used the time waiting to study the crowd below, the forefront of which consisted mainly of screaming soldiers in green uniforms, and beggars missing limbs. Rikki watched one young woman utterly without legs drag her torso across the rocks, her hands wrapped in colorful rags. She had a bag slung over her shoulders, the canvas bulging with sharp-edged objects. The maimed woman glanced up at the ferry and zeroed in on Rikki. Stared into her eyes with a hollow intensity that was hard to shake off. But not impossible. Rikki had seen worse. She would be swimming in it by the end of the day.

People began pushing each other down the ferry ramp to shore. Rikki let herself be carried by the surge, pressed tight on all sides by tall strong men carrying grain sacks on their heads—men who flashed her friendly smiles when they saw her looking. They tried to make room; Rikki was almost half the size of everyone around her, and being short in such a crowd felt like moving in a furnace, a stifling pocket of trapped air that smelled like sweat and excitement and fear. Close to being trampled; closer still to suffocation.

Congolese soldiers waited at the bottom of the ramp. Black berets and green fatigues; handguns and rifles and AK-47s brandished like charms. One of the security officers stepped forward and grabbed Rikki’s arm. His breath smelled like beer and his teeth were white. Sweat rolled down his face. Rikki slid her hand into the top pocket of her cargo pants.

“Bonjour, Docteur.”

“Bonjour, Simon.” Rikki smiled and slipped a fifty-dollar bill into his hand. The officer’s eyes crinkled and he palmed the cash to his chest, slipping it inside his shirt where no one could see it. He slung his other arm around her shoulders and gestured to the men with him, who began clearing a path through the crowd, much as the other soldiers had done for her at the Brazzaville dock.

He led her past the immigration office—a place that Rikki had learned, some years back, could be avoided in its entirety with one phone call and a well-placed bribe. Corrupt, yes; immoral, maybe. Rikki had taught herself not to care. Passports had a way of getting lost in that place; same with people. And she was always on a deadline.

“You have a guest waiting for you,” Simon said, as they passed through open iron gates into a quiet area free of the crowd. “He is a very frustrated man.”

“Most men are,” Rikki replied, and Simon laughed out loud. He was still laughing when they turned a corner in the dusty yard and Colonel Bakker came into view. His pale blue beret stuck out like a piece of sky.

Simon stopped and said, “Au revoir, Docteur.”

“Until next time?”

He patted his chest, winking. “It would be my pleasure.”

Rikki smiled, fairly certain it reached her eyes, and turned to walk away fast, fingers mentally crossed. There was always a risk to the games she played at the borders. Simon could change his mind. Arrest her.

Rikki’s neck prickled; she fought the urge to check and see if the officer still watched, and instead focused on Colonel Bakker, whose hard gaze was not on her, but a spot over her shoulder. He looked unhappy.

“Bastards wouldn’t let me meet you at the ferry,” he muttered, when she was close enough to hear him. “Got worried.”

She glanced over her shoulder. Simon was gone. Bakker said, “You need to be more careful.”

“I’m always careful,” Rikki said, thinking of Jean-Claude’s warning. “But I have different ways of protecting myself. You know that.”

Bakker grunted, and she wondered if he, too, was remembering. Probably. Seemed to be a lot of that going around today. Two years was obviously not enough time for some memories to fade.

But the colonel did not look at her breasts, and his eyes were clear and without pity as he said, “Don’t know how you do it. Those soldiers won’t give me the time of day, but to you …” He stopped, frowning. “Must be a girl thing.”

“Must be,” she said dryly.

Bakker was a big man, broad through the chest, his fatigues drenched in sweat. Well into his fifties, his skin was too fair for the sun; his face and neck were red, peeling, his blue eyes bloodshot. He was rubbing them even as she held out her hand in official greeting, and he muttered, “Damn dust.”

She retracted her hand, just slightly. “Not pinkeye, is it?”

He gave her a dirty look, made rather less menacing by the fact that he was still knuckling his eye socket like some ten-year-old on the verge of tears. “Smart-ass punk.”

“Grumpy bear.” Rikki grinned, and this time it was all her—no mask, no illusion. “You need a hug?”

Bakker glanced askance at the man waiting for them inside the jeep. “Try and I’ll shoot you.”

“Bet your wife loves that line.”

“Why do you think we’re getting a divorce?”

Rikki placed a finger over her heart and made a hissing sound. “Very nice, Colonel.”

He grunted, pointed at the Jeep, and she obliged with a smile. Relaxed, for the first time in a week. Jean-Claude knew her better than Bakker, but Bakker reminded Rikki of her father, and there was something warm and gruff about his face and voice that she couldn’t resist. Like having a shot of home.

The ride to the airfield took less than thirty minutes. They drove past twisted metal slums and palm trees. Bakker sat in the front passenger seat while one of his men drove. He mopped his sweaty face with the back of his hand and said, “Larry fill you in?”

Rikki closed her eyes and leaned back against the seat. The air-conditioning felt good. “He said the lines weren’t safe. That Mack would do the talking when I got there.”

Bakker made a small noncommittal sound. “What were you doing in Brazzaville?”

“Coordinating with some folks from the Red Cross. Trying to get some better drugs from the pharmaceuticals instead of the usual expired shit.” Rikki frowned, opening her eyes. “Why?”

Bakker gave her an odd look. “You didn’t tell anyone when you left.”

“Didn’t know I had to.”

“Things have changed.”

Something about his tone reminded her of Jean-Claude. Rikki straightened. “What’s happened?”

“Nothing.” Bakker rubbed his eyes. “Nothing but talk.”

“Seems to be a lot of that today.”

His mouth slanted into a scowl. “Do tell.”

“You first.”

Bakker’s gaze flickered to the driver, then back to Rikki. Not here, his eyes seemed to say, but there was something more than caution in his expression. Her concern deepened.

“We’re almost there,” said the young man behind the wheel. Rikki watched his gaze jump to the rearview mirror and linger there. A furrow formed in his forehead. She turned, gazing out the back window of the Land Cruiser, and saw a black truck, polished to a mirror shine. Expensive. Unusual. Bakker also twisted in his seat. His eyes flinched.

“Speed up,” he told the driver, and touched the gun clipped to his belt. His other hand reached for the radio set into the dash. Behind them an engine roared. Rikki looked back and this time glimpsed the truck’s driver; pale skin, dark sunglasses. He seemed to be looking right at her.

He was not alone. Men suddenly stood from behind the cab of the truck. They leaned on the shining metal roof with goggles strapped over their eyes, dust and wind kicking up brown hair. Kevlar vests hugged their broad torsos, and in their hands—guns. Big fucking guns.

Rikki’s breath choked. “Bakker.”

“I see them. Get down on the floor.”

“Bakker.”

“We’re getting you to that village,” he said in a hard voice, still looking at the truck pressing close behind them. “Now, down!”

Rikki unbuckled her seatbelt and slithered to the floor. She put her head down. She breathed in and out, in and out, heart hammering.

It happened fast. The Jeep rocked forward, metal shrieking. A second impact sent her head into the door. Pain splashed. Blood roared. Bakker shouted, but Rikki could not hear him over the piercing grind of the two cars slamming together. She was thrown again into the door, and she covered her head, using her legs to wedge herself tighter into the small space.

The back window shattered. She heard popping sounds. Gunfire. The Jeep swerved. Bakker was still screaming directions, interrupted by the crack and hiss of a voice over the radio also shouting, until suddenly Rikki felt a hand tap her lower back and Bakker said, “We’re here. Get ready to run.”

The side window shattered; the young man at the wheel grunted. The Jeep swerved again, wildly out of control, then stopped so hard she thought they might flip. Bakker swore and opened his door. He said, “Go.”

Rikki fumbled for the handle, shoved open the door, and fell out on all fours. The cement burned her hands. Hot air washed over her. Straight ahead she saw a white plane with the UN logo stamped on the side. Peacekeepers were kneeling, rifles raised, aiming at the truck behind her.

Bullets ripped the air. Bakker shouted her name. She glanced up and saw him leaning against the hood of the car, gun in hand. His eyes were wild, every vein and tendon in his neck strained and popping.

A bullet slammed into his chest. He dropped. Rikki threw herself over him, pressing her hands down on the wound. Bakker was still conscious; he whispered, “Run.”

Blood leaked from beneath his body; the bullet had gone straight through. Rikki glanced over her shoulder; the peacekeepers were waving frantically at her, but the men from the black truck still had not given up. Barricaded behind their own truck, they were still firing.

Rikki peered into the car. The young driver was slumped over the wheel; blood covered his seat.

“Rikki,” Bakker murmured, eyes fluttering closed.

“Shut up,” she muttered, and hooked her hands under his armpits. Dug in her heels, putting her back into it. She dragged Bakker toward the plane. He had to weigh almost two hundred pounds and she barely hit ninety, but her old training still carried true, and she was able to move his dead weight. A long smear of blood followed them. Bullets whizzed past her head, but she kept her focus narrow, concentrating only on taking that next step backward.

She did not notice when the gunfire stopped. She did not hear her name shouted. She did not let go of Bakker, even when the peacekeepers finally made it to them. One of the men was an emergency medic. She saw his kit and her hands finally uncurled, let go, reaching instead for tools, the weapons of her trade.

They worked frantically to stop the bleeding. Bakker kept breathing. One of the peacekeepers tried to get Rikki to leave him—it was not safe, not safe—but it was not until the UN medical unit arrived that anyone could convince her to stop.

She fell backward on the burning cement, watching as men and women strapped Bakker to a stretcher. Hands touched her shoulder, her arms—hands that helped her stand. Rikki barely noticed. She looked around for the first time, saw the Jeep, empty now, and behind it that black truck riddled with bullets. The windows were shattered. Bodies slumped inside the front. Men hung over the back, dripping blood.

She stared, trying to make sense of it all—and when she was done trying, and failing, she looked back at Bakker, only to find him gone. Borne away by the medics in their van, which she saw in the distance, blue lights flashing.

Bakker. Her chest felt hollow. Her scars burned. She wanted to cry, but that was wrong, so wrong. She’d cried herself out years ago.

Someone got her on the UN plane. Someone else retrieved her backpack from the battered Jeep. Rikki sat in a jump seat near the pilots, who solemnly shook her hand and assured her that the flight would be easy breezy. Rikki merely raised her eyebrow. The men got the hint and stopped talking. Within minutes they were in the air.

She always felt queasy when flying, but this time was worse. There were spots of blood on her arms. She had worn latex gloves while working on Bakker, but they had not protected everything. She touched her hair and felt glass.

Rikki took a deep breath and stared out the window. Below, the Congo River wound through the rainforest like a thread of quicksilver. She saw settlements cut into the green, as well as farmland and roads. People, surviving. People, dying.

The UN will not be able to protect you, Jean-Claude had said. Be careful.

Rikki smiled grimly. Careful. Right.

Two hours later they landed in the Hot Zone.


Chapter Two

Eighty-nine hundred miles away, a cheetah ran through the streets of San Francisco.

It was three in the morning. Empty sidewalks, quiet shadows; a breeze that was cool and sweet. A good neighborhood, with good homes. A view of the sea.

No one saw the cheetah. He was fast and kept to the shadows. Larger than others of his kind, with black roses on his body and soft teardrop lines that curved from the corners of his golden eyes. Lean, narrow muscles flowing with restless liquid grace. Wild, on the loose. A predator, prowling.

Reciting Shakespeare in his mind.

This thing of darkness I acknowledge mine, thought the cheetah, gliding through the gloom, the pavement wet beneath the rough pads of his feet. It had rained. The air still smelled fresh with storm. Too much to resist for someone who needed to stretch his skin.

He ran for an hour before returning home. He had never owned a house before coming to America, but he earned a good deal of money now, and had bought his home the year before; a cottage at the end of a cul-desac. The real estate agent had called it a Tudor, but the cheetah did not care about names, only that he liked the dark lines cut against cream, the flow of the roof and walls. He liked the windows, which faced the south. He loved the garden, which was large and covered in trees and thick hedges, bluebells and roses.

The cheetah approached his home through the backyard—now wild with tall grass and unruly flowers—pausing for just one moment before he parted the hedges with his nose.

Men waited for him by the kitchen door. One of them was young, pale, with black wavy hair and eyes older than stone. He smelled like fire. His companion was taller, his face half hidden by the turned-up collar of his leather jacket. His eyes were closed, mostly covered by a sweep of brown hair. He leaned against the house, hands shoved into his pockets.

The cheetah continued to linger in the shadows, tasting their scents. There was only one reason these men would come here, like this, and though he did not begrudge their presence, he did not want this night to end. Such a lovely night.

“Amiri,” said the tall man softly. His eyes remained closed.

The cheetah pushed through the hedges. Golden light swept over his fur. His joints popped, twisting and growing as every bone in his body stretched to accommodate his second skin. No pain, just a sensation of becoming liquid, hot like lava, pouring and reforming into fingers and arms and legs, fur sliding away into some invisible twilight; a ghost, a beast, the shadow of his soul; like poetry, a dance.

The cheetah shrugged off his body and became a man. The golden light seeped into the night, falling around his naked shoulders like a cloak. He stared at his hands for a moment, taking in his ebony skin, which glinted with hints of gold. Flexed his long fingers, imagining claws. Wondered, as he sometimes did, which was real. And if he had to choose, what that choice would be.

“Amiri,” said the tall man.

“Yes.” He stopped looking at his hands, and smiled. “Come in. I will make us some tea.”

*  *  *

Amiri did not often entertain guests, though he certainly had enough cups and chairs to accommodate the two men in his kitchen. They sat at the small dining table, holding their mugs of tea; relaxed, easy, tossing sugar cubes into the steaming liquid. Books surrounded them; on the tabletop, stacked on the chair between the men, on the gleaming checkered floor. Some were new, most bought used from a small shop only a mile down the road, which Amiri frequented on the weekends for hot chocolate and the sweet smile and conversation of the elderly woman who ran the register. She always appreciated his choices in literature, had a word or two for every book.

Max had his elbow resting on Chinua Achebe, with Octavia Butler beneath his wrist and some Dickens perilously close to falling in his lap. “You need shelves, man.”

“I have them,” Amiri replied, buttoning his shirt. “But they are full.”

Max smiled against his teacup. “I guess I know what you do in your spare time, hiding away from the rest of us. Bets were on you having a girl.”

Amiri shook his head, only slightly amused. A tabby cat, scarred and huge, entered the kitchen. He chirped once, slashing the air with his tail. Amiri took the hint. Poured him a little milk. The young man named Eddie reached down to stroke his back.

“I didn’t know you had a cat,” he said, voice soft, young as his face. His eyes looked tired, and up close the scent of fire, ash, was even stronger. He radiated heat.

Amiri shrugged, rolling back his cuffs. “He began living in my garden last month. A week ago he invited himself in. Who was I to discourage him?”

Max raised an eyebrow. “He’s not fixed. He’ll spray.”

“We have an agreement.” Amiri smiled, showing his teeth. “He knows what I will do if he ruins my home.”

The cat stopped lapping the milk, gave him a long hard look, and stalked from the kitchen, bowlegged. Max shook his head, the corner of his mouth twitching, and set down his cup. His coat was still on, his face mostly hidden. Even in the light, it was difficult to see his eyes. He smelled like coffee, like he had been drowning in it. “Something’s come up. Roland tried calling, but—”

“I was out,” Amiri finished, and tilted his head, considering his words. “It must be important, if you are here. I have not seen you in over a year. You were unwell then, if I remember.”

Max tapped his forehead. “Too many people. I had to go away for a while.”

“And now?”

“Now Roland wants a favor.” Max hesitated, glancing at Eddie. “He’s sending us to Africa. Zaire. We take the plane tonight. He wants you to go, too.”

It took Amiri a moment. He was quite certain his hearing was damaged. He had been listening to rather loud music, of late. Rocking out, as his friends might say.

“Could you … repeat that?” he asked, slowly.

Max winced. “I’m sorry, man. You heard me the first time.”

“Ah.” Amiri went still; feeling, as he did, something empty inside his chest, a void seeping from his heart to his toes. The world felt fuller than he did: floors creaking, faucets dripping, the wind sidling against the kitchen window; the faint scent of old paper and ink; and his dinner: raw steak and asparagus, with a drip of honey on his tongue for dessert. Full. Simple pleasures. Safe.

And then the void disappeared, and in its place was a hard bitterness. Memory. Loss. He turned away, bracing himself against the sink. “He wants me to go, does he?”

“It’s urgent.”

“No doubt.”

“He thought you would understand.”

“Then he is no mind reader,” Amiri replied. “And neither are you.”

Max fell silent. Eddie might as well have been a ghost. Amiri wished he could be so insubstantial. Memories had teeth. Biting hard with gasps of sunlight, the sensation of heat. Feet digging into hot earth, the clean scent of some dry blowing wind. Racing antelope. Drowsing with elephants. Crying lonesome music with the screams of eagles winging low over the golden rolling grassland. That last day, that lovely foolish day. Leaving the city for the wild to shed his human skin. Believing in safety. Taking freedom, secrets, for granted.

And for that carelessness, nothing but needles and machines and that doctor with his smile.

Max sucked in his breath. Amiri cursed himself, turning. “I am sorry.”

“No.” Max pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’s my fault I can’t stop hearing what people think.”

Eddie studied both men like they were breaking beams holding up a bridge; serious, sober, watching the world fall down. Amiri fought himself, wondering what his own face must look like. “Why Zaire?”

Max looked away from him. “Roland has an old army buddy who works at the CDC. A guy named Larry Coleman. He called last night and asked for Dirk & Steele’s help with his operations in Central Africa. Off the record.”

“And what are we to do for this man?” Amiri’s voice sounded cool inside his ears; distant, calmer than the quickening beat of his heart. The cheetah stirred within his skin. Claws idled beneath his fingernails.

Max’s jaw tightened. “Investigate. Protect. Coleman is afraid that one of his people is in danger. A doctor named Regina Kinn. Rikki, for short.”

“What is the threat?”

“No specifics. Coleman didn’t want to share too many details. We’re supposed to learn more once we reach our target.”

“I don’t like that part,” Eddie said quietly, playing with a sugar cube. “We’ll be running blind.”

“Roland wasn’t happy, either. But he trusts Coleman. Owes him.”

I do not owe him, thought Amiri. “If he thinks the woman is in danger, he should bring her home.”

“Already suggested that. Was told she’s needed there. Maybe that makes her a target.” Max hesitated. “Neither of you have to go, you know.”

“No,” Eddie said, tossing the sugar cube into his cup. Amiri remained silent. It had been almost two years. Two years since he had been kidnapped from Kenya, his native land. Nearly two years since he had regained his freedom. Not that it mattered. Even when opportunity and time had conspired to make travel a possibility, he had not returned to the continent of his birth.

Zaire is not Kenya, a small voice whispered. And you cannot stay away forever.

“Amiri,” Max said softly.

Amiri ignored him, glancing down at his hands, momentarily overwhelmed by homesickness, heartache; for the sun, the hot stiff winds, his little flat in that charming Nairobi slum that probably no longer existed. Worse, his students. Those shining eyes, voices chiming. Little hearts straining to learn, and him … him, just as eager to share his knowledge. No better than a child, himself. The human world, still new and fresh and lovely.

Good memories and bad. Nothing that could be returned to him. That life, so carefully constructed—nourished from nothing—murdered. In more ways than one.

“Why us three?” Amiri asked softly. The cat walked back into the kitchen, flopped down on the tile, and proceeded to clean himself—noisily, leg rudely lifted; in public, no less. He would need to call someone to watch the cat. Perhaps Elena or Aggie. He had few female friends. Married women. Safe women. Like that sweet elderly clerk at the bookshop. No temptation.

Max gave him a long thoughtful look. “I asked Roland. He said he had his reasons.”

“Reasons.” Amiri closed his hand into a fist. “He is a telepath. He should know my reasons.”

“Amiri—”

He cut Max off with a hard stare. “No. I will go. But you and I both know this should have been handled differently.”

Face-to-face, with Roland himself. He was their boss, in the loosest sense of the word—their coordinator, the center of the agency’s worldwide dealings. Not its founder, though he spoke for them. Roland was a powerful man. Dangerous when cornered. Amiri respected that.

But this was not right. It was not time. Amiri was not ready to face what he had lost. What he might lose again. He had a new life now. Delicate, quiet, anonymous.

Your friends need you. They need you more than you need your fear.

Such a little thing, fear. So irrational. Amiri almost laughed at himself, though it would have been a bitter sound.

He slung the cat over his shoulder, needing something warm and living to hold. Taking a book with him, he left the kitchen to pack.

In the two years that Amiri had been with the Dirk & Steele agency, he had done little that could be spoken of in an open manner. As far as most people knew, Dirk & Steele was nothing more than an internationally respected detective agency, and while that was true on paper, and though the agency’s mission to help others was heartfelt, its public face was simply a cover for the truth: that the men and women of Dirk & Steele were remarkable for reasons entirely separate from their skills at sleuthing—and that, indeed, not all of them were completely, definitively, human.

But they are home, Amiri reminded himself. Home and family.

Mysteries, living riddles—psychics and gargoyles, mermen and shape-shifters, creatures beyond legend—hiding in plain sight, mingling with humanity. And, oh, how miraculous not to be alone. Even if Amiri so often was.

The three men flew out on a private jet, a concession to Max, who found the packed quarters of a commercial airliner and all the minds within too much to bear for any extended period of time.

Amiri, too, disliked air travel. The scents were always bitter and cold, the people worse, stress rolling from skin to rub against his nose like sandpaper soaked in sweat. Breathing through his mouth never helped; his tongue could taste the ugliness. It reminded him of a cage. But he endured, in the relative comfort that only money could buy, and twenty-four hours later, he found himself back in Africa. Not Kenya, but close enough.

The Kinsangani airport was a mess. Crowded, hot. The immigration officials wanted bribes, which were paid; taxi drivers and beggars mobbed the outer doors of the terminal. Chaos, with a voice. But Amiri ignored it all the moment he stepped outside. Warmth washed over him, soaking into his muscles. He did not shield his eyes when the sun burned his face. He gazed up and up, staring into the white burning bloom.

A dusty dented van pulled alongside them and a dark-skinned man with even darker freckles peered out the window. He motioned with his hands and yelled, “From Larry, yes? I am Duna, his liaison!”

Amiri, Max, and Eddie got in, and were blasted immediately by a rattling air conditioner that sounded less gentle than a chain saw. Amiri slammed shut the sliding door, nearly taking off fingers as the crowd surged around them, banging on the windows. Duna shouted. Eddie looked concerned and Max simply winced. Amiri closed his eyes and put his head back, listening to the babble of voices. A rainbow of sound. He had forgotten what that was like.

“They want money before they let us leave,” said Duna, but a tight grin passed over his face and he put the van in gear, gunning the engine. The vehicle rocked once, then pushed through the shouting crowd like a fat slug squeezing through a keyhole. Amiri glimpsed moving hands, the glint of steel tire spikes, but the van lurched free before its wheels could be turned into flapping rubber and he gripped the seat as they careened onto the road, narrowly missing an oncoming flood of bicycles and motorbikes.

“Jesus,” Max said.

“Eh,” shrugged Duna, and flung his arm back, nearly jabbing Amiri in the eye as he pointed toward the rear of the van. “Gifts. With Larry’s best regards.”

Amiri shared a quick look with Eddie, and bent over the seat. Pulled back a blanket. Stared at an open crate filled with AK-47s, several handguns, and a bin filled with Band-Aids.

“Huh,” Eddie said.

“You’re not a typical assistant,” Max added.

Duna merely shrugged. Amiri reached down and fingered the Band-Aids, which were an astonishing shade of purple. He bit back a smile. “For bullet wounds, I assume?”

“Blood does stain, after all,” Duna said, slyly.

“How very true,” Amiri replied, and patted Eddie on the back as he began to cough.

Duna did not take them far—hardly more than a mile off the narrow freeway, down a rough side street where he parked beside a billboard covered in hand-painted French. Advertisements for a film development service, antiques, and Jesus. A chicken scratched the dust, and nearby in an open red shed, Amiri saw a barbershop—men on chairs staring into cracked handheld mirrors while shears clipped and danced. He heard laughter, American rap blasting through stereos, the murmur of women, the brush of their clothing and the slosh of water in the buckets they carried on their heads.

Amiri listened, and watched, and felt like a stranger. Not Kenya, true—but he wondered if it would matter, whether too much time had passed. He had always been an outsider; his father had seen to that. But this was different. The pain, different. He had never truly learned how to be human—not until he was more man than child—and he felt that now more than ever. The lack of connection. Isolation, loneliness. Stranger. Strange land. All because of his blood. Because of bad luck, bad timing, his own stupidity.

The cheetah rumbled. Amiri chided himself. No self-pity. Do not dare. You are alive. You are strong. You have friends. You have purpose. Nothing else matters.

Nothing, except the hole in his heart. Nothing, except the quiet knowledge that he could never go home again. And oh, he had not felt this way in years. Too occupied, too content with his new life. But being here brought it back, all the very worst and best.

Duna reached beneath his tattered seat for a manila folder. He passed it back to Amiri and said, “This is Doctor Kinn.”

Rikki, he remembered Max calling her. He held the file in his hands, uneasy. Occupied with his thoughts. It was only when Eddie began reaching over did he flip open the file. He was uncertain what to expect, but he got his answer, fast. Found himself struck hard, unprepared for yet more heartache.

It was a photo of a woman. Still young, but no girl. A body shot, a candid photo that could have been taken from a personal album. There were potted flowers behind her, and the edge of some corporate building, all steel and glass. Impossible to tell her height, but she was slender, compact, with short brown hair and a dark gaze so intense it was like looking down the barrel of a gun. Her face was shaped like a heart, her skin the color of pale Saharan sands—blindingly warm, shifting colors of cream—and her smile was fierce as a lion’s grin, wry and sharp, with a brilliance to it that was breathtaking in its sincerity. She was a woman who made promises with her smile. A woman who broke hearts with it, as well.

Amiri liked her face. He liked the spirit shining there, as though there were sunlight beneath her skin, bright and breathtaking, burning. Bold as fire in a bowl of ice. He could not stop staring.

Not for you, whispered a dull voice. She is not for you.

Bitterness crawled up his throat, as well as an ache so close to loneliness he clutched for something, anything, to fill the gaping hole in his chest. He chose pain. Dug his nails into his palms, cutting himself. No one seemed to notice—except Max, but that was to be expected. Amiri trusted him to keep a secret. He had no choice.

“She’s cute,” Eddie said, peering over his shoulder. Amiri forced down a growl. Cute was not an accurate description. Beautiful, maybe; utterly unattainable, perhaps.

Dangerous, whispered that same deadened voice, which was his father now, and hateful. Human women are dangerous. Use them, leave them. Do not trust them. Do not love them.

Or they will pay the price, recalled Amiri, and against his will, suffered yet more memories: Ebony skin damp with sweat, rolling soft under his hands. A husky voice, whispering his name with pleasure.

And later, fear. A woman’s awful, terrible fear.

He took a deep steadying breath and forced himself to look past the photograph to the documents underneath. There was little to find, other than a description of Rikki Kinn’s education and degrees, as well as some personal observations cobbled together by someone with a very colorful opinion.

Demanding, read Amiri. Stubborn as hell. Occasionally makes shit smell good.

“Sounds charming,” Max said, leaning over to read. “So, why is she in trouble?”

A loaded question. Giving Duna direction, focus, something that Max could eavesdrop on. Amiri watched his gaze turn distant, contemplative—then worse: startled, horrified. Never a good sign.

Duna hesitated. “One thousand people are dead. Killed by disease, all in one night. Ebola, we think. Deep in the Congo.”

Amiri’s stomach dropped. “We have not heard anything.”

“Of course not.” Duna turned and slammed his hands down on the wheel. “We have worked hard to keep it that way. All the secrecy and games? Done to prevent a panic. It is bad enough when only a handful die of that disease, but now? If word got out, even by accident, there would be chaos.”

“And Doctor Kinn?”

“The CDC’s lead investigator in this region. She is at the camp even now, trying to determine what happened.” Duna rubbed his head and leaned against the wheel. “There are very few left with her capabilities. Other doctors have gone missing. Locals, no one foreign, but prominent in their fields. Only a handful of physicians have ever encountered these particular hemorrhagic fevers. And now, in all of Central Africa, there are only two. Doctor Kinn, and another CDC employee, Mackenzie Hardson.”

Max sat back, closing his eyes. “Why isn’t this Hardson guy on the protection list?”

“I do not know. Larry was only concerned about Doctor Kinn.” He grimaced. “Some peacekeepers have disappeared as well. Just … gone. This is not out of the ordinary, you know. Rebels are not above a bit of ransom, or leverage.”

Amiri glanced again at the photograph in his hands; those eyes, that smile. “Is this conjecture, rumor? Or has anyone actually threatened Doctor Kinn?”

Duna did not answer, but Amiri was not looking at him. He watched Max instead, and when the man stiffened, eyes turning cold and hard, no words were necessary. Any fool could see the answer.

Max’s hair fell over his eyes. “You have something to tell us.”

Duna faltered. He looked uneasy, and Amiri did not think it was entirely because of what he had to say. “Yesterday morning, foreign mercenaries attempted to intercept Doctor Kinn. The attack was brazen. She was in the presence of UN peacekeepers when it occurred.”

The men stared. Amiri dug his nails deeper into his palm, fighting to maintain his calm. It was difficult, which was a surprise. He was good at containing himself. Had a lifetime of practice. Strong emotions were always ill-advised. Passion was dangerous. Anger, worse. Repression as a means of survival was an important lesson for any shape-shifter.

But even so, Amiri could not fathom himself the depth of his rage at the idea of that shining woman at the end of a gun. It made him sick.

Max glanced at him. “You should have told us. Called us in transit. Made it clear what happened the moment we got in this van.”

“It would have changed nothing. You are still here to protect the doctor.”

“Is she well?” Amiri nearly had to repeat the question; his voice belonged to a different man—low, hard, more growl than speech.

“She is fine,” Duna said quickly, giving him a worried look. “But one of her escorts died and the other is in critical condition.”

“Fuck,” Max muttered. “Rebels are one thing, mercenaries another. Those guys don’t get called in for cheap shit. What else do you know?”

Duna studied Amiri’s closed fist, which was beginning to drip with pinpricks of blood. “Rumors. Politics. The war machine continues to turn. Corruption has ruined this country, and foreign scavengers sniff at the borders, trying to broker deals for Zaire’s minerals. Mercenaries are used to … persuade people. And to pave the way for enterprising businessmen who travel the interior, making their own deals with those self-proclaimed local warlords who hold military power over valuable areas.”

Amiri looked again at the woman’s picture. He wanted very much to take it with him, and felt irrational for that desire, for the hunger he felt when staring into her eyes. “What does any of that have to do with her? Or those other doctors?”

“We do not know. That is the problem.” Duna tapped his watch. “Time to go back. The UN convoy will be departing from the airport in two hours. Larry arranged for you to travel with them. We must not be late.”

Not enough time. “I thought Mr. Coleman wanted subtlety. Traveling with others will expose us.”

“Subtle is slow. It gets you nothing.”

“And lies are just as easy,” Max added, giving the man a sharp look.

Duna’s expression never changed. “The soldiers you will be traveling with do not know you are providing extra protection for Doctor Kinn. Only that you are independent security specialists hired by the CDC.”

Eddie frowned. “We just came from the airport. Why did we even bother?”

“It was at Larry’s request. Too many wagging ears.”

“Whatever. What you’ve given us isn’t enough to do shit, not even to pretend.” Max gave Eddie and Amiri a thoughtful look. “You’ll have to leave me behind.”

“No,” Eddie said, straightening.

“Yes. There are two major cities in Zaire. This one, and Kinshasa. If mercenaries have been hired to kidnap people—specifically, our doctor—this is where they, or someone who knows them, will be spending their downtime. I’ll poke around, do a little eavesdropping, see what I turn up. Meanwhile, you and Amiri can play bodyguard.”

“I cannot guarantee your safety,” Duna protested. “And this is not a good city for outsiders. The rebels, even the soldiers—”

“I’ve been in worse,” he interrupted. “I can handle myself.”

I do not like this, Amiri thought at Max, and then for Eddie’s sake, added, “There are too many unknowns.”

“It stinks,” Max agreed. “It stinks so bad I can’t stand it. That’s why I need to stay. Unless you want to wait for someone to get killed before we start asking questions.”

Amiri frowned. Eddie began to argue, but Max held up his hand and gave him a sharp look. The young man grimaced, fingers digging into the van seat. The temperature jumped another several degrees. Amiri understood how he felt. They both stared at Max, but all he did was mutter, “Mother hens,” and reach behind his seat for the weapons Duna had brought. He gave Eddie a handgun, which was quickly stashed in his backpack.

Amiri refused to take a weapon. Max did not push. He slipped the gun into the back of his pants, under his T-shirt. Amiri folded Rikki Kinn’s photograph, and placed it in his pocket. He caught Eddie watching him, but the young man gave him a faint smile, and that made Amiri feel less a fool.

Their return to the airport was quick. Duna took a different road around the terminal, heading directly to the airfield. They were stopped at the entrance by a UN guard, but their names were on a list. Duna drove through and parked three hundred feet from a cargo plane being loaded with supplies stamped with the Red Cross logo.

“One more thing,” Max said to Duna, as they left the van. “Why did Larry call in outside help? Why not rely on the UN to protect her? They managed it yesterday.” When Duna hesitated, Max’s expression darkened and he said, “Never mind. Wait for me, okay? I’ll be back in a minute.”

The three men from Dirk & Steele walked to the airplane. Eddie watched his feet. Amiri gazed up at the sky, patient.

“You two would be good in a monastery,” Max muttered. “Vows of silence, and all that.”

Eddie smiled. “And?”

“And it’s a fucking mess. Duna doesn’t know shit. Nothing we can use. Coleman left him hanging dry for our arrival. Regardless of the guns.”

“The timing is peculiar,” Amiri mused.

“Yeah. It also bothers me that he’s been so secretive. People go missing, you tell someone. You don’t bury it.”

Eddie jammed his hands into his pockets. “Coleman held out on Roland.”

“Roland is not easily deceived,” Amiri said.

Max grunted. “As soon as I get out of here, I’m calling him. Maybe he can pry something useful out of his old buddy.” He clapped Eddie on the shoulder. “Stay out of trouble, kid. Don’t burn down the rain forest.”

Eddie said nothing, just nodded, giving Max a look so solemn that Amiri wondered if there was more amiss than he realized. The young man backed off and walked away. Max sighed.

Amiri said, “Something else is wrong.”

“It’s nothing. Really.”

“Max.”

“Amiri.”

The two men stared at each other. Max’s scent shifted into something hard, bitter. He did not blink. Amiri moved in close, feeling the cheetah rumble beneath his skin—finding himself, too, in the odd position of standing on the other side of trust. He did not know what to do.

“There’s nothing to do.” Max dropped his chin, his gaze hidden beneath his hair. “We all burn, Amiri.”

“Then we burn together.” Amiri held out his hand. “Or what is the use of having friends?”

Max said nothing, but after one long moment slapped his hand against Amiri’s and squeezed hard. Leaned close, whispering, “Like you should talk.”

Perhaps, Amiri thought, raising an eyebrow. “But I am certainly no worse than you.”

Max blew out his breath. “Focus on the woman. Tell her anything you want, but make sure she lets you stay close. Things are going to get ugly. I can feel it.”

“And you?”

“I’ll be in touch, one way or another.” He backed away. “Take care of each other.”

Take care of yourself, Amiri thought at him. Max nodded, turning quickly on his heel and marching back to Duna and the van. No looking back. Amiri gave him the same courtesy.

Eddie waited by the loading area. A tall young man wearing army fatigues and a blue beret stood with him. Red hair—what little Amiri could see of it—stuck to a pale sweaty face covered in freckles. Blue eyes studied his approach, with an expression entirely too trusting for the responsibility of playing soldier.

“You must be the other American specialist,” the boy in the beret said, before Amiri could introduce himself. His accent was Swedish; crisp, curling, cold. “My name is Patrick. We will be leaving soon.”

“He was just telling me what we should expect.” Eddie glanced over Amiri’s shoulder at the departing van.

“Ah, but you’re also from Africa right?” Patrick nodded, smiling. “Eddie mentioned that. You probably already know everything I could tell you.”

Amiri made a noncommittal sound, but before he could point out the obvious—that not every place on the continent was the same, and therefore he was just as lost as anyone else—Patrick pulled an envelope from the pouch at his side and handed it over.

“Funny. Someone brought this around to one of our guards not ten minutes ago. Said it was for the black security man coming from America. That’s you, I suppose.”

Amiri frowned, and took the envelope. It was flat and brown. His name had been written in neat script on the outside, along with delivery instructions. He felt odd holding it.

“Please give us a moment,” he said to Patrick, and the young man ducked his head, backing away. Amiri turned, and despite the people surrounding him, brought the envelope up to his nose to smell. His tongue flicked the paper.

Eddie stepped close. “What is it?”

“I do not know.” Amiri tasted the scent. It was nothing he could place; too many people had been in contact with the paper. But there was something … bitter … that made a shiver run up his spine.

He opened the envelope. Inside were pictures. Amiri almost dropped them, but Eddie reached out fast, pressing his hand on top of the images. He exhaled hard, eyes wide. Amiri simply stared.

The photographs were of him. Not him as a man, but him as a cheetah. No mistake about it, either. He knew what he looked like, even as an animal. He knew his eyes.

But the last picture—at the very bottom—was no simple animal. It was him, caught in the act: standing on two legs like a man, but with all the fur and features of the cat. An alien creature changing, caught in limbo. Someone who should not exist.

“I know this,” Amiri whispered, looking beyond the still shot of his shifting body to the photograph’s background: dry grass, acacia trees, a blue horizon. Kenya. He remembered the day. These were the pictures that had ruined his life.

“There’s a note,” Eddie said, hoarse. He held out a folded slip of paper. Amiri hesitated, and took it. Swallowed hard. Looked down.

Welcome home, he read. Two words. No signature. More than enough.

Max was right. Things were going to get very ugly, indeed.
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