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  Monkey Business


  When you absolutely, positively have a world to save, you need to call in…the Drunk Monkeys.


  Celia Jorgens is a reporter from Chicago. Traveling to Australia, she’s chasing the story of a lifetime—and a scientist she thinks might have answers to stop the deadly Kite virus that’s ravaging the globe.


  Tango and Doc are part of the Drunk Monkeys elite special ops unit. They’ve been given a mission, to bring in the scientist and use the reporter to find him.


  Unfortunately, it turns out shadow factions want them to fail, and the men no longer know who they can trust. As passions flare between Celia and her two hunky military men, they all find themselves in a race to escape Australia before the borders close and their enemies find them. Now, it’s up to Celia and the Drunk Monkeys to go off-the-grid and commit a little monkey business of their own before time runs out for the human race.
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  This one’s for Tara Rose, bestie and partner in crime, because she was patiently listening to me kvetch about certain wonky iPad apps and how they were likely created by drunken monkeys…and thus an idea was born.


  So whether you love it or hate it, it’s kinda sorta her fault. LOL


  And also thanks to Hubby, who takes care of everything from keeping me in clean clothes to reminding me to eat. Love you, sweetheart!


  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  


  


  This is the first book in the Drunk Monkeys series. Think A-Team meets Mad Max meets The Walking Dead, without paranormal zombies, with some kick-ass heroines thrown in for fun.


  Well, as much fun as a near-future, postapocalyptic nuclear strike and fatal rabies-like pandemic can be when you toss some special ops military hunks named the Drunk Monkeys into the mix.


  There will be ten books—with twenty heroes and ten heroines, you can do the math LOL. I’m excited about this series because they’re fun plots, quirky characters, and a chance to give my brain the opportunity to stretch in a different direction.


  This is Tango and Doc’s story. The books in the series are best read in order.
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  Chapter One


  


  “That damn, batshit crazy asshole fucker in charge there in Pyongyang is the one who stirred the shitpot. Then Beijing made him lick the goddamned spoon and nuked his fucking ass. Problem is, when they did that—not saying they weren’t justified, mind you—our first and best chance to reverse-engineer this clusterfuck went up in a mushroom cloud. All the rest of us could do was fucking bend over and pray for lube and a reacharound.”


  —Gen. Robert K. McCammeron (Our Last History? by Willard M. Sterling. Interview date May, 2143)


  


  “In the time since we first became aware of the virus, and the subsequent events that have followed, we’ve come to understand that we have no idea why, much less how, they [North Korea] created it. Unfortunately, when Beijing wiped Pyongyang off the map, they also wiped out any hope we had of creating an effective vaccine in a timely manner to prevent transmission to a majority of the world’s population. It’s estimated that within another five years, over ninety percent of the world’s population will either be dead or infected unless we get lucky and figure it out.”


  —Dr. Arnold P. Almer, CDC (Our Last History? by Willard M. Sterling. Interview date April, 2143)


  


  “In terms of [Kite, the drug’s] addictive nature, it makes meth look like baby aspirin.”


  —Kimberly Coates, PhD, University of Florida (February, 2143)


  


  “Well, fuck.”


  —President Charlotte Kennedy’s reported reaction upon learning that China authorized the use of nuclear weapons against North Korea on July 29, 2142, in response to Pyongyang allowing thousands of people they supposedly infected with the Kite virus to flood across the border into China several days earlier.


  


  “The Drunk Monkeys? Those crazy motherfuckers don’t exist. And boy, are they good at what they do. Thank god.”


  —Gen. Joseph Arliss (June, 2143)


  


  * * * *


  


  Long story short…


  


  The world was already immersed in turmoil unlike any other era in the decades leading up to the culmination of events on July 29, 2142. Massive weather pattern changes had killed millions directly via storms, or indirectly via famine or water- and insect-borne illnesses. Localized epidemics had devastated populations in regions such as the Indochina area, Indonesia, and parts of Africa and Central and South America. Pundits suspected China had also been hard-hit, but the country refused to admit any such thing. The epidemics had struck first-world countries as well, but their populations had fared far better with only a fraction of the deaths.


  Warfare in some parts of the world was the norm. Geopolitical events had created extremely volatile worldwide economic catastrophes that left most of the previous first-world countries living in dual-class systems of tiny minorities of the extremely rich and the vast majority of poor workers who supported them.


  Likely the North Koreans’ idea started, as so many other horrible, government-instituted ideas do, as a brilliant thought in some lower-level politician’s pinheaded and narrow-visioned brain. Something that, if it could be brought to fruition, would send him on a meteoric rise up the bureaucratic ladder and secure his job—and his neck—with their illustrious Mighty Leader.


  Unfortunately, as so many other horrible government-instituted ideas do, it quickly blew out of control and out of proportion when the military got hold of the idea and put a bug in Mighty Leader’s ear.


  Once Mighty Leader decided this was what they’d do, by god, they did it. Including strong-arming some talent from outside North Korea in the form of threatening their families and their lives when basic bribery wouldn’t work.


  And it worked.


  Too well.


  The story goes that it was only after they realized exactly what happened when people were addicted to—and infected by—what came to be called “Kite,” that the North Koreans knew they had a fucking serious problem on their hands.


  That was when some brilliant backwater Podunk decided he didn’t want all these human guinea pigs from the massive “reeducation camp” anywhere close to his little slice of hell on earth. He unilaterally decided in the middle of the night to shut down the facility and herd the inmates north, over the Chinese border and out of his hair.


  It didn’t take China long to realize that not only did they have several thousand refugees suddenly streaming across a suspiciously unguarded border, but there was something decidedly wrong with many of them.


  Wrong, as in Chinese epidemiologists had no idea what it was they were infected with, only that it spread rapidly and appeared ninety-nine percent fatal.


  The one thing Chinese officials did know were that these refugees refused to go back, North Korea refused to acknowledge they even existed, and in addition to their illness they were horribly addicted to a drug that had also apparently infected them with the virus, described as something between influenza, mad cow, and rabies.


  And they were starting to infect Chinese citizens via an increasingly disturbing number of attacks.


  Only after hundreds of the still-cogent refugees admitted to undergoing “vaccine and pharmacology testing” during their stint in what was actually a forced labor camp, did someone in China finally put two and two together and quit coming up with five and three quarters.


  While China never openly revealed all the details leading up to their response, somewhere an upper-level politician must have decided that North Korea’s fuckery deserved only one reply, one that would—hopefully—decisively end the problem and take care of any potential future refugees.


  Not a bad—albeit ruthless—idea.


  In theory.


  Enter several tactical nuclear weapons, along with what amounted to carpet-bombing most North Korean population centers with both thermobaric and bunker-busting ordinance that proved nearly as deadly as the nuclear kind. The North Korean military didn’t have time to respond, China knowing full well where their tac-nukes were located and targeting them first.


  There was also supposition that mass desertion by the North Korean troops occurred once news began to travel—for as long as it could travel over a rapidly collapsing communications network—that Pyongyang no longer existed on this earthly plane.


  Meanwhile, thousands of Chinese troops were ordered to exterminate the problem in the border province, including any Chinese citizens who were infected by the mystery illness, or even possibly exposed.


  When the dust settled and Pyongyang—along with other population centers in North Korea—was little more than a smoking glow-in-the-dark crater, the howling in the bowels of the UN began. Considering that the only remaining representative of the government of North Korea appeared to be their UN ambassador, and he was totally farking clueless as to what had happened or why, there wasn’t a lot that could be done since China’s ambassador smiled and assured everyone else they were only responding to a direct act of aggression by North Korea and protecting their borders.


  You’re welcome.


  Everyone knew the Mighty Leader was batcrap crazy, and they were pretty much used to the country’s generations of inbred leadership, complete with impotent preening, feather-fluffing, and loudly clucking idiocy.


  But no one ever suspected he’d be that crazy, to try to fuck with China.


  China’s attack proved brutally effective. Seoul, being relatively close to the border, received a pretty good dose of radioactive fallout. Enough to force South Korean officials to order the capital and surrounding areas evacuated. China’s attack also sent a wave of panicked South Koreans elsewhere fleeing toward the port city of Busan, and sent terrified Japanese citizens, who’d understandably reaped more than enough radiation fallout to last their country eons, fleeing on every last airplane and boat they could secure passage on to anywhere in the world that wasn’t there.


  Meanwhile, China’s UN ambassador placidly assured South Korea’s ambassador that it had no desire to invade their sovereign nation. In fact, the Chinese ambassador informed the stressed-out South Korean ambassador that if South Korea wanted to unify and take over North Korea, China would have no objection to it.


  Again, you’re welcome.


  Considering North Korea was now a country of smoking, radioactive craters, South Korea politely declined the opportunity, having more than enough shit on their plate to deal with as it was.


  Yeah, thanks, but no thanks. We’re good.


  When pressed, China eventually showed some uncharacteristically blurry satellite photos supposedly depicting an incursion across their border, and mentioned something in passing about a suspicious illness.


  It wasn’t until two weeks later, when China could no longer keep the lid on the secret about Kite—the drug, and especially the virus—that they finally admitted that the outbreak might have possibly, sort of kind of, played an itsy-bitsy role in what was initially viewed by everyone else to be a horrendous act of unprovoked aggression on their part.


  That was when the shit really hit the fan.


  Chapter Two


  


  If you need a job done right, let a monkey do it…


  


  Quack scratched at the perpetual shadow of stubble on his chin. “Come on, Doc. Shit or git.”


  Doc hated being rushed. And it wasn’t like they were in a hurry. They couldn’t go anywhere yet. “I’m thinking.” Doc studied the cards in his hands. “You always want to rush me.”


  Across the room, someone laughed. “That’s what she said,” a husky voice drawled.


  “Shut your pie hole, Alpha,” Doc good-naturedly grumbled.


  From across the table, Oscar leaned back, his chair squeaking in protest as he did. He kept his cards turned facedown while he ran his fingers through his short, recently buzzed blond hair. “Is every hand going to take this long? Because if it is, I could go rub one out while we’re waiting.”


  Doc glared at him. “I’m surprised you aren’t blind by now.”


  “Did you see the local chick he was hitting on last night?” Alpha called out. “I think he is blind. I’ve seen prettier faces on a dog’s ass.”


  Without looking, Oscar chucked his empty beer bottle across the room at Alpha, who deftly caught it in midair.


  “What am I, your waiter?” Alpha asked.


  “I was going to suggest you shove it up your ass,” Oscar said, “but if you’re offering to get me a refill, I won’t refuse it.”


  They all felt a little on edge. Four of their men hadn’t returned yet from a recon mission. They were nearly an hour overdue without word, which wasn’t like them. Yet they hadn’t reached the point of sending out scouts to look for them.


  Roscoe, Niner, Foxtrot, and Kilo were as capable as any of them. Papa wouldn’t consider pulling the trigger on a search unless they hit the six-hour mark without any sign or word from them. And even then, they wouldn’t venture out until ten hours had passed.


  It was March of 2143, and eight months since TMFU—The Massive Fuckup, in military parlance. Communications in this part of the world could be sketchy even on a good day, depending on what was going on. Most of the infrastructure destroyed or damaged in the South Korean peninsula would never be rebuilt, and Japan’s rapidly decaying communication network would likely go unrepaired, too.


  Hell, at the rate that country was losing people, Japan would be practically uninhabited in five years, between fallout, Kite, and emigration.


  Then again, if the eggheads didn’t come up with a way to stop the spread of Kite, the whole world might be uninhabited in less than twenty years.


  Sooner, if some brains’ predictions were right.


  Alpha left to go in search of another beer for Quack. They wouldn’t drink anything harder until their guys returned. And while on ready status, they would all limit themselves to no more than two beers a day, needing to be at the top of their game in case they had to go out.


  No man left behind. Ever.


  So far, they hadn’t lost anyone on a mission, although they’d come close a few times. Fortunately no one had been lost to Kite, either.


  Yet.


  Doc hated the daily procedure, sticking himself first, followed by every guy in line. The only time the other nineteen men showed the slightest hint of fear, waiting to see if their stick test would turn blue or stay clear.


  To see if any of them had, despite precautions, caught Kite.


  Doc knew from his last communication with the military’s medical commander in Manila that Kite the disease pretty much had a ninety-nine-percent fatality rate. And the few who had survived would have been better off dead. Nearly all were left in a near-vegetative state. The extreme minority of those survivors who weren’t remained permanently disabled, unable to care for themselves. The virus created massive and irreparable neurological damage in the “lucky” survivors.


  Kite the drug frequently proved fatal, especially when combined with the virus that spread like influenza and seemed to kill like rabies while creating some effects similar to mad cow disease in the process.


  He’d love to personally wrap his fingers around the necks of whoever had created this damn disease, and the drug, too.


  Fucking eggheads.


  Doc played his winning hand, silently enjoying Quack’s tsk of disgust as he threw his own cards down.


  “I still think you’re sliding aces up your sleeves,” Quack teased.


  Doc held up his bare arms. “Not unless I stuck ’em up my ass.”


  “That’s what she said,” Zed called out from where he was cleaning his sidearm at one of the other tables.


  


  * * * *


  


  Papa awoke from his nap an hour later and walked out to the common room. They took turns in the racks, usually half of them awake and ready to mobilize at any given time.


  Doc didn’t want to wake their commanding officer sooner, because the man had gone nearly forty-eight hours without sleep before finally getting a chance to catch some Z’s.


  The major slowly surveyed the room before his hazel gaze landed squarely on Doc. Alpha was outside in the latrine or Doc knew their second-in-command would have gotten the grim honor.


  Doc shook his head.


  “Shit,” Papa muttered. Major Sam Warner, dubbed Papa because at thirty-three he was their CO and the second oldest next to Uncle, looked more awake now as he glanced at his watch. “How long overdue? Two hours?”


  Doc nodded.


  The four men had been sent out on a recon mission that should have taken no more than forty-eight hours. They had a secure sat-phone that they could use to call back to base.


  They hadn’t. And the men hadn’t answered calls to the phone from base at their pre-arranged check-in times, either. It had gone straight to the “off-line” tone response it gave when the phone was either powered off…or destroyed.


  Papa stared at the floor. “Okay,” he said. “Anyone close to rack time, make sure they get a nap, at the very least. We won’t start gearing up for at least another four hours.” He looked up at Doc. “You due?”


  “I got a solid eight hours earlier after we got back from our run.”


  “Okay, good. I’m going to go catch another few Z’s then. Wake me up in four if I’m not up yet.”


  Doc nodded. Papa headed back to one of their two rack areas that they all shared. The barracks weren’t much. They were part of a small detachment stationed in a rural area just outside Hanoi, Vietnam. Well, they weren’t officially part of the detachment, but they were taking up space there to run their current assignment.


  Their special ops unit, dubbed the Drunk Monkeys only a month after the program’s inception following an unfortunate incident where their inebriated selves thoroughly kicked the asses of thirty very sober MPs while taking a night off in Manila, was a tight-knit unit of twenty men who’d die for each other. They were sent into situations where few others could go. They included men from several of the former branches of the military, including a few SEALS, Green Berets, and even some AFSOC and MARSOC guys.


  Their official designation was SOTIF1—Special Operations and Tactical Infiltration Force, unit 1.


  When the branches of the United States military unified into one force four years earlier following yet another worldwide series of militant terrorist attacks, the self-contained SOTIF special ops units were created. Now, terrorists were nothing. All the US military cared about was figuring out how best to stop the spread of Kite the virus and to bring the best medical and scientific minds they could onto US soil.


  By any means necessary.


  To the best of Doc’s knowledge, there were at least nine other SOTIF units in the world, maybe more. That knowledge was far above his pay grade. As the group’s on-site medic, it was his job to keep them alive as long as possible. The only reason he didn’t have a medical degree of his own was because he’d been pulled from his residency at the military’s medical school in Baltimore. He’d qualified for spec ops before breaking his ankle and transferring to military medical school.


  Desperate times and all that crap. He could keep up with the others. The powers that be in the brass wanted doctors, not just paramedics, embedded with each SOTIF unit.


  It wasn’t hard for Doc to guess why.


  Now, they were trying to track down a doctor, a Chinese national by the name of Li Kim, who’d disappeared before TMFU. A doctor rumored to have been on the front lines of the initial incursion of Kite-infected patients from North Korea. One of the people on “The List” of scientists and doctors that the international community was desperate to track down, if they were still alive.


  Their current mission was to locate the good doctor and bring him to Manila ASAP for transport back to the US proper. So far, despite regular updates from CIA operatives in the area, they had yet to locate the man.


  And Kite infections were starting to quickly spread in the region. No one on the base had contracted it yet, but it was only a matter of time. They’d already had three exposures amongst their own men, but fortunately no one had tested positive.


  Yet.


  Alpha finally returned from his latrine run, a local newspaper tucked under his arm. He was one of only two of them who could read and speak Vietnamese with any degree of fluency.


  The other was Foxtrot.


  “Papa woke up,” Doc told him.


  Alpha froze. “What’d he say?”


  “He went back to sleep. Wake him in four. Rack time for everyone close to needing it.”


  Alpha tossed the newspaper onto one of the three tables. “Dammit,” he softly muttered in his Georgia drawl. Alpha’s real name was Major Kenner Chasco.


  Every SOTIF unit was set up in a similar manner. Each man used a code name designation instead of their real name. In their unit, Papa was their leader. Alpha, their second. He was Doc, and Uncle was the oldest, at thirty-four less than a year older than Papa, who was thirty-three and change. The rest of the men had been assigned names from a list that mostly pulled from the phonetic alphabet code. They were also paired off in a buddy system that helped them watch each other’s backs.


  Twenty minutes later their secure sat-phone, which was plugged into its charger, let out a warning blare that meant someone was trying to call in on their special line.


  Doc beat Alpha to it and flipped it to speaker mode when he answered. “SOTIF1 delta tango epsilon.”


  There was a moment of static that nearly stopped his heart before he heard a reply in a familiar voice. “SOTIF1, Niner, kappa kappa deuce. Incoming, full party.”


  Alpha clapped Doc on the shoulder, a broad smile on his face. “Well, they’re all alive.” His southern drawl sounded different than Tango’s Texas twang.


  “Roger,” Doc replied, ignoring Alpha’s response. “Exposed?”


  Another hesitation. “Roger. Three hours ago. No blue yet.”


  “ETA?”


  “Four hours. We’ll take our time. Tell Papa to stand down.”


  Doc breathed a sigh of relief. If they’d been exposed three hours before, it meant every hour that passed and the sticks didn’t turn blue was one hour closer to them being in the clear. “Roger. SOTIF1 base, out.”


  “Niner out.”


  Doc ended the call and put the sat-phone back on the table, plugging it into its charger.


  “That’s good, right?” Alpha asked him.


  Doc glared at him. “You know the answer as well as I do.”


  “I’ll go tell Papa,” Alpha said, heading toward one of the rack rooms they shared.


  Doc wasn’t a religious person. Even less so since TMFU and Kite. He knew recent world events had driven people in countless droves to seek out religion.


  He wasn’t one of them. If anything, he viewed the preachers and other religious leaders taking advantage of the desperate and hopeless as nothing more than charlatans.


  He put his own faith in medicine, science, and in his teammates.


  Chapter Three


  


  The Reverend Hannibal Silo sat with his back to his stainless steel and glass desk and stared out the window. His penthouse office commanded a gorgeous view of the Sandia Mountains to the east of the city. Albuquerque had flourished in the past twenty-five years. Quite a few large companies had made the southwest city their home since New Mexico loosened and struck down several laws that hamstrung corporations. Lucrative tax benefits helped, too. It didn’t hurt that the city had worked in close quarters with the New Mexico National Guard to turn them into a local police force, meaning they had one of the lowest crime rates in the nation. Banks, insurance, and other financial companies had abandoned some of their traditional city headquarters in other large urban centers and moved here.


  Meaning a large concentration of money.


  Meaning a wide selection of parishioners to fleece.


  He leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers behind his head. The TV network was in its fifth year and growing strong in markets where there were still people who could get TV, much less afford cable.


  It was such a shame it took until the age of fifty-nine for him to finally reach this level. At least the Chinese fucking up the way they did had driven a shitload of terrified new sheep to his church as they feared the impending apocalypse.


  A knock on his office door brought him out of his reverie. “Come,” he called out.


  He didn’t turn from the window when he heard the door open.


  As he’d expected, it was his personal assistant, Jerald Arbeid. “Reverend, Senator Davis is here.”


  “Excellent.” He swiveled his chair around and smiled at his assistant. Jerald wasn’t wearing a surgical mask. Silo had given orders that everyone got tested for Kite before they entered the building. That meant no need for surgical masks inside. He wanted to be able to see a person’s face, to fully read their intentions as much as possible.


  Also, it gave them a false sense of security that could work to his advantage. “Send him in.”


  Silo stood and pinched the creases in the fronts of his slacks, shaking them out as Jerald ushered the senator in before leaving them alone, closing the office door behind him.


  Silo made sure his placid, well-practiced smile was firmly in place when Tom Davis entered. The reverend extended his hand. “Tom, welcome. Praise the Lord, you arrived safely.”


  The sophomore senator from Illinois hesitated only the briefest of moments before taking the reverend’s hand. If it wasn’t for the fact that Silo had over six hours of very explicit video of the senator taking it up the ass from a sixteen-year-old male prostitute, the man wouldn’t even be there, and Silo damn well knew it.


  “Reverend.”


  “Come, sit. Let’s talk.” Silo led him over to a sitting area on the other side of his office.


  “Look, I came to give you a report—”


  “Tom,” the reverend said, turning, “let’s not be crass.”


  The senator shut his foul trap and waited until they were seated.


  “Now then,” Silo said. “God bless you for coming to talk with me, my son.” Which was a load of crap, because Davis was three years older than Silo. “What good tidings do you bring me?”


  Senator Davis was on a few key committees, committees that handled funding for black ops military operations. “I talked to the chief at the CIA like you asked—”


  “Like God commanded you to do.”


  Davis pressed his lips together for a moment. “Sure. That. Anyway, they’re going to put resources into it.”


  “Excellent. You know this is for the greater good.”


  “When I have information to pass along, I will. I’ve been assured I will be kept informed of any developments.”


  “Wonderful.” Silo’s smile broadened. “We wouldn’t want God’s will usurped now, would we?”


  “Look, all I know is I’ve got a lot of very wealthy constituents crawling up my butt and wanting to know why the CDC hasn’t hand-delivered Kite vaccines to them yet. I can only stall them and the CDC for so long before someone realizes what’s going on.”


  Silo slowly waved his hand in the air. “That’s all right, my son. It shall all work out the way God intends.” Silo’s hand paused, palm up.


  The senator reached into his jacket, withdrew a bulging envelope, and placed it in the reverend’s hand.


  “Bless you, my son.” Silo laid it in his lap. “Same time next month, then? Unless, of course, you have news for me sooner.”


  “Sure.” The senator stood. He headed for the door when he paused and turned. “You realize that high-walled enclaves won’t protect people, right? No matter how righteous they are. If Kite gets a foothold here in the US, we’re screwed. There won’t be any rich and poor anymore, because it’ll kill everyone.”


  “Don’t you worry, son. God will provide for his chosen ones. For those who are righteous.”


  “You really believe that? It wasn’t an act of God that caused this. It was China getting pissed off after North Korea created Kite.”


  “All things bend to God’s will, son. All things. The events were merely His tools.”


  “There’s a tool, all right,” Davis muttered before he yanked the door open and strode out.


  Jerald immediately walked in, closing the door behind him. Silo tossed him the envelope. “I don’t know how much longer the Caymanian accounts will be viable,” Silo said. “Perhaps it’s best we move that money back onto US soil. Convert it into solid assets.”


  “Gold?” Jerald opened the envelope and thumbed through the cash inside. The senator was paying Silo twenty grand a month to make sure the video stayed hidden.


  In addition to doing whatever Silo asked of him.


  He was only one of many congressmen, high-ranking military, and other officials whom Silo kept on short leashes.


  TMFU and Kite had done more for Rev. Silo’s Church of the Rising Sunset’s bottom line than his penny-ante blackmail and racketeering ever could.


  He had a master plan. To get his hands on the Kite vaccine and control it. Make sure he and his closest confidantes received it, of course. Then his most faithful flock—meaning the ones who ponied up the most money. He’d make sure to carefully control who received it.


  They would need a serving class, but only the best of the best would earn their place in his new kingdom. Mechanics, engineers, farmers, carpenters, electricians, builders—those who could help restore America to a better, brighter, cleaner, and more pure future.


  Oh, he didn’t care what color someone’s skin was. He only cared about the purity of their heart—and how strong their faith.


  As long as it was his faith.


  Or, to be more specific, faith in him, in particular.


  There would be no more of this silly class warfare nonsense. Those of lower incomes would gratefully serve in their roles, knowing they were alive because of their faith. They would enjoy and appreciate their place in history, as well as in the Kingdom of the Rising Sunset.


  With himself seated upon the throne, once he ran for and was elected President of the United States.


  Silo envisioned a series of enclaves, with the wealthy and purest at the center, and everyone else surrounding them. With well-guarded perimeters to prevent crime.


  And he could have his very own chosen family in each city.


  His wife, Mary, was far too unsuitable for such a life in a brave new America of his creation. Still, he’d made a vow, and he’d keep it.


  He never said he wouldn’t take any other additional wives. It was his God-given right, according to the Bible.


  And he knew his Bible better than anyone, by God.


  “Do you need anything else, Reverend?” Jerald asked.


  Silo smiled at him. “No, I think for the first time in my life I can honestly say everything is going brilliantly, praise God.”


  Jerald smiled. “Praise God, indeed.” He left, closing the door behind him.


  Silo templed his fingers in front of him. He wanted to be home that evening when Mary’s doctor dropped by. Silo suspected she’d been metabolizing the drugs faster lately. It was time for an increase in her dosage. He didn’t know if drugs would soon become a rare commodity or not, so he wanted to speak with the doctor, make sure a plentiful supply was stocked up in his stronghold in Missouri, just outside of St. Louis.


  That would be his go-to place when things started to get out of hand, as they most certainly would—at least for a while. Centrally located, they already had a new satellite transmitting station in place and ready to go. The final tests had been conducted. With the FCC now a thing of the past, he would be free to begin broadcasting his shows from there whenever he wanted.


  Well, his entire network programming schedule, as well as two more channel feeds they wanted to start utilizing. He was currently in negotiations to buy out two shopping networks that were close to bankruptcy since most the general population could barely afford computers anymore, much less shopping online or buying from their TV.


  It was time to find the truly faithful now, draw them in and prepare them for when a vaccine was found. Then he could make sure his flock was safe and he’d be ready to step in and take control of the country.


  Because he would do everything in his power to make sure that, other than a few key people, only his faithful made it through the other side of this crucible.


  To repopulate the world. The way it should be.


  With the beliefs they should have.


  His smile creased his face. And he would make sure he seeded his legacy far and wide.


  Figuratively and literally.


  History would speak his name, his genes living on across the globe through his faithful flock.


  Yes, he had faith a vaccine would be found in plenty of time. And when it was, that meant the beginning of a whole new world.


  His world.


  Chapter Four


  


  Doc looked up when he heard the knock on the small window in the main room of their barracks. Niner offered him a smile and an okay sign through the glass, but Doc still spotted the stress in the man’s face.


  He got up and walked over to the window. Raising his voice enough to be heard, he asked, “Well?”


  “The others already hit the showers. I wasn’t directly exposed. I wanted to stop by here first and let you know we were back.”


  “No blue?”


  “Still clear.”


  Doc rubbed a hand across his chin. “Good. Keep us posted.”


  They had a pre-staged holding area not far from the showers where the men could stay for the rest of their waiting period. Ideally, ten hours was best. If everyone exposed didn’t contract it during that time, there was practically no chance of them catching it from that incident. The virus had proven very fragile outside the host, making indirect transmission difficult, if not impossible.


  When someone tested blue, they could have hours or days before the first symptoms developed. They were still contagious, though, through blood and saliva. One case Doc had read about, the victim went nearly two weeks from suspected infection until they succumbed. Once active symptoms presented, it was usually less than a week until end-stage hit.


  Doc turned, nearly stumbling over Alpha. “You want to move?”


  “You think they’ll be okay?” Alpha asked.


  Doc pushed past the man. “I think you’ll be in the infirmary if you don’t get out of my way.” He didn’t bother knocking on the door of the rack room. He left the door open for light to see by and picked his way around occupied cots to the rack in the far corner where their CO lay on his side, back to the door.


  “They’re back,” Doc said, knowing the man wasn’t asleep.


  Eight other men sat up or rolled over at the sound of Doc’s words. He ignored everyone’s questions and comments except Papa’s “No blue?”


  “Not yet. They’re showering and then going to wait it out in the holding pen.”


  Papa rolled onto his back and looked up at Doc. “You think they’re good?”


  He shrugged. “So far.”


  “Okay. I’m going back to sleep then. Wake me if anything changes.”


  “Roger roger.”


  He left the rack room, pulling the door shut behind him. Predictably, it opened again seconds later, several of the men spilling out as they pulled on clothes in their race to the window.


  He couldn’t blame them.


  Sometimes, you just wanted to put eyes on someone for yourself to make sure they were okay.


  As okay as any of them could be in this terrifying new world.


  


  * * * *


  


  Doc didn’t relax until the four men walked through the door in the flesh nearly three hours later, their gear in their hands. Roscoe, Niner, Foxtrot, and Kilo looked exhausted despite their jovial smiles and nonchalance in the presence of their brothers.


  He expected no less of them. Of any of them. They all knew the risks.


  “You guys hungry?” Doc asked them.


  Roscoe grinned and in his New York accent said, “I could eat a horse.”


  “Dude, that’s cannibalism,” Niner wearily shot back, smiling despite how exhausted Doc knew he had to be.


  “Shut the fuck up,” Roscoe said, giving him a shove. The two of them were buddies, as were Foxtrot and Kilo. Doc’s buddy, Tango, was currently asleep in a rack now that he knew their brothers were home safely.


  In this way, he and Tango were different. Tango, when faced with possibilities that had yet to manifest, chose optimism.


  Doc, for his part, was a rabid realist.


  Especially in the face of Kite.


  Papa emerged from the rack room and walked over to them. “Well?”


  Roscoe, also known as Sergeant Enrique Velasquez, as well as the highest-ranking man on the mission, took over the telling of the story.


  “He wasn’t there. And we got overrun by a bunch of Kiters from the next village over before we could clear out.”


  “Any idea where he is?”


  “We only found two people who’d talk to us, and they both said he’d left before we got there. Maybe a few days ago, they didn’t know exactly, only that they hadn’t seen him in a while. They didn’t know where he went, and he was traveling alone. Their best guess was he headed south.”


  “How’d you get exposed?”


  “Trying to get our asses out of there. At least fifty Kiters, some in the final stages and completely raging.”


  The fourth and final stage of the engineered virus usually saw the victim, if they weren’t physically incapacitated or restrained, violently attacking anyone at random. At least victims not quite as far along could be talked to, sometimes reasoned with.


  Sometimes.


  “We didn’t want to shoot,” Roscoe said, “but the Kiters in the front wouldn’t turn back, even after we fired warning shots in the air. They fucking came at us. Some of them were faster than others. We didn’t want them chasing us all the way back to base.”


  Doc knew they would have done their best to not randomly mow people down. Firing on Kiters at the front of a crowd meant risking hitting people behind them who might not be as far along, or not infected at all.


  None of them wanted to do that.


  “A couple got through,” Kilo said. “Got ugly quick.”


  “All right,” Papa said. “Get some chow and rack time.”


  They had a rudimentary kitchen area, an old propane stove and a fridge they’d scrounged from off-base. If they weren’t grabbing meals at the base’s small KP hall, they were eating MREs or cooking up fast and easy food. Right now, they had a huge pot of leftover spaghetti in the fridge, and it was this that Doc heated up for the men.


  Papa walked over to where Doc was stirring the pot on the stove. “It’s just a matter of time, isn’t it?” Papa quietly asked him.


  Doc nodded. He didn’t need clarification. His thoughts usually mirrored Papa’s on this topic. “Unless they find a vaccine for it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Doc and Papa were sitting in the main room and discussing Kite precautions when the sat-phone went off again a couple of hours later.


  The men both frowned. This particular tone meant one of the higher brass was trying to reach them. Papa walked over and answered it as Doc watched. When the man hung up a moment later, he looked troubled.


  “Change of orders,” Papa said. “Need the football.”


  That was his nickname for the secure sat-linked laptop he used to receive orders and communicate with the higher-ups in the food chain. He retrieved it from its waterproof case in his bag and fired it up, activating its sat-link so he could retrieve his messages.


  A moment later, he stared at the screen.


  “What is it?” Doc asked. “They mad we didn’t find that guy?”


  “No. Change of orders. We’re heading to Australia.”


  “What? Why?” Not that he was complaining. The small continent was a hell of a lot safer than where they currently were.


  “Hard leads on one Dr. Phe Quong, who’s possibly in the Melbourne area. We’re to grab him and get him out of there.”


  “What about Dr. Kim?”


  “Back burner.” Papa tapped on his keyboard. “Looks like a journalist might be sniffing on his trail, too. I mean Quong, not Kim,” he clarified.


  “Terrific. Just what we need. A freaking reporter.”


  “Not going to complain about getting the hell out of here.”


  “Didn’t say I was.” Doc stood and stretched.


  “Where are you going?”


  “Rack time. If we’re bugging out, I want some damn sleep.”


  Chapter Five


  


  Celia Jorgens stepped off the plane in Melbourne and shouldered her bag after adjusting the surgical face mask covering her nose and mouth.


  Dammit.


  Late March, and Australia was heading into winter. With the weather drizzling and a little on the chilly side, she hurried across the wet tarmac and followed other passengers to where they were queuing under a large tent to await their luggage. She was glad she’d opted to bring her waterproof jacket with her.


  Half the terminal was still under reconstruction from a militant terrorist attack right before Christmas. Inbound domestic flights didn’t get to use the other half that remained standing and functional. That was reserved for outbound flights and incoming international flights that had to go through customs.


  What the hell am I doing here, anyway? What was I thinking?


  At first, proposing the story idea to the editors at the network had seemed like a damn good idea. Her older sister, Carole, had freaked out in a bad way when Celia told her she was traveling out of the country for the very first time to Australia, of all places.


  “Are you out of your fracking mind?” her sister had yelled when Celia had come home from work and told her Chicago Metro Media had agreed to fund her trip.


  Celia had stuck to her guns. Radiation levels in Australia were low. Hell, parts of the western coastal US had received higher doses right after China’s hissy fit than Australia had. And they didn’t have any mass Kite infections, either.


  Yet.


  Now, she was here.


  Along with her fellow passengers, she waited for her bags. The assignment editor had given her two weeks to either come up with hard proof that Dr. Phe Quong was still alive and hiding out here in Australia, or she’d have to return home and shut the hell up about wanting to advance from the research department to on-air reporter status.


  This is what I wanted, right?


  Her buddy, Mike, was a computer geek and head of the research department at Chicago Metro Media. He was also her boss and the one who’d hired her. He’d worked at the network for over twenty-five years. Ever since she’d gone to work for him, she’d done everything she could to advance from researcher, and having an occasional byline as a production assistant, to on-air reporter. She was a good writer, even if the anchors and on-air reporters usually ended up taking her copy and rewriting it so they could put their bylines on it and not give her any credit.


  Mike was the one who’d put her on the scent of this major story in the first place. It was a process of elimination by the scientific and medical communities which had created “The List” that the United Nations was currently circulating. Fifteen people with a lot of letters after their names who were now unaccounted for, and who had traveled to North Korea for extended stays in the five years preceding the emergence of Kite…and China’s subsequent radioactive reaction to it.


  While many people assumed the people on The List had probably been vaporized, along with millions of North Koreans, there were some who thought maybe a few of them escaped.


  Or, maybe all of them did.


  And if any of them had anything to do with Kite’s creation, finding them alive and bringing them in might mean being able to quickly render a vaccine that would halt the rapid global progress of the virus in its tracks.


  Dr. Quong was a North Korean national who’d gone to medical school at Harvard. But Mike had dug up an interesting fact for Celia—Dr. Quong’s two brothers, his two daughters, his mother, and his wife had all appeared on the same passenger flight manifest, with South Korean passports, ticketed to Melbourne two days before the Chinese attack on North Korea.


  And there was no record of them having left Australia, via airplane or by other means.


  So many people had fled that region in the days and weeks following China’s attack that it was impossible to track them all. Especially since many of them had left via private aircraft or ships, or were evacuated by the multinational UN-led rescue effort.


  The US military and Homeland Security were so busy trying to keep Kite—the drug and the disease—from gaining a foothold in the United States that their resources were stretched far too thin to do this kind of in-depth research. Other countries fared even worse.


  Mike, with her help, had spent hundreds of hours scouring airline databases he’d managed to hack into, until they hit pay dirt.


  It couldn’t be a coincidence that the names associated with Dr. Quong had all traveled out of South Korea, en masse and on the same flight, just before the attack.


  It was as if he’d sent them away knowing something really bad was about to happen.


  It also couldn’t be a coincidence that Quong’s user ID had recently been active on a Harvard University medical discussion forum. As in only two weeks earlier.


  No surprise, he hadn’t commented on any articles, but the IP trail Mike found when he hacked into Quong’s user account there showed the doctor had viewed and bookmarked several discussion threads about Kite the virus and Kite the drug.


  And they led back to an ISP in Melbourne, despite the man’s efforts to mask his trail.


  Mike was that good. And he was still working to see if he could gain any additional information about where the Quongs might be staying in Australia, or if there were any patterns of a group of the same size, genders, and ages of people with the same last names leaving Australia on different passports.


  Her suspicion was the doctor likely obtained South Korean paperwork for his family, but probably couldn’t get them paperwork for other countries in the aftermath of China’s attack. If he could, he likely would have gotten those and sent them farther away.


  In the immediate aftermath, countries had granted instant refugee status to South Koreans, Japanese, and citizens of other countries in the region which were affected by radiation. It wasn’t until news of Kite the virus started getting around that other countries closed their borders until they could figure out how to quarantine anyone who might have been exposed. Those were in the early days before the stick tests had been developed and widely distributed.


  But Dr. Quong’s family would have been safe, already inside Australia.


  Everywhere Celia looked, posted inside the tent and inside the airports she’d flown through on her route from Chicago, were large warning placards about the symptoms of Kite, how to protect yourself from infection, and how to report people who had suspected symptoms.


  She rubbed the pad of her left thumb over her left index, middle, and ring fingers, where they were still sore from the all the stick tests she’d had since departing Chicago. Now required, anyone boarding an airplane—passengers and crew—had to get multiple stick tests for the Kite antibodies. The only significant breakthrough so far, the fact that scientists had discovered antibodies appeared in the bloodstream within two hours of exposure and they had developed a simple and accurate test strip as a result.


  Which meant arriving at the airport at least four hours before a flight to get stuck before going into a quarantine area, an hour later moving to another area after another clear stick test, and so on.


  One person in the group testing positive meant the whole group got pulled back to start over. The general public was no longer allowed inside an airport terminal. Cars and public transportation weren’t even allowed to drive up to the outside of terminals anymore. Incoming passengers were dropped off in parking lots at trams, where they underwent their first stick tests before being allowed onto the tram.


  Most passenger airports now had residential “sterile” holding areas for crew, which meant they didn’t have to mix with passengers or most airport employees between flights, and greatly reduced their potential for exposure. Some savvy travelers now went to the airport the night before their flight, preferring to sleep in chairs or on the floor in the sterile gate areas rather than risk missing their flight and having to endure the whole experience a second time. People transferring between flights were ushered through sterile terminal corridors and randomly tested by sharp-eyed TSA officials.


  It had turned the previous nightmare of air travel into a horror-worthy experience for those who could still even afford the astronomical price of a plane ticket.


  The worry was no longer someone hijacking an airliner. The worry was someone infected with Kite slipping onto a plane and spreading the virus to everyone on board.


  Celia was lucky that, in her case, after landing in Sydney she’d been able to pass through a sterile customs transfer post and go straight to her next gate area to wait with only one more stick test before boarding to Melbourne.


  Armed guards in full protective clothing stood on one side of a roped-off area. The luggage handlers, also dressed in protective clothing, off-loaded the luggage onto carts, would bring it over, and only after the armed guards gave the all-clear would passengers be allowed to step forward one at a time in an orderly fashion to collect their belongings.


  In their delving into various airline servers, Celia and Mike had found documentation showing that most airlines had instituted secret emergency policies to deal with Kite infections on planes. Every plane now carried a kit, which included ten body bags, fifteen syringes, and fifteen potassium chloride boluses that each contained more than three times the lethal dose needed to kill even a very large person. The airlines’ instructions always included warnings to crew to use multiple stick tests on suspected passengers first, to confirm the infection. Then, after certain parameters were met and certain symptoms noted, to restrain and inject the passenger, quickly containing the body after death was confirmed.


  Violent, Kite-infected patients on airplanes had already resulted in five known crashes around the world, also spreading the disease as infected survivors of the crashes—when there were any—infected rescue workers and first responders.


  As her turn to claim her luggage came up, Celia stepped forward, grabbed her large duffle bag, and followed other passengers through the chilly drizzle toward the airport exit. Thirty minutes later, she had a cranky, older rental car that confounded her for a moment when she realized she’d never driven a right-hand drive vehicle before.


  Shit.


  Pulling her face mask down around her neck, she stalled as long as she could while consulting the map the rental car clerk had given her. Her hotel was only a few miles away.


  I can handle this. I’m from Chicago, for fuck’s sake.


  Then again, she didn’t own a car and rarely drove in Chicago because the apartment she shared with her sister and brother-in-law was a block from a train line that dropped her two blocks from work.


  Maybe I should have rethought this plan.


  As she navigated through the streets of Melbourne and desperately tried to remember not to panic when it felt like she was driving on the wrong side of the road, she realized the few pedestrians she spotted out and about that drizzly day were all wearing surgical face masks.


  Post-Kite, medical supply companies were making a fortune in protective wear and hand sanitizer.


  In the US, despite stringent containment procedures keeping Kite outbreaks very small and usually confined to less than five patients each, many parents weren’t even allowing their children to go to school anymore for fear of them being infected. Some employers were allowing employees to telecommute in areas and fields where that was still an option.


  If the global first-world way of life wasn’t already screwed up enough by the massive economic depressions of 2076 and 2102, and a variety of flu epidemics and increasingly horrific natural disasters triggered by global warming, Kite seemed the final nail in the human race’s coffin.


  Celia didn’t even have time to play tourist, too concerned with not killing herself or innocent motorists by driving in the wrong lanes. After white-knuckling it and missing two different turns, she found the hotel and pulled into their parking lot, relieved to be off the road. She remembered to pull her face mask up before grabbing her bags and heading into the lobby.


  Two masked desk clerks nodded to her as she walked in.


  I miss seeing smiles.


  The thought hadn’t really hit Celia before now. In Chicago, while many people were using the masks indoors and in stores or on public transportation, it wasn’t uncommon to see people walking around on city streets without them, or with them down around their necks instead of covering their noses and mouths. It would seem that most people out walking on the streets of Chicago had little to smile about, though. There had been no confirmed cases of Kite in the Chicago area as of yet, although some larger cities on the east and west coasts had dealt with small outbreaks officials rapidly contained to prevent the disease from spreading to the general population.


  Celia walked up to the desk, got checked in, and found her room without any problems. It was clean, the bed wasn’t a rock, and she’d have a free Wi-Fi connection.


  After hooking up her tablet, laptop, and sat-phone to their chargers, she settled into a tubful of hot water to soak her aching muscles and plot her next steps. She couldn’t waste any time looking for Quong’s family and needed to speak with Mike as soon as possible. Although, if she was doing the time calculation correctly, it was still the middle of the night in Chicago.


  They’d made contact with a friend of Mike’s, who lived outside of Melbourne. He’d agreed to help them if he could with local information and research.


  Although she couldn’t blame the man for not opening up his home, where he, his wife, and two small children lived, to a stranger from the US who had passed through several international airports on her way to their country.


  The official hypothesis for why Kite hadn’t spread like wildfire in the US yet was because of the way air travel had massively declined in recent years due to skyrocketing costs and terrorist threats. It was easy for airports to contain passengers testing positive before they infected an entire planeload of people. Also, Americans in general were very suspicious when it came to health threats after the last avian flu epidemic. When told to avoid gathering in public venues, they did.


  Which benefitted companies like Amazon Global, who immediately cashed in by setting up grocery delivery services in several major urban centers.


  The rich upper class, depending on their location and occupation, could literally lock themselves away in their homes and compounds and never leave for the duration of the Kite outbreak. As long as there was still a delivery system in place.


  Unfortunately, that left countless people like Celia and Carole out in the cold. Neither made nearly enough to be considered anywhere close to rich.


  Which was also why Celia still lived with her sister and brother-in-law, Daryl, in the apartment the sisters had inherited from their parents after their deaths. Pooling their money together, they were able to easily meet monthly expenses and live reasonably well compared to many of their friends.


  At least I’m single and don’t have to worry about kids like Carole.


  She did worry about her young niece and nephew, Emily and Roger, who were only six and seven.


  What kind of world will they grow up in if we don’t stop this? Or will they grow up at all?


  That reminded Celia why she’d dedicated herself to this search. This wasn’t just about giving her career a shot in the arm. If she really could find the doctor and put authorities onto him, maybe they had a chance to reverse-engineer the virus and save their freaking race.


  She let out a sigh. That was the biggest reason why she wanted to do this, despite her inner fears.


  She wanted something better for Emily and Roger. Hell, at this rate, she might never have kids of her own.


  That, and the slightly selfish hope that advancing her career might boost her income enough that she could possibly have a chance at a brighter romantic future. An American woman either needed fantastic looks or money to hope to get a man in this ugly new world.


  Right now, she had neither.


  Men were particularly choosy in the Chicago area. They could well afford to be. One reason was the declining birthrate, as people couldn’t afford to have children. That followed several decades of ongoing conflicts with terrorist groups around the world, thinning the ranks of eligible bachelors through military enlistment due to pay enticements. The ratio in many areas was six eligible women for every one eligible man.


  She’d given up trying to find a guy, her heart hardened after several men had courted and then rejected her for greener pastures, prettier or richer women.


  Women who had guaranteed futures in more elite professions, or who came from families with money.


  Or who had better looks than she did.


  She was tired of being strung along by guys who ditched her when someone better came along.


  She’d been lucky to scrape her way through community college, their parents’ life insurance policy helping pay her tuition when Carole insisted Celia get as good an education as she could.


  Carole, who resembled their father, had been blessed with the looks in the family, and had a loving husband who made a living wage as a mechanic. Celia had inherited their mother’s pale skin, freckles, and red hair. She knew she wasn’t ugly but, in modern Chicago at least, being average in anything wasn’t good enough if you wanted to get ahead.


  Celia had met Mike while working as a waitress just after graduation. When the older man told her about a job opening he had at CMM in his research department, she’d jumped at the chance. She’d hoped to get in somewhere as a teacher, or at least as a tutor, but any job that paid better than her waitressing gig was a welcomed blessing. And getting in as a researcher at CMM meant she might have a chance to make it even higher up the corporate ladder.


  She hoped.


  Celia dunked her head under the water and let the warmth sluice over her.


  Twenty-six, single, and still no farther along than I was when I graduated four years ago.


  She had to make this work.


  Had to.


  Chapter Six


  


  After shaving her legs and washing her hair, Celia finished by showering off and, wrapped in a towel, pulled down the covers on the bed and grabbed the TV remote. As exhausted as she felt, her body was still wired from all the coffee she’d drank between Los Angeles and Melbourne. She’d napped a little on the longest leg of the flight from the US but wouldn’t call it sleeping.


  Not when flying was even more stressful than ever before in the history of commercial aviation. She’d flown twice in the past, when their parents were still alive. But she’d been a kid then, and both instances were long before the outbreak of Kite. Also, this was the first time she’d ever been outside the US.


  She remembered her parents telling them stories of how, when they were kids, their grandparents could easily book a flight and take off with the whole family, that same afternoon, if they wanted to. And they didn’t even need to save up for five years to do it.


  Hell, she couldn’t have afforded this flight if the network wasn’t paying for it. There’d been a massive round of airline mergers twelve years earlier. Now with there only being three large airline conglomerates in the US who flew international flights, they controlled the prices and directed the rest of the industry. Less people flew, meaning tickets were more expensive. Eight years ago, the airlines had complained to regulators that they couldn’t afford to replace their aging fleets of planes, and had received loosened maintenance and repair regulations.


  Meaning more accidents.


  Meaning less people flew.


  Meaning higher prices.


  And then Kite hit, and even the people who could still afford to fly for pleasure didn’t want to be anywhere near an airport. Other than the uber-rich, it was now almost exclusively business and government passengers who flew. You rarely saw average families, unless it was an overseas trip that made any other mode of transportation useless or time-prohibitive.


  Maybe I can find passage on a ship back to America instead of taking a plane. At least on a ship she could lock herself in a room. Pay to eat MREs and never leave her stateroom. Have pursers leave toilet paper and fresh towels outside her door and not make contact with another person until they docked again.


  The first channel to come up when the set powered on showed that damn, smarmy televangelist, Reverend Silo.


  Fark. He’s on over here, too.


  She immediately changed the channel. She couldn’t stand listening to him much less watching him.


  People are so gullible to fall for that bullshit.


  The next channel was an international news network showing a video of a mob of raging Kiters rampaging through a crowded open-air market in Pakistan.


  She quickly turned the channel again as her stomach rolled. She’d seen some pretty gruesome coverage of Kite already via CMM’s network satellite feeds, footage that hadn’t yet made it on the air in America, even though it was readily available over the Internet. Their network wonks had deemed it too unsettling for the public to view.


  The TV ended up on a crowded rugby match. Which she thought was odd, until she realized it was a replay of a championship match from nearly a year earlier.


  She left it on that channel. The guys were hot and hunky. Wasn’t like any organized sports were being played right now. At least in America they weren’t, large gatherings like that having been banned for the duration of the Kite pandemic.


  Well, it wasn’t labeled a pandemic yet, officially. But that was just a matter of semantics.


  Unless or until an effective vaccine was found, it was a pandemic, and only an idiot with their head in the sand thought otherwise.


  Closing her eyes, she tried to draw in a few slow, deep breaths. When she next opened her eyes what felt like a few seconds later, it was dark outside and a news show played on the TV.


  Feeling groggy and disoriented, she swore as she sat up and looked at her sat-phone to confirm the time. She’d been asleep for over six hours. It was after nine o’clock in the evening local time.


  Well, at least Mike will be awake now.


  She went back to the bathroom, pulled the towel off her long red hair, and ran a comb through it. It was still a little damp close to her scalp, but had dried wonky.


  Dammit.


  It took her a few minutes to comb her hair out. Finally, she gave up, put it into a braid, and grabbed some clothes. Then she started the room’s coffeemaker. She’d need it since her body wasn’t anywhere close to adapting to the time difference yet.


  Mike picked up her Skype call immediately. “There you are.” He smiled at her through the webcam. “You get some sleep, girlie?” At sixty-seven, only a little grey dusted his close-cropped hair, and his ebony skin seemed immune from wrinkles. Despite looking decades younger than his age, she still thought of him as a father figure, not just a mentor or boss.


  “Yeah. Too much, sorry. Did you find out anything else?”


  “You are in luck, lady. I got a buddy over at CapOne Global who owed me a favor. He was able to work some digital voodoo and got me a back door into an Aussie bank. And guess what I found?”


  “Just tell me, please.”


  “Aww, you’re no fun.” He turned his laptop a little so he had a better angle at the camera. He leaned slightly in his wheelchair.


  He never talked about how he ended up in it, and she got the distinct impression he didn’t want to, although she suspected maybe he’d been in the military at one point.


  “A bunch of prepaid credit cards, refillable ones, were loaded up the same day all those Quongs arrived in Melbourne. And they’ve been used repeatedly ever since.”


  “You don’t have a name attached to them?”


  “No, because they’re prepaid. Filled from an account based in Geneva. And, anyway, I got you better than a name. I got you a location.”


  She rooted through her bag for a notepad and pen. “Hold on.”


  “Don’t be old school.” He grinned. “It’s all in your e-mail.”


  “You could have just told me that.”


  “Aww, then I would have missed the fun of seeing your face when I told you.”


  “But no idea if they’re still using the same name or not?”


  “Nope. Again, check your e-mail. Finally hacked into the passport system. Got duplicates of the credentials they used. You have copies of those in your e-mail, too.”


  “How the hell did you get into South Korea’s passport system?” As far as she knew, the country was practically dark in terms of technology. Hell, more than half the country wasn’t inhabitable due to radiation and Kite, and only people too poor to find a way off the peninsula were still crammed in the southern end, trying to stay as far away from the fallout as possible. The South Korean government was practically nonexistent at this point.


  “Not South Korea, babe. Oz. They scan every passport that comes in. Been doing that for over fifty years now. After the series of bombings in 2087.


  “Oh.” She was only twenty-six. Those were old history to her. “Okay. Anything else, or should I just check my e-mail?”


  “You brought your tablet with you like I told you, right?”


  “Yeah, but it’s wireless. Don’t know what kind of reception I’ll have if I end up in the middle of the Outback or something.”


  “Well, the sat-phone they gave you has a sat-link hotspot on it. If you have to, you can use it for wireless.”


  “Really?”


  “Again, check your—”


  “I got it. E-mail.” She scrubbed her face with her hands. “You’re a lifesaver, dude.”


  “I know, I know.” His smile faded. “You be careful over there, okay? You have that rad counter I got you?”


  She held it up. “Got it.” The small, clip-on device wasn’t much larger than a pedometer. She already knew Australia was more than safe, but just in case, she’d keep it with her.


  “Keep that on you at all times. It’s not worth going where it’s hot just to get a story.”


  “I don’t want just a story, Mike. I want to find this guy. He’s alive. I’d bet my life on it.”


  “Considering that you are sort of betting your life on it, I hope you’re right. “Stay safe, sweetie.” He kissed his fingers and touched them to the screen.


  She did the same. “I will, Mike. Thank you.”


  “I’ll keep my laptop on at night, volume up. You hit the Skype connection if you need me, ’kay?”


  “Will do.”


  She ended the connection and sat back, her stomach growling over the smell of the fresh-brewed coffee now filling her room.


  It didn’t taste exactly like what she was used to in the States, but she’d drink it and not complain.


  When she finished that, she put on a fresh surgical face mask and headed down to the front desk in search of food. A few minutes later, and following a walk across the street to a pizza joint, she was back in her room and filling her stomach.


  She believed with all her soul that Dr. Phe Quong was still alive.


  And if he was, and he was here, she would find him.


  Three hours later, she’d finished her pizza and had read through all the information Mike had sent her. She knew she needed to try to sleep again, to kick-start her body into Australian time.


  After finding another TV station, this one a boring government channel with a news reader droning on about the latest goings-on in Australia’s parliament, she turned the volume down low enough it wouldn’t disturb her.


  Bunch of bozos. Probably as worthless as congress.


  She undressed and climbed under the covers and closed her eyes after setting the alarm to wake her at seven in the morning.


  It was journalists who’d found the terror cell responsible for the Paris bombing two years earlier. It was journalists who’d made the breakthrough in the anthrax attack on Los Angeles just a year ago, right before everything hit the fan with Kite.


  Not law enforcement. Not the military.


  Journalists. Like her, and like Mike.


  And she wanted to help make history.


  Hell, she wanted to help save history.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Tango wasn’t fond of the helo flights no matter how much he liked Victor. Victor being the Drunk Monkeys’ resident helo jockey. He could also fly small fixed-wing airplanes, a skill which had come in handy a few times, but he didn’t have ratings on larger fixed-wing transport aircraft.


  No matter, their unit had its own Exhart 850 helo, a massive double-rotor job that could carry up to forty SOBs and equipment.


  Six hours later, they were packed, loaded, and flying west across the South China Sea toward their home base in Manila. From there they’d be transported to Sydney via military transport plane. Then on a smaller local military helo to a US ship waiting just offshore from Melbourne, which would then take them ashore.


  It beat having to jump out of a perfectly good aircraft with a parachute, he supposed. Something he avoided doing whenever possible.


  He popped in a piece of gum and frantically started chewing.


  Doc sat across from him, propped up against his own ruck, a smile on his face.


  “What?” Tango grunted.


  “Nothing.”


  “Don’t bust my nuts.”


  “I didn’t say a word.”


  He glared at Doc before he pulled his floppy hat down further over his eyes. He could sleep in nearly any conditions.


  Except on an aircraft.


  He wasn’t sure he liked this assignment, although he liked it a hell of a lot better than their last one. He’d been itching to clear out of the Indochina area as soon as they’d landed there. It was only a matter of time before they ran into a large band of Kiters, and his predictions had been ass-on.


  Next time, they might not be so lucky.


  His gut instincts were that Dr. Li Kim might have been in the area, but cleared out long before they got there. If the doctor had any intentions of working on fixing this mess, he’d want to be somewhere with access to equipment.


  Not in the middle of a fucking jungle sweating his balls off.


  Tango wasn’t a doctor or a scientist, just a medic, but that was his educated guess.


  He didn’t have to look to know Doc still sat there, smiling at him. “When you think we’re gonna get some R and R?” Tango asked him.


  Doc let out a snort audible over the sound of the engines. “In your fucking dreams, buddy. Maybe if they come up with a vaccine.”


  “That’s what I was afraid of.” Tango hadn’t been home to Texas in six years. It’d been well over a year since their unit had more than a day’s worth of leave.


  Fortunately, none of them were married. That was actually a prerequisite to make it onto a SOTIF team. Unmarried, no kids. That way, their minds would be completely focused on the mission at hand. They’d been through some pretty hairy stuff over the years, mostly related to taking down terror cells and organizations.


  Piece of cake compared to what they were now going through with the Kite-related missions.


  In the rear of the cabin, Echo was listening to old Indian pop music on his player. Eyes closed, he’d apparently forgotten he wasn’t alone in the helo and was currently bobbing his head in time with the music, singing Hindi lyrics out loud that he didn’t even understand.


  Tango raised his hat and stared at the man before meeting Doc’s gaze.


  No, Doc mouthed. Leave him alone.


  While he wasn’t an inbred Texas hick who wanted to listen to nothing but country music, his nerves were already stretched to their limit by the flight.


  The last thing he wanted to do was listen to that music for another few hours into Manila.


  The second last thing he wanted to do was listen to Echo singing along with it, in addition to watching him dance in place to it.


  Doc took care of it, getting up and walking to the back of the cabin and kicking Echo’s foot. “Earbuds, asshole. The rest of us don’t want to listen to the best of Bollywood all the way there.”


  Not that there was a Bollywood anymore, the avian flu epidemic fifteen years ago more than halving the population of India. Rural regions, where populations were less dense, had survived far better than congested urban areas, with farmers and other agricultural interests now controlling the economy and the politics there. Meaning the tech giant had toppled as Bangalore, Hyderabad, Mumbai, and Pune were now little more than ghost towns filled with concrete towers and miles of fiberoptic cables with no techs to man the deserted IT firms that had once ruled India’s economy from there.


  Echo looked up at Doc, then glanced at Tango. Instead of bitching, Echo dug a set of earbuds out of his pocket, plugged them into his player, and then inserted them in his ears after flipping Tango a bird.


  Doc settled back into his position across the cabin from Tango. “Better?”


  Tango nodded and pulled his hat down again. “Thanks.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It was close to sundown when they landed in Manila, Victor setting the helo down as gently as a raw egg in its shell. He shut the engines off as everyone stirred and stretched.


  Tango sat up and breathed a sigh of relief before slowly climbing to his feet. “Load and unload,” he muttered as he reached for his rucksack.


  “We’re only going to be here for about four hours,” Papa advised them. “I suggest if you need anything, hit the quartermaster’s depot with Omega right now. Otherwise, I don’t want to hear any bitching later.”


  After Doc stuck everyone before they disembarked, Tango dumped his two rucksacks on the motorized cart one of the ground crew brought over for them to use. Then he followed Doc without question, knowing his partner would need help carrying supplies. Uni, their logistics specialist, would make sure their shit made it onto the transport.


  Tango kept up with Doc and Omega as they strode across the base toward the quartermaster’s depot. SOTIF teams pretty much had carte blanche in terms of supplies, being that they were two-legged weapons. They got gear, weapons, ammo—whatever they needed, when they needed it, without having to endure a bunch of bullshit paperwork to procure it in the process.


  One of the few perks of their dangerous job.


  Omega and Doc produced their lists at the same time as they stepped up to the quartermaster’s counter.


  The QM eyed them. “Who gets first dibs?”


  “I just need a few things,” Doc said. “Then I’ll be out of your hair.”


  The QM glanced at Omega, who shrugged. “Sure.”


  He grabbed Doc’s list. “Be right back,” he said before disappearing into the bowels of the building.


  “What are you getting?” Omega asked. “I thought we were set?”


  “Test strips, for starters. Some other gear and supplies I want us to have. And, since we’re here, some meds we don’t have. Just in case.”


  Oscar and Yankee, twin brothers, walked through the door at the same time. “They closed?” they parroted.


  “Nope,” Tango drawled. “Take a number, boys.”


  Twenty minutes later, Tango and Doc were lugging several duffle bags of supplies back toward the tarmac. “Can I ask you something, Doc?”


  “Sure.”


  “What’s with the po-clo?” Tango wasn’t an idiot. He knew what potassium chloride was used for, had heard about it now being standard issue on ships and aboard commercial and military aircraft.


  Doc stopped and turned to him, his voice low. “Don’t say a word.”


  “Does Papa know?”


  “It was his suggestion.”


  “What the hell?” He stared at his friend. “You expecting us to die out there?”


  “No, but look what happened. What if one of our guys had come back blue, okay? You want to be the one to put a bullet in his brain, or you want me to humanely put him out of his misery if it looks like he won’t get better?”


  Tango didn’t want to ponder either of those possibilities. “Fuck, man.”


  “You think I like this? I get to be the one who does it if it happens.”


  “I’d put a bullet through my own brain if I had it. I wouldn’t make someone else do it.”


  “Yeah, and splatter blood and gore and Kite virus all over the place and possibly infect others?”


  His face fell. “Shit.”


  “Exactly.” Doc started toward the tarmac again. “Not my favorite idea, either. But if one of our guys gets Kite and it looks like he’s either not going to shake it off, or he’ll be far worse off if he survives it, I’m not going to sit there with my thumb up my ass and watch it happen and not do something.”


  They’d seen the videos. End-stage Kite, if the person was still up and ambulatory—which they frequently weren’t—was horrific. A rabies-like madness took over, goading them to attack anyone they could reach.


  Also spreading the infection through blood and saliva, if they didn’t kill the person they were attacking.


  Even before that stage, victims infected with the virus displayed erratic and sometimes violent behavior.


  It was very rare for someone to survive the infection after the disease ravaged their system. Most of the survivors would have been better off dying from the initial infection. There were unconfirmed rumors that many “survivors” were in such a persistent vegetative state after Kite that they were humanely euthanized rather than place an increased burden on already overwhelmed health care professionals.


  Recently, there seemed to be two distinct presentations of Kite emerging, according to World Health Organization reports over the past couple of weeks. The first and most common being similar to rabies, and now a second, almost Ebola-like hemorrhagic fever that killed a person through internal bleeding before they could reach the violent stage.


  No one understood yet if this was a mutation or if there were other reasons why the virus would present itself in a different way in certain patients. At first, it’d been believed to be two separate diseases, until closer examination showed the viruses were nearly identical at a cellular level.


  Tango knew if he had a choice and came up blue, he’d take a shot of po-clo over the alternative.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Doc was glad to set foot on dry land again when they reached the Melbourne base before dawn that morning. Uni quickly procured them two open-bed solar hybrid-powered trucks, a minivan, and a car, into which they loaded their gear and themselves before speeding away.


  Papa rode shotgun in the cab of the lead truck. The information they had said the journalist was checked into a hotel in Melbourne. They had a prearranged safe house waiting for them, and that would be their first stop to dump equipment and plan search logistics.


  From there…


  Then it was Papa’s call. The twenty of them couldn’t go running around Melbourne in their camos and waving guns in the air.


  Not even the Aussies would tolerate that kind of bullshit, and they were pretty much batcrap crazy to start with, especially after years of battling militant terrorists on their home soil. Which was the reason everyone had been so shocked over the airport bombing in Melbourne just before Christmas. The Australian government and people took a pretty dim view about that kind of nonsense. The Australian military and law enforcement agencies had taken great pains to aggressively infiltrate and quash those kinds of militant organizations over the past few decades before the terror cells could grow to that point.


  They’d somehow missed one.


  After reaching their safe house and unloading, Papa quickly handed out orders while going over maps with them. “Doc, Tango, you two head up grabbing the reporter with Quack and Lima in the minivan.” He pointed to a spot near the safe house on the map. “Take the reporter to here and hold her after you grab her. Wait there until I give you an all-clear. Alpha, you and Roscoe and Niner take the car and find out where the Quongs are. When you find the Quongs, stay there and phone in.” He handed out burner cells that would work in Australia. They went through them like candy some missions.


  “Why do we have to go?” Doc asked.


  “Because she’s going to be pissed off when you grab her,” Papa said. “She’ll need a stick test. And you’ll be able to reason with her about why she needs to calm down. And if that doesn’t work, tranq her ass.”


  Doc felt a chill settle over him. “We’re not liquidating her, are we?”


  “Not our orders. But we can’t let her get in the way of our mission, either. I’d prefer keeping her safe until we get Quong out of here and we’re on our way.”


  Doc relaxed a little. He didn’t like the idea of having to kill innocent civvies. “Got it.”


  “Uni, Omega, you two arrange another safe house we can use for the family. We’ll want to move them ASAP. If one reporter could locate them, others might follow.”


  “On it,” Omega said. They left to make the arrangements.


  “Okay,” Papa said. “You have your orders. Jeans, not uniforms, and concealed sidearms. Quick and quiet. Let’s move.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Between her nerves, excitement, and the havoc wreaked on her system by jet lag and the time difference, Celia didn’t get as much sleep as she’d wanted. But by eight the next morning, she was armed with a face mask, laptop, tablet, sat-phone, and all the information Mike had provided to her.


  She also had a digital camera that would take both stills and video. When she found the doctor, she would document everything.


  She didn’t let herself contemplate the possibility that she might not find him.


  She ate breakfast in the small coffee shop in the hotel’s lobby, hot tea and cold cereal and fresh fruit. While she ate, she again perused the information Mike had sent her, which she’d put on her tablet to access more easily while out and about. Cross-referencing that with a local map, she carefully planned her route, wanting one less stressor to distract her.


  Hopefully, Dr. Quong wouldn’t react violently when she confronted him.


  Maybe I should have thought about that before.


  Not that there was much she could do to defend herself if he did.


  There’s a lot of stuff I should have thought out a little more carefully, come to think about it.


  Better to travel to Australia and maybe make a difference in the world than to sit back in Chicago and wait for the possibility of someone, somewhere, getting off their asses and sifting through all the data.


  She flipped to the photos app on her tablet and looked at a picture of her nephew and niece. Emily and Roger were adorable. And at the rate she was going, likely the closest she’d ever get to kids of her own.


  This is why I’m doing this. So they have a chance to make it to adulthood.


  And no matter how difficult her journey, she wouldn’t forget that, or them.


  


  * * * *


  


  At least the weather had cleared a little. While still overcast and chilly, it wasn’t raining today. Celia had brought her jacket just in case, glad to have it.


  Following the map, she cautiously pulled out onto the road, careful not to turn into the wrong lane. Her destination was a grocery store in a small suburb just to the north of town. The prepaid cards had been repeatedly used at the market over the past few months, in a relatively predictable pattern.


  Likely where they were doing their regular shopping, if she had to guess.


  That meant wherever they were staying was probably in the immediate area. Based on how often they were making purchases, if Celia had to, she could stake out the place and wait for someone to arrive who matched one of the passport photos she had.


  It was her only plan at the moment. She just hoped she didn’t run out of time.


  There’d been a report that morning on the news of another large Kite outbreak in Vietnam. Health officials were pulling out of the area and letting the military handle it from that point on. That entire area was unstable. It wouldn’t take much longer for refugees to start flooding south, and then find boats to take them even farther.


  Australia’s government knew it had a bull’s-eye painted squarely across its landscape. It wasn’t a matter of if widespread Kite infections would reach its shores, it was a matter of when. Yes, controlling who arrived on airplanes and commercial and passenger vessels was great, but not even the military could patrol their thousands of miles of coastlines.


  And it would only take one infected Kite patient getting loose in a highly populated area to spread the disease like wildfire.


  Celia hoped to be off the continent and on her way back to the US well before that happened.


  It took her nearly thirty minutes to make her way to the store. After finding a parking space and turning off the ignition, she sat there and went through her information one more time. The store wasn’t as small as she’d hoped it’d be, but it wasn’t as large as some of the supermarkets in Chicago, either. So that, at least, worked in her favor.


  Based on the transactions Mike had found for her, there were purchases made every few days at this store. The last purchase had been made just three days ago. Meaning they were due for another shopping run today if their pattern held. They usually shopped before noon local time, on weekdays, when the store likely wasn’t very busy if the traffic patterns mirrored those of stores in the States.


  Sit and wait and watch and follow, or go in and ask questions and risk scaring them off?


  She tapped her fingers on the steering wheel as she thought about it. Mike was now watching the bank accounts and would let her know via texting her on the sat-phone as soon as a purchase was made.


  While she knew it was safer to wait in the car, Celia needed to use the restroom. So she opted to go in, get the lay of the store’s floor plan, and use the restroom. While she was there, she bought a couple of bottles of water and snacks for her vigil. Then she returned to her rental car and settled in to wait.


  


  * * * *


  


  The men picked up the reporter’s trail at her hotel. Her rental car still sat in the parking lot at seven that morning, so they parked across the street, waiting.


  Tango studied her info on the tablet they’d brought with them. “Who picked up the intel on her?” he mused aloud.


  “Does it matter?” Doc asked. “We don’t question that. Makes life a lot simpler.”


  “I just wonder how they picked up her trail and not the doctor’s to start with.”


  “Reporters are a pain in the ass,” Quack said. He’d ended up driving. “They can fuck up a wet dream if you let ’em.”


  Tango thought this woman might fuck up many things, but a wet dream wouldn’t be one of them. Red hair, green eyes, and a spray of freckles across her cheeks, she wasn’t smiling in her passport photo, but he imagined she was a cock-hardener when she did. From Chicago, and working for CMM, she’d somehow picked up the trail of an internationally wanted man when governments hadn’t been able to accomplish that.


  If nothing else, she deserved a little respect for that.


  Finally, before nine o’clock, they spotted her heading to her car.


  Doc tapped Quack’s shoulder. “Heads-up.”


  They waited, watching, collective breaths held as she cluelessly climbed into her car and then slowly rolled her way through the parking lot to the hotel’s driveway.


  There, they watched as she studied the traffic both ways for way longer than necessary.


  “You think she made us?” Lima asked.


  “Naw,” Tango said. “She’s not used to driving, I bet. And probably not used to left-hand traffic patterns.”


  “Oh,” Lima said. “Right.”


  Finally, after allowing ten perfect opportunities to pull into traffic pass her by, she tentatively drove out of the parking lot and into the correct lane.


  Quack had no trouble merging into the traffic flow and following her. When Tango glanced behind them, he saw Alpha, driving the other car, had done the same.


  “At least we know she won’t make us,” Tango said, chuckling. “Hell, she’s too terrified of getting into an accident to take her eyes off the road and look in her rearview mirror.”


  Doc didn’t smile. “Don’t get cocky,” he warned. “Let’s just do our job.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When they followed her to the supermarket, Quack circled the area before settling on a waiting spot in the back of the parking lot and just outside her line of vision from her car. From there they could safely watch and wait for her to make a move. When she left her car the first time, Lima followed her inside and reported that she’d used the bathroom and bought some snacks before settling in her rental again.


  Alpha and his team parked along a side street, where they could see the minivan and watch people walking to and from the supermarket from a small residential area behind the building. The other side of the building butted up against a stream, providing a natural barrier to foot traffic.


  Tango settled in with the others to wait, the men careful not to give themselves away to her.


  Her focus seemed wholly on the front of the building. They watched as she consulted a tablet of her own every time new customers approached the entrance.


  She’s dedicated, but definitely a noob at this.


  She was also lucky they were the good guys. Papa had relayed confirmation to them that their latest instructions included the latitude to release her, since she wasn’t their target, once they had moved Dr. Quong off the island.


  As long as she didn’t threaten their mission.


  “Hey,” Lima muttered. “Looky there.”


  She seemed to perk up in her car. They followed the direction of her gaze and watched as an older woman approached the entrance on foot from the direction of the neighborhood behind the store.


  Doc got on their secure close-range radios to Alpha. “Get ready. She looks like she’s focused on the woman who’s walking in now.”


  “Roger roger,” Alpha replied.


  The reporter left her car and followed the older woman into the store. That was the men’s cue to move the minivan over to the side of the store, where they could easily grab the reporter and whisk her into their vehicle.


  Doc had prepared a tranq. They all knew he didn’t want to use it if he didn’t have to, but they’d do whatever it took to make this go down safely and successfully.


  Alpha and Niner were ready, positioned on foot to follow the other woman if she turned out to be one of the Quongs. Since Niner spoke Korean, they thought he might be the best bet to keep the older woman calm and get information out of her.


  “Ready?” Doc quietly asked Alpha via their radios.


  Alpha replied in the affirmative. They all tensed, waiting, their own surgical masks pulled up into place more to obscure their identities than to protect them from Kite.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Closing in on one o’clock local time, Celia wasn’t sure if she should give up for the day, or try one of the other places where multiple purchases had been made, or what.


  That was when she spotted the short, older woman walking around the corner, several empty cloth shopping bags in her hand.


  Celia wasn’t an expert in racial profiling, but the woman looked Korean to her, even with the surgical mask covering the woman’s nose and mouth.


  Heart pounding, Celia grabbed the bag holding her tablet, sat-phone, and camera, got out of the car and locked it, and headed for the grocery store.


  Don’t fuck this up, girl.


  Nerves jangling, she tried to keep her gait normal as she crossed the parking lot and headed inside. At first, as she grabbed a handbasket after she walked through the front door, she panicked a little because she didn’t see the woman.


  Forcing herself not to break into a jog as she roamed the aisles, she finally located the woman in the produce section, carefully eyeing a selection of tomatoes.


  Yes, from this close distance, the woman definitely looked Asian. And she even seemed to resemble the passport photo Celia had for Soo Quong, the good doctor’s mother. It was a little tough to tell with the woman wearing the surgical mask, but it was a close enough match Celia knew she had to take a chance.


  Celia reached into her bag and pulled out the camera, switching it to video mode before turning it on and holding it in her hand in a way she hoped was both unobtrusive and would still record the events.


  Pretending like she was also interested in the display of tomatoes, Celia edged closer to the woman. She knew giving her a smile was pointless because of her own surgical mask hiding her mouth.


  “Nice selection, huh?”


  The woman’s brow furrowed as she glanced Celia’s way, but she didn’t reply.


  Celia didn’t know any other way to go about it but to jump right in with both feet. “Are you from this area?”


  The woman stared at her again for a longer moment before grunting a noncommittal reply and resuming her search for the perfect tomato.


  Celia nearly smacked herself in the forehead right there.


  D’oh. She doesn’t speak English.


  Well, that would be a problem, because she didn’t speak a lick of Korean.


  Juggling everything around and hooking her handbasket over the arm holding the camera, she reached into her bag with her other hand and pulled out her tablet. It only took her a second to find the picture she was looking for and hold it out to show the woman.


  “Your son?”


  The woman’s eyes widened in shock or fear, Celia wasn’t sure which, or maybe both. Then the older woman snatched her purse from her shopping cart, spun on her heel, and bolted toward the front door.


  Well, shit.


  She didn’t realize the older woman had that much speed and agility in her.


  “Wait, please? I just want to talk to your son!” It took Celia a moment to untangle her arm from her handbasket and drop it. She raced after the woman, now filming her, hoping to keep up with her and find out where the doctor was hiding.


  Now a couple of store clerks had perked up and were watching the pursuit as Soo Quong hit the front door and raced out, Celia on her heels.


  The older woman rounded the corner of the building, out of sight. Celia, intent on not losing her, was caught unprepared when she raced around the corner and two big, burly men grabbed her and started dragging her over to a minivan.


  “Hey! What the hell? What the hell are you doing! Let me go!” She craned her neck around to keep sight of Soo Quong and realized a couple of other men had silently slipped into pursuit of the woman.


  She kicked and screamed. Her surgical mask slipped down past her chin when a large hand covered her mouth even as she was shoved into the minivan and another man climbed in after her.


  She bit him and didn’t have time to enjoy his yelp of pain as he pulled his hand away from her mouth.


  “Ow! She fucking bit me!” a man with a decidedly Texan accent said.


  “Who the hell do you think you are?” she yelled. “Let me go! She’s getting away!”


  “Relax, Ms. Jorgens,” a second man told her. “Settle down. She’s being followed. We won’t lose her. And if you bite one of us again, you’ll find yourself wrapped head to toe in duct tape. We’re not going to hurt you. Afford us the same courtesy.”


  That man grabbed her left hand, and before she realized what was happening, she felt the prick of a stick test against the pad of her thumb.


  “Ow, motherfucker! Let me go!” But his grip around her wrist only tightened.


  “Not until we make sure you’re not blue,” he said.


  She fell still. “I’m not.” She couldn’t clearly see any of their faces due to their surgical masks.


  “Then it wasn’t very bright to bite someone you didn’t know is blue or not, was it?”


  “I—” He had her there. “You’re fucking kidnapping me and expecting me to be polite?”


  “We’re not kidnapping you. We’re after the same thing you are. Or should I say the same person?”


  She finally got a look at his face. At least the upper half of it. Black hair falling over brown eyes she might call sweet if it wasn’t for the fact she didn’t know who the hell he was and what they were going to do to her.


  He was staring at the test strip in his hand, and now she realized she was holding her breath.


  I really am an idiot.


  “She’s clear,” he finally said.


  A third man rummaged through her purse and found the keys to her rental car. He tossed them to someone standing outside the van. “Go,” he said before pulling the side door closed and then climbing behind the wheel.


  “What? Wait, where are you taking me?” She strained to see outside the van despite her view being blocked by the men’s bodies.


  She couldn’t see where Soo Quong had disappeared to, or the two men who’d followed her.


  “You don’t need to know that,” the Texan she’d bit said. “So calm yourself down and listen.”


  “Listen? That’s the goddamned story of my career disappearing, and you want me to sit here and listen to you?”


  “That’s the mother of our target,” Brown Eyes said. “We know you’re a journalist. We’re not here to interfere with your job, but if you want the scoop of your lifetime, you’d better cooperate, or we won’t let you within a goddamned mile of the guy when we get him.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Well, that shut her up. Doc glanced at Tango. “You all right?”


  He flexed his hand as he glared at the woman. “Had worse.”


  The red-haired spitfire sure seemed to fit the stereotype. Her green eyes blazed as she glared at them. “Who are you? Where are you taking me?”


  “None of your business,” Tango told her. “You’re just lucky our orders allow us to release you safely.” He flexed his hand again. “You fucking broke the skin.”


  Doc managed to hold back his chuckle as she seemed to get even more pissed off. “You’re kidnapping me and you’re mad because I bit you?”


  In Doc’s ear, his radio crackled, Alpha’s voice sounding off. “Nest located. Subject successfully acquired. Contacting Papa. We’ll stay here.”


  “Got it.” He spoke to Tango. “They found them and called Papa.”


  “Let me go!” she yelled. “This is my story!”


  He didn’t like having to do it, but he grabbed her by the front collar of her shirt and drew her up close. “We’re not going to hurt you, but settle down or I’ll tranq you. The next thing you’ll remember is waking up, naked, on top of Uluru a few days from now, and with no way back to Melbourne. You think I won’t do it, just keep trying my fucking patience, lady.”


  She glared at him but fell silent again. She must have known what he was talking about. The gigantic natural feature, also called Ayers Rock by some, was a tourist attraction now closed to the public like all others since the scope of the Kite outbreak became known.


  If they put her there, she would have a hard time getting back to Melbourne.


  And he wanted her to understand and have no doubts that he was a man of his word.


  “Good,” he said, releasing her collar and sitting back once she nodded. “Glad we have an understanding.”


  Chapter Ten


  


  Celia didn’t know where they were taking her, too upset and disoriented to even know which way they’d left the supermarket. The overcast sky occluded good shadows that would have given her a sense of direction. At least she finally remembered to tug her surgical mask back up over her nose.


  She did know she did not want to awaken, naked, on top of a damn rock in the middle of nowhere.


  Looking out the back window, she realized someone was following them in her rental car, so at least she still had that.


  Sort of.


  I have to get away from them.


  She needed to get back to that supermarket and find that woman. How difficult could it be? Obviously the Quongs were within walking distance of the store. She had to get Dr. Quong on film before they spirited the man away.


  She needed this!


  They slowed for a stop sign. She wondered if she could dive past them and out the sliding door and get away from them.


  Probably not. She wasn’t that fast. Her usual physical activities, other than walking or climbing stairs, were raising her hopes and jumping to conclusions.


  “I wouldn’t try running,” the blue-eyed Texan advised. She was convinced, from his accent, that he was from Texas, or at least that region.


  Celia glared at him. “Nice. A kidnapper advising me I stay put.”


  I really need to work on my self-preservation skills.


  Blue Eyes looked at the other guy. “Can I duct-tape her mouth shut now?”


  The other man smirked. “No. Papa needs to talk to her first.”


  “Listen,” Blue Eyes said, “we’re not kidnapping you. Knock it off.”


  She stared, dumbfounded. “Is English not your first language, cowboy? Because, seriously, this is the definition of kidnapping.”


  Brown Eyes laughed and glanced at his partner, who wore a consternated frown. “I keep telling him his Texas twang gets him made every time, but he doesn’t believe me.”


  “We’re coming up on the holding point,” the driver announced.


  “Good. Pull over.”


  They had travelled into a more rural residential area, but any hopes she had of flagging down a passing car or pedestrian for help fled as she studied the landscape. Woods bordered each side of the road, thick underbrush she didn’t really want to try to run through, especially after she had looked up “dangerous Australian animals and reptiles” on Wikipedia before she departed Chicago.


  Um, no thanks.


  The guy driving her rental pulled off the road behind them and parked. Brown Eyes grabbed her by her upper left arm, his hand dwarfing her less-than-toned bicep.


  Whoa.


  She’d been too damned indignant to notice before how big in the good way these guys were.


  He didn’t dig his fingers in, but his grip didn’t give her a chance to pull away or not follow him when he slid the door open and got out, helping as much as leading her out the door.


  Blue Eyes grabbed her bag, and the driver of her rental got out and tossed the keys to Blue Eyes before getting into the van.


  They left.


  “Wait, where are they going?”


  Blue Eyes rolled his eyes as he shook his head. “Bitch if we keep you with us, bitch if we don’t take you somewhere. Just not ever happy, huh?” She supposed his tone would have come off as teasing and playful under normal circumstances.


  These were not normal circumstances. Both men towered over her five-four frame by nearly a foot each, forcing her now to look up at them.


  Whoooa, baby.


  Wait, focus. Kidnapped.


  Blue Eyes was about an inch taller than Brown Eyes. Both men had broad shoulders and wore black long-sleeved T-shirts that showed off every ripple of muscle in their chests and abs that tapered into trim waists.


  Dammit. Focus.


  It was getting harder and harder to do that the more she realized how handsome they both were. Blue Eyes’ short blond hair was a little longer than a military buzz, but not by much. Brown Eyes’ black hair was nearly long enough to be a civilian cut, the front just falling over his eyebrows.


  While he kept his fingers clamped around her bicep, he still wasn’t digging in, although she knew if she tried to pull against him he would reel her back in before she could even get free. No, they hadn’t technically hurt her yet, other than the stick test. Which, honestly, she couldn’t blame them for.


  Military. They had to be. There wasn’t another adequate explanation for them otherwise.


  Since she obviously wasn’t getting away until they were ready to let her go, she decided she might as well see what she could learn from them. “You guys have me at a disadvantage. You know who I am, but I have no clue who you are.”


  Brown Eyes shook his head in a good grief kind of way. “Lady, you talk too much.”


  “Told you we should have duct-taped her mouth,” Blue Eyes snarked.


  Brown Eyes glared at him again. “I’m Doc, he’s Tango.”


  “Tango the Texan, huh? Seriously?”


  “Bet you never rode a cowboy like me in Chi-town, city girl,” Tango shot back. “They build everything bigger in Texas, sugar, including the Texans.” He grabbed his crotch, his meaning crystal clear.


  Before she could stifle the thought, the mental image of her doing just that filled her mind, of straddling the man’s body and—


  Holy crap.


  She swallowed, hoping her face didn’t look too red.


  Doc rolled his eyes. “Excuse him. He’s—”


  “Texan?” she shot back.


  He snorted in apparent amusement. “Exactly.”


  She had to admit, she’d never seen any men in her hometown even remotely approaching the lickability factor of these two hunks.


  Both men turned at the sound of brush rustling nearby. She was forced to turn as well due to the grip Doc still had on her arm.


  Another man emerged from the trees and walked toward them. From his similar build and from the way he moved, she could tell he was one of them, whoever they were. That the men didn’t seem alarmed reinforced the idea.


  Maybe I’m not such an idiot after all.


  Hazel eyes, brown hair, he was an inch or so taller than Tango. While he looked the same age, he had deeper, weathered creases at the corners of his eyes she suspected were an indication he was their leader.


  “Well,” the man said. “Don’t know if I should thank you or be pissed off at you.”


  Her eyes widened, incredulous. “Why should you be pissed off at me? I’m the one you monkeys freaking kidnapped!”


  All three men started laughing, although she didn’t understand what the hell they found so funny.


  Maybe they’re crazy.


  That theory was starting to filter to the top of her list, quite honestly.


  When the man quit laughing, he extended his right hand to shake with her. “Name’s Papa. Unit leader and commanding officer of the Drunk Monkeys.”


  She blinked, faltering midreach to shake with him. “Say what?”


  He bridged the gap and gave her a quick handshake. “That’s the nickname of our unit. The Drunk Monkeys.”


  “Um…oookaaay.” Maybe she could get free and run, get lost in the brush and wait until they went away.


  “Long story,” Papa said. “Here’s the short version, which I understand you’ve already been told. Our orders are to find Dr. Quong. Then we go after others on The List. We’ve already been working on that, but he’s the first one we’ve successfully located.”


  Her stomach churned. “You mean who I successfully located, don’t you?” Well, her and Mike, but she didn’t want to implicate him if this was going to go really bad and get really ugly.


  He tipped his head. “Good point. Yes, you located him. We located you, and by extrapolation, him. Good work, by the way.”


  Now she didn’t know whether to be pissed off or pleased at the recognition. “Um, thanks?”


  His friendly expression fled, leaving stern command in its place. “Rule number one. We’re not bringing you back to our base of operations just yet. We need to tie up some loose ends first. That’s why you’re here with these two. Rule number two. You will not do anything to interfere with or jeopardize our mission, or we will stop you. Try us if you think we won’t. Harming you isn’t our plan, but don’t make us, either.”


  She swallowed hard, nodding. From his tone, she knew he was serious.


  “Rule number three. Don’t bother trying to get away. You’ll be safely released, unharmed, if you work with us.” He glanced at Tango before looking at her again. “You bite any of us again, you’ll spend the rest of your time with us tied up and gagged and forced to piss and shit in your pants. Got it?”


  Another hard swallow. She nodded.


  He definitely meant that. It wasn’t a threat just to scare her, the cold expression in his eyes telegraphing that quite clearly, thank you very much.


  “You stay here with her,” he said to Doc. “I’ll let you know when to bring her in. Tango, come with me.”


  They turned and headed the way Papa had come.


  Doc reached over and opened the driver’s side door of her rental, making it clear he wanted her to get in and keep going into the passenger seat on the left as he settled behind the wheel. Once there, he reached across her and slapped the lock button down on her door, then rested his left hand on her right shoulder.


  “Settle in. It might be a while.”


  After a couple of minutes of silence, she had to break the tension. “So what are you guys, US military?”


  He nodded. “Special ops. SOTIF team.”


  That rang a bell from her wading through the morass of research she and Mike had compiled, but she couldn’t place it.


  She shook her head.


  “Special Operations and Tactical Infiltration Force,” he clarified.


  “This isn’t one of those ‘you told me now you’ll have to kill me’ kinds of things, is it?”


  He turned the force of his brown gaze on her. “If we were going to kill you, you’d be dead already. You wouldn’t have seen it, or us, coming. And we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”


  That chill swept through her again.


  Why did I think this whole thing was going to be so easy?


  If it hadn’t been for Mike, she never would have discovered the information anyway. He did the heavy lifting in terms of data acquisition. She’d simply helped him comb through it all.


  “What did you do before everything else happened?” she asked. “With Kite, I mean.”


  “Before TMFU?”


  She frowned. “Timfoo? What’s that?”


  He smiled. “T-M-F-U. The Massive Fuckup. That’s what brass dubbed the creation of Kite, and China making North Korea go boom.”


  “Oh. Military jargon.”


  “We do what we’re told. Before this, our missions were mostly going after terror organizations, killing people our government wanted dead, or rescuing people our government wanted rescued.”


  “So is your real name Doc?”


  He smiled. “Need-to-know basis. Sorry.”


  “And I don’t need to know?”


  “You’re a reporter. We all have code names. That’s all you need to know right now.”


  “Why are you called Doc?”


  “Need—”


  “To know. Yeah, I get it. Reporter is the enemy.”


  “No, not the enemy, but you’re not part of our team, either.”


  “Same thing, right?”


  He shrugged.


  Yes, she was a reporter, and here she was, sitting and talking instead of trying to figure out a way to get out of there and locate Dr. Quong and his family.


  And the US Embassy.


  They had to have one of those around here, somewhere, didn’t they? If not here, then in Sydney, maybe? She had to let people know what was going on.


  She also didn’t like the idea of getting herself killed doing it.


  What will it hurt to play along for now?


  In fact, the more she weighed her options she didn’t have a choice. This wasn’t some cheesy Hollywood action flick where the beautiful heroine was clever and talked or fought her way out of the sticky situation.


  She was neither beautiful nor a fighter. And she was damn sure driving home the point to herself that she wasn’t a fraction as clever as she previously thought herself to be.


  “So where are you from?” she asked.


  “How about we just sit here and wait? No offense, but unless you want to talk about movies or books or something, there’s nothing else I can or will tell you until Papa clears it.”


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Celia lasted an hour before her racing thoughts, indignation, anger, fear, and a whole host of other emotions finally swelled and broke free. She also chafed against Doc’s hand gripping her shoulder, no matter how hunky he was.


  “You realize you guys don’t have any jurisdiction here, right?” she asked. “This is Australia. You’re US forces, if you are a little fuzzy about international law. You’re not in charge.”


  He leaned in, voice low, steady, and even, forcing her to draw back or be nose-to-nose with him. “Get it through your head, lady. We are in charge here. We are in charge wherever the fark we’re told we’re in charge. And we’ve been told our orders are to get Dr. Quong back to US soil double-time.”


  Her mouth gaped. “You can’t do that!”


  He snorted. “Watch us.”


  “I…” She stared at him. “At least let me talk to him first. I put in a lot of time on this, dammit. I want to be the one to break the story.”


  “Break a leg, break a neck, break a story—fuck, break the goddamned sound barrier, if you want. I don’t give a crap. But you aren’t going to make us break our standing orders, I don’t care how cute you are.”


  She didn’t know if she wanted to kick or kiss him. Part of her was incensed he’d called her cute.


  The other part of her was touched, and wished he’d do some touching other than his hand on her shoulder.


  She caught herself thinking that.


  Wait, what?


  Dammit, why do the obnoxious ones always have to be cute? So much easier when they aren’t.


  “Listen, you don’t understand,” she said. “This is the story of a damn lifetime. My lifetime. I want it.”


  He shrugged. “Fine. Report it. I’m not a reporter. I’m a grunt who’s going to get this guy safely delivered. No one’s stopping you.”


  That took her aback. “What? I thought you said—”


  “Papa told you we wouldn’t let you interfere with our operation, lady. Nobody said you couldn’t report about it to your heart’s content once we’re clear.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Goddammit, why do the pain-in-the-asses always have to be cute?


  She was a cutie, all right. Long red hair pulled back in a braid, and green eyes visible over the top of her surgical mask, with a fiery temper to boot. She couldn’t have been more than five four, if that. He also wouldn’t deny her curves above and below her waistline were more than enough to pump some blood into his cock and get its interest.


  No, they wouldn’t let her do anything to jeopardize their operation. That might run cross-purposes to her reporting, but he wasn’t about to tell her that.


  Yet.


  At least she’d calmed down again, and that was the important part. He had grabbed a bolus of Ketamine from his field kit and slipped it and a hypo into his pocket when they first headed out, just in case. He didn’t want to knock her out, especially with that, but he would if he had to to keep her and them and Dr. Quong safe. He’d never had to use it in the field for emergency surgery, but when putting together his kit, he’d made sure to include it at the suggestion of the commanding officer who’d recommended him for this post, a surgeon who’d seen plenty of combat in Brazil and Colombia during the Quarter War.


  The irony that it looked like Kite the drug was very similar in nature to Ketamine did not escape him.


  Tango finally emerged from the brush and silently made his way toward where they waited in the car. Doc didn’t release her shoulder, although he’d relaxed his grip a little. Just enough she’d hopefully ease up as well, but not so much he couldn’t grab her if she tried to run.


  “Anything?” Doc asked Tango when the man got into the backseat.


  “Papa told me they’re working their way to the house now. He sent me back here to wait with you. He’ll send word.”


  “Any problems?”


  Tango’s hesitation told him there were, but he didn’t feel he could reveal it in front of her. “Slight complication.”


  Doc knew Tango’s words were directed at him, but in the rearview mirror, Doc could see Tango’s gaze didn’t leave the woman.


  Celia? Yeah, that was her name.


  When Doc’s brain tried to conjure an image of what her body might feel like sandwiched between him and Tango, he cut that line of thought off at the knees when his cock started throbbing again. He surely didn’t need that kind of distraction right now.


  That kind of distraction was what got people killed.


  “You really think you need that out here when it’s just the three of us in a damn car?” Tango asked her, nodding at her mask.


  “They said to wear it.”


  “They, who?”


  “Give her a break,” Doc warned. “She’s a civvie.”


  He saw the doubt already seeding in her eyes, which narrowed over the top of the mask as she looked back at Tango.


  Doc finally dove in. “The masks are great if it’s SARS or the flu or something like that. Something airborne. They still don’t know for sure if it can be transmitted through anything other than saliva or blood or direct contact. It might not be airborne at all. The earliest victims the Chinese admitted knowledge of, from North Korea, they seemed to pass it by attacking others, or by direct contact with health care workers. Hell, it might be able to be transmitted via sex. We don’t know. We don’t know if it’s airborne or not yet.”


  “You guys were wearing them when you grabbed me.”


  “Yeah, so we didn’t stand out like sore thumbs, and to keep our mugs off any surveillance cameras.”


  Tango snorted. “It worked, didn’t it? You were clueless. You didn’t even notice us following you from your hotel.”


  She appeared to ignore his dig. “What about the warnings about wearing them on airplanes and in crowds on the street and in stores and stuff?”


  Doc shrugged. “Better safe than sorry. And it makes it easier to control people. I don’t know, I’m a grunt, not a wonk. That’s all above my pay grade.”


  After a moment, she finally tugged it down so it hung around her neck. “So are you a doctor?” she finally asked.


  He could throw her that bone, he supposed. “Yep. Mostly. I don’t have the paper with the MD on it, but I’ve got all the training.”


  “Then why aren’t you out there with your friends in case one of them gets hurt?”


  “They’re more than friends, lady,” Tango said, the familiar tinge of irritation in his tone. “They’re our brothers.”


  “Because,” Doc interjected, trying to defuse the tension, “Papa wanted me back here with you in case there was trouble.”


  “To keep an eye on me?”


  “To protect you.”


  “You’re welcome,” Tango added.


  Doc shot him a glare but continued. “In a situation like this, with all hands on deck and not expecting to come up against a really heavy resistance, it’s better I hang back.”


  “Doesn’t do to have our medic shot,” Tango added. “Plus he’s got the knowledge.”


  “I thought you said you were a doctor?” she asked.


  “He is,” Tango said. “Damn good one, too. We need more doctors in this world.”


  “We need journalists, too.”


  “Telling the story won’t cure this damn disease, will it?” Tango asked.


  “Hey, if it wasn’t for me and Mike, you monkeys wouldn’t know where the hell he was!” Her face went red and her jaw snapped shut, as if she realized she’d revealed more than she’d meant to.


  Doc found it horribly endearing. “Mike?”


  She glared at him but didn’t respond.


  “Look, I haven’t seen all the info Papa got from the food chain, but I do know you didn’t come up with all this on your own.”


  “Food chain?”


  “Military command.”


  “Hey, at least we figured it out where no one else did. That counts.”


  “There you’re wrong,” Tango said. “Might have taken longer, but eventually, someone else would have figured out the same thing you did.”


  “Keep it down,” Doc told them both, glancing around as he did, realizing how loud they were getting. He didn’t want someone sneaking up on them because they were bickering about doctors versus reporters versus grunts.


  That would just be damn stupid.


  They sat there for another hour before Foxtrot drove up next to them in the car they’d picked up upon their arrival. He rolled the passenger window down as Doc rolled down his window.


  “Clear,” Foxtrot said before turning around and heading the way he’d come.


  Doc rolled up his window and started the car. “Here we go.”


  Tango tapped Celia’s shoulder. “Be nice to Papa if you want a chance to talk to the doctor,” he advised. “Otherwise, you might find yourself locked in a bathroom with a case of MREs and a cup until we’re ready to let you go.”


  Her green eyes narrowed as she shot a venomous glare at Tango, but she kept her mouth shut.


  That’s progress, at least.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Celia wasn’t sure what to expect when Doc and Tango drove her to the small house surrounded by thickets of trees. They parked her rental car in the yard next to the car they’d followed there. Two trucks were also parked outside.


  “What are we doing here?” she asked. “Where are we?”


  “You wanted your damn story,” Tango said.


  “What?”


  “You’ll see,” Doc said, leaving it at that.


  Doc led the way inside, Tango following her and carrying her bag with all her stuff in it. She wondered if they’d give her back her sat-phone so she could at least call or text Mike, but she’d fight that battle with them soon enough.


  Inside the sparsely furnished house, the living room was filled with boxes and equipment the men were apparently schlepping into the garage. She didn’t know how many men there were, but they all could have been brothers to Tango, Doc, and Papa. Built, most with short hair and muscles, in a variety of skin tones from white to ebony.


  “The rest of the Drunk Monkeys?” she asked.


  “Yep,” Doc said. “Well, some of them. There are twenty of us altogether. Some are…elsewhere.”


  They took her into the kitchen. Here she gasped as she realized who was standing at the counter and looking out the back window.


  “Dr. Phe Quong?” she asked.


  Tango held his arm out. “You wanted your story. Here he is. You’re welcome.”


  The man turned and glared at her. His stooped, thin frame couldn’t put him taller than five nine. Brown hair and brown almond-shaped eyes, he wore wire-rimmed glasses and a grim expression.


  “I take it you are the journalist they were telling me about,” he said in heavily accented but clear English.


  She nodded.


  He set his jaw, the anger in his expression telegraphed through his voice. “You scared my mother.”


  “I’m sorry. I just wanted to find you.”


  “You succeeded.” He cast a glare toward Papa. “You also have no idea what you have done.”


  Her abashment fell away and shattered. Her fists clenched as she stalked over to him and got right in his face.


  “What I’ve done? Hello? Were you not one of the assholes that unleashed this crap on the world? Now you’re pissed off because I spooked your mom?” She jabbed a finger at him. “Let me tell you what, buddy, have you ever got a fucking set of balls on you.”


  “I meant revealing my whereabouts,” the doctor clarified, holding up his hands to ward her back a step. “There are people who want me and the others, who have no interest in us replicating a vaccine for Kite, because they want it to spread. There are others who want a vaccine they can use against the world.”


  “They…” She swallowed and turned to Doc. “What?”


  Tango let out a snort. “Sheesh. Some journalist you are.”


  “Fuck you,” she shot at him before turning back to Doc. “What does he mean?”


  “It looks like there might be a hitch,” Tango said. “It’s possible we’re being set up to bring him and the others in just so they can get thrown in a hole somewhere to do someone’s bidding.”


  “That’s stupid! Why wouldn’t governments want a vaccine to be created and widely distributed?”


  Everyone else in the room stared at her as if she’d just sprouted either a second head or a third tit.


  Heat filled her face. “What?”


  “You really are a sheltered snowflake, aren’t you, sugar?” Tango asked. The amusement in his tone cheesed her right the hell off. “Here I thought Chicago was a big city.”


  “Okay, quit that shit right now. Just say what you mean.”


  Papa stepped forward. “What do you think would happen if someone gained control of the vaccine and the manufacturing process? If they demanded payment or other concessions to allow it to be distributed? Or sold doses off to the highest bidders? Or allowed Kite to wipe out the populations of countries, or even religious or cultural or ethnic populations they didn’t like?”


  “You’re crazy. That wouldn’t happen.”


  “No?” Papa retrieved a tablet from the kitchen table, swiped through it, and showed it to her.


  It was open to an e-mail. She didn’t understand who the sender was, because it was a meaningless jumble of numbers and letters.


  


  HONEYCOMB INSECURE. QUEEN BEE INVESTIGATING. PROTOCOL MOXY8-492OTG


  


  * * * *


  


  Tango had already seen the tablet, knew what the code meant.


  Short-term, it meant they were fucked. Or were in the process of being fucked. Papa had explained the code to them already, the men there at the house with the doctor.


  Whatever had happened, General Arliss himself had discovered a problem in the food chain below him, likely a mole passing intel to third parties who had no business possessing same-said intel. The code directed Papa to take the whole mission dark until full successful completion, or further notice from him.


  They were, effectively, on their own.


  Their last standing orders were to locate as many people as they could on The List, after they secured Dr. Quong, get them to the US if possible, and keep them safely hidden until Arliss issued further orders about when and how to bring them in.


  It didn’t mean they couldn’t wait until they had as many of those people acquired as they could before attempting to bring them to the US. It also didn’t mean they couldn’t get to the US and keep them hidden there until Arliss gave them the all clear. Regardless, they wouldn’t be giving up Quong or any other scientist until Arliss cleared it.


  No matter how they proceeded, the bottom line was they would keep anyone from The List they happened to locate safe and in hiding until they received new orders from Arliss.


  Whatever had happened in the food chain, it was bad and ugly enough that Arliss had solely entrusted to them the task of putting together the scientific team that had the best chance of creating a vaccine.


  The SOTIF teams were beholden to certain brass in the food chain. Arliss, who’d instituted the SOTIF team program in the first place, still directly supervised their unit, although the other teams fell under leadership elsewhere. Arliss had known Papa since the younger man first enlisted years ago, and had taken great care in handpicking and assembling the team he wanted Papa to lead.


  Tango didn’t know or care where the problem lay in the food chain, because that was above his pay grade. He’d suspected in the past that Arliss had pointed them in certain directions for specific off-the-book ops that furthered private agendas for the greater good. Unlike most brass higher up in the food chain, Arliss was well known in military circles as being pretty much squeaky clean and unbreakable. If there was a single stand-up guy in the US Armed Forces, it was four-star General Joseph Arliss.


  If Arliss was cutting them loose, he must have realized the danger of doing so was far outweighed by the risk posed by whoever had infiltrated the food chain Arliss used to get them orders and supplies, and the impact of that infiltration.


  That meant they really didn’t know whom they could trust, other than their own private contacts scattered here and there throughout the globe and the various branches of the military. Arliss would be inaccessible to them via normal secure channels until the man told them otherwise.


  They’d be able to operate independently for a while, because Papa had a wealth of private black accounts available to him to draw from that he’d set up independently with funds funneled to him by Arliss upon formation of their unit.


  But they’d have to pick and choose their battles now.


  Literally.


  It also meant there was now no way they could release the reporter. Not without risking her safety.


  Whether or not she’d take kindly to that news was the million-dollar question.


  Considering what he’d seen of her temper so far, he suspected she wasn’t going to be happy about it.


  Which was a shame, because she really was a cutie. Despite his aching hand where she’d bit him, he’d rather work to convince her it was in everyone’s best interests for her to join them than it was for her to leave.


  Well, die, in this case.


  But maybe they could make her choose the better option without resorting to threats.


  Celia handed the tablet back to Papa. “That means nothing to me.”


  “It will mean nothing to most people,” he said. “But it was sent to me a little bit ago by a trusted source. It means that, somewhere along the military’s command food chain, there’s a problem. A big one. I have my suspicions, which I’ll keep to myself for now. It also means we need to get Dr. Quong and his family off this continent and to some undisclosed location. Also, we’re now OTG until further notice.”


  “OTG?”


  “Off the grid,” Doc told her. “Total black ops from this point forward. Carry out standing orders until either successful completion, or a confirmed communication tells us otherwise.”


  “So how long will that take?” Celia asked.


  “As long as it takes,” Papa replied.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  “So what about the others on The List?” Celia asked. “You still going to go after them, too?”


  Papa nodded.


  Things were happening too fast for her to process. She needed to slow them down a little. “Are you letting me talk to Dr. Quong now?” she asked Papa.


  “Yep. Ask all your questions now though, because once we get his lab set up, he’s going to be busy.”


  “What about reporting it? This is a huge story.”


  “We’ll get to that discussion later. You want to talk to him, or not?”


  Hell yeah, she did. She’d fight the other battles later. Right now, she needed to find out all she could before Papa slammed the window of time shut on her.


  “Can I at least have my phone to record this on?”


  “No. You can’t remember what he says, that’s your problem.”


  “Can I at least have my notepad and pen from my bag?”


  He finally nodded, rooted through her bag himself, and handed them to her.


  Struggling to rein in her frustration, she returned her attention to Dr. Quong. “So they did survive? The others on The List?”


  “I have been in contact with them, yes,” Dr. Quong said after glancing around at the other men.


  Somehow, she fought the urge to scream I knew it! at the top of her lungs and break out in a happy dance.


  That would have been…undignified.


  Instead, she nonchalantly prepared to take notes, chewing on the inside of her lip to maintain control and help her focus. “Make with the deets,” she said. When Quong gave her a confused look, she clarified by adding, “How did all this happen? The virus.”


  The man deflated, quite a feat considering how thin he was to start with. He removed his glasses and wiped at them with the hem of his button-up shirt. “Because when your family is being held hostage, would you not do anything you could to keep them alive?”


  She shoved away a wave of homesickness at the thought of Emily and Roger. “I wouldn’t create a virus to unleash on the world, that’s for sure.”


  “You do not understand. We had no choice. Well, some of us thought we did, at the start. We all would have ended up working on it one way or another. Mighty Leader bribed some of the team members from outside of North Korea, appealed to their humanitarian natures, made them believe they were conducting research on preventing zoonotic infections and working on vaccines to help save lives. To help protect our livestock and our people.”


  “But you obviously weren’t there for that.”


  Quong shook his head. “Once there, we were told another team was developing an experimental drug. Very addictive. We were told it would be used to eventually replace the prison work camps. That people who were to be sentenced would be given the drug, which would force them to return every day to their local penal office for their next dose and keep them in the area. My team’s task was to develop the virus, its vaccine, and then explore using the drug as a delivery system.”


  She had to process the horrific connotations of that. It took her a moment to find her voice. “And that doesn’t strike you as horrible?”


  “My team wasn’t directly involved in the drug development portion of the research. In the beginning, it seemed to us less distasteful than having people forcibly confined to those camps. They could live at home, with their families, work, support them. Not much different than heroin addicts using the old methadone clinics in the US up until a few decades ago.”


  “Except they were trying to help people get off drugs.” Fortunately, ground-breaking research had found a chemical cure for heroin addicts. Scientists were still trying to branch out and widen the scope to apply that same cure to other addictive substances.


  “They threatened to rape and kill my daughters before doing the same to my wife and mother,” Quong said. “They threatened to kill my brothers. My father had already been executed decades ago for treason he did not commit, all because someone owed him money and they did not want to repay him. They also threatened to kill all of us on the team. Frankly, while I would prefer to do good in the world, I will admit I was not honorable enough to choose suicide and the torture and murder of my family by refusing to do what they asked. We all thought it better to try to invoke change from within by hopefully sabotaging the project. Do you wish to hear the rest or not?”


  Stunned by the force of the man’s anger, Celia shut up and let him continue.


  “We were split into two teams, one to work on the drug, and one to work on the virus. Which we found out soon enough was to be combined, to make sure addicts were dosed with enough of the virus to ensure infection and death. The team working on the drug was comprised of scientists loyal to Mighty Leader. We could not trust them.


  “In the beginning, before we understood the full scope of the project, we were under the impression that the virus was to be used as population-thinning device and confined to within the existing camps and other problematic regions of the country. A virus that was difficult to spread through the air, unlike influenza or SARS, and that would break down quickly in adverse conditions. We were to develop a vaccine in conjunction with the virus and begin manufacturing it in mass quantities once we were certain of the efficacy.”


  “Let me guess who would be first to get the vaccine.”


  He nodded. “Mighty Leader and his officials, of course. Those of us with family in North Korea, once we knew the vaccine was safe, we vaccinated ourselves and our families against it.”


  She rubbed at her temple, overwhelmed by the information. “This doesn’t make sense. If you have the information on the vaccine, why not publish that all over the world? Put it out there through Anonymous or something, anywhere, enough places that people can’t help but find it and start replicating it?”


  “It is not that simple. For starters, there is more than one strain of Kite now. Once it got loose into the wild, as it were, it started replicating and mutating. The latest virus signatures show there are at least three different types now. Who knows how many more might develop?”


  He glanced around the room. “I am not sure the original vaccine we developed would be effective now against the current strains. Think about an influenza vaccine. It only guards against certain strains. But there are many strains, and if you are exposed to a strain that was not specifically included in the vaccine, you are still at risk of getting it. Also, the virus mutates.”


  “Did you know Kite was going to do that? Mutate once it hit the wild, or whatever you said it did?”


  “Dr. Chu was working on trying to figure out how to make it mutate to a harmless state before we fled. Apparently she was only half-correct. We did not have time to complete the process, unfortunately, but it would seem she was on the right track with her research.”


  “Meaning all the surprise and none of the bennies.”


  He gave her a questioning look.


  “How about you back up and fill in the blanks,” she said. “There’s a lot of information you haven’t told me.”


  She glanced at Papa to see if he was going to shut her down, but he seemed as interested in what the doctor had to say as she was.


  Well, maybe I can reason with him to get my camera or sat-phone back, then.


  For now, she needed to get the story, as much as she could, and in any way she could.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Doc wasn’t a scientist anywhere close to approaching the level of the man standing before them, but he wanted the “deets,” too, as Celia had put it.


  Any information Doc had that could help him keep his team alive as long as possible, he’d take it.


  Dr. Quong leaned against the kitchen counter. “We spent two years working in a secret facility in Pyongyang before we were ready for field testing. Then we were sent to the north, to a remote internment camp there, to—”


  “Practice on live people.” Celia looked sick to her stomach.


  Doc couldn’t blame her. He felt sick to his stomach.


  “Yes,” Quong confirmed. “The drug first, then the virus. Then the combination.”


  “So much for the Hippocratic oath,” she muttered.


  “As I said, Julie—Dr. Chu—was desperately trying to figure out how to make it mutate to a harmless version.”


  “You weren’t worried about anyone catching on?” she asked.


  Now Doc could imagine Celia in her natural element. She might not be the most streetwise person on the farking planet, but she was tenacious, dogged in her obvious determination to get her story.


  He respected her for that.


  She hadn’t simply folded and crumbled under the pressure, like most people probably would have done by now.


  The more he watched her, listened to her, the more he felt her digging under his skin.


  And that was totally alien to him.


  He was surprised to find he sort of liked it.


  “We were able to limit the number of guards directly supervising us,” Quong said, “because of the nature of our research, and by playing along. Our guards knew nothing of what we were doing, and none of them spoke English, which all of us did. We were desperately trying to stall the project’s progress long enough to reach a point where those of us with families at risk could smuggle them to safety. We knew we could not trust the team working on the drug and kept them out of the loop, as you say, as we obtained forged passports and planned our escape.”


  “How’d you manage that?” Celia probed.


  “We had to have supplies and equipment. We were able to travel to China and even South Korea. Those of us who had family in North Korea, they knew we would return and not risk their deaths.”


  “And that’s how you got the South Korean passports for your family?”


  He nodded.


  “I’m guessing others did the same?”


  “A few. Some of our team, their spouses remained in South Korea and provided a conduit.”


  “So that’s how you all got out and survived?”


  The more he opened up, the more the scientist seemed to wilt, as if the pressure of holding on to all of this information for so long had crushed him, and even getting it off his shoulders proved no relief.


  “We all survived the initial attack, yes,” Quong said. “We all reunited in South Korea with our families three days before China’s attack, and we departed immediately from there. Some already had valid passports to return to their own countries, some had obtained passports with different names and countries of origin.”


  “Are there others here in Australia?”


  “No. Not that I am aware of We dispersed and hoped to stay beyond the reach of anyone until we could finish what we started.”


  “So how’d that work out for ya?” she snarked.


  Doc caught Tango’s eye and knew his partner, despite the initial friction between him and Celia, was trying not to laugh. He could read Tango better than anyone.


  The man was coming to respect her, too.


  Quong didn’t answer Celia’s question.


  She remained undeterred and kept probing. “How are you keeping in contact with the others?” she asked. “How’d you expect to get anything done if you were scattered all over the farking place?”


  “We have a private cloud server we access through anonymous processes. We leave each other notes and progress reports through there. That is how I know Kite has mutated. Others on the team are gathering Kite samples as they can from all over the world and posting the virus signatures to our shared site.”


  “So what went wrong? How did all those people end up crossing over China’s border?”


  Quong told them the story of how the camp’s commander made the mistake of bragging, during a drunken session with a prostitute from the town, about how he was in charge of overseeing a project that would make him a star in the eyes of Mighty Leader.


  The same prostitute, who was hoping to curry brownie points with the town magistrate—who was also in charge of the military in that little slice of hell—tattled.


  The magistrate, his nose understandably bent out of shape over not being kept in the loop about what they were doing at the camp, had a freak-out when he realized exactly what they were doing at the camp. And since he outranked the guy running the camp, he made an executive decision that would unwittingly lead to China’s shart of mass destruction.


  The virus team lied out their asses, telling the magistrate that the camp’s commander and the scientists working on Kite the drug had gone rogue and were planning on ousting the magistrate. That they were also keeping the virus team held hostage. The virus team managed to talk their way out of there with promises to put in a good word with Mighty Leader when they got back to Pyongyang.


  They also bribed the crap out of the magistrate to help get them out of there. Between that, and using his own paranoia against him, they were able to get themselves and their families safely out of North Korea.


  “We did not realize the magistrate was going to open the camp gates. We thought he was going to stop with shutting everything down and killing the camp commander, the drug team, and the camp commander’s men. Our team scrubbed the computer hard drives and destroyed samples and equipment and thought we had taken care of the problem by torching both our lab and the drug team’s lab and computers.”


  “That left a lot of people alive, though, didn’t it?” Celia asked.


  “We thought the inmates still remaining at the camp would either die within a few days from Kite infection or withdrawals from the Kite drug…or they would not. We instructed the magistrate to keep his men away from the inmates and to keep them locked down within the main camp’s fortified walls and isolated inside their specific cellblocks. That anyone left alive inside the prison after three weeks was not infected and would be safe to release.”


  She looked disgusted with the man. “You mean, if they hadn’t died of thirst or starvation before then, of course.”


  “We thought we had ensured its containment. What we did not count on was that the camp’s commander had set up a Kite drug lab off-site. He must have bribed someone on the drug team to help him. Our team did not discover that until we were going through files to destroy in the man’s office in our hurry to leave.”


  Doc shook his head and listened, also disgusted, but recognizing the pattern too well. Corruption by petty officials wasn’t a problem limited to the former Mighty Leader’s regime, unfortunately.


  The camp commander had set himself up with a handy little off-site Kite house to supplement his income, no doubt.


  Quong’s team didn’t have time to deal with that. They knew that would be their only chance to escape the country, and that if Mighty Leader’s troops caught up with them upon realizing they’d scuttled the entire project, they were dead.


  They were as shocked as the rest of the world to discover the camp commander had done the exact opposite of what they’d told him to do and turned a couple thousand inmates loose over the nearby border with China.


  They were even more shocked to learn about the Chinese response.


  And it only reinforced to them that they’d made the right decision to go into hiding.


  “You see,” Dr. Quong continued, “once that happened, we knew we had to stay in hiding. Not only because we feared governments wanting control of the vaccine to leverage against other countries, but because we knew we would then be labeled war criminals for being responsible for this.”


  Tango spoke up, voicing what Doc knew was the opinion of all the other men in the room. “That’s because you are war criminals, asshole, willing or not.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  At least that’s something me and Tango can agree on.


  As Quong spun his story, the weight of the information sank into Celia’s brain and she collapsed onto a kitchen chair Tango had helpfully slid behind her. This story was far bigger than she’d ever imagined.


  China might not have gone about things in the right way, but they weren’t exactly wrong about what they’d done, either.


  They’d likely assumed North Korea was trying to invade them with germ warfare.


  “Holy fuck,” she muttered.


  The story had blossomed into an unimaginable scope.


  “Had the magistrate just left the people inside the camp like we told him,” Quong said, “the virus never would have escaped. We instructed him to burn all the bodies, along with the rest of the facility, once he released any survivors.”


  Quong shook his head. “We will never know why he changed his mind and released them all early. We specifically told him they must remain there at least three weeks for the virus to run its course. My theory is that word leaked out through some of his men to relatives of prisoners who lived in the town near the compound, and they begged or bribed a tiny bit of compassion out of him. He likely would not have wanted them in his town. Perhaps he felt remorseful about leaving them there to die. Maybe he transported them to the border and told them to keep heading deeper into China if they wished to live.”


  “Makes as much sense as anything else I’ve heard,” Celia agreed.


  Which was not a damn lick of sense.


  “So who was in charge of your team?” she asked.


  “I was,” he said. “I was the first one they brought in, because I already resided in the country and proved quite easy to coerce. They used my name and reputation to lend veracity to the project when they first contacted the others.”


  “How were you planning on ending this project when you left? Didn’t you think someone would just pick up where you left off with your research?”


  He looked grim. “We were already in the process of planning to infect the drug team, the camp commander, and his men with Kite. In the resulting confusion, we were going to fake our deaths using the bodies of prisoners and guards, set fire to the labs, and destroy all the evidence before making our escape disguised as guards. We had each picked prisoners or guards that resembled us in age and physical build as much as we could.”


  “No, nothing wrong with that plan at all,” she snarked.


  “It was all we had. The lesser of the evils, as they say. We wanted to wait until Julie had successfully mutated the Kite virus into a harmless variation that would sicken the rest of the prisoners, and then escape in the resulting confusion.” He shook his head. “We were so close, too, until this all happened. Perhaps only a few weeks away.”


  “How did the magistrate take over the camp? I don’t understand that part.”


  “He was older and outranked the camp commander in the military,” Quong said. “He and several of his men came in and demanded to talk to the two scientific teams, alone. The commander felt he had to let him do it. The commander knew the other team was loyal to Mighty Leader and would lie their asses of, as you say. He did not count on us turning the tables.”


  “Why would the magistrate believe your team, especially when most of you were foreigners, and not the other team and the camp commander?”


  Quong sadly smiled. “Julie was especially upset about what was going on. She had dinner with the camp commander a few times and surreptitiously filmed him, eh, I believe the term is ‘trash talking,’ about the magistrate. The commander was smitten with her and prone to braggadocio around her.”


  “Ah. Yep, that’ll do it.” Just proves men suck when they’re horny.


  “Combined with what we told the magistrate,” Quong said, “and with bribing him, he was willing to believe us. We told him the reason he had no knowledge of what was really going on was because the government did not even know. That he would be better off containing the situation before letting Pyongyang know about it. That to follow our instructions would make him a hero in Mighty Leader’s eyes, and we would guarantee it.”


  “And by then, you all would be safely out of the country anyway, leaving the magistrate hung out to dry and looking like he was the one who’d scuttled Mighty Leaders plans all on his own.”


  He nodded. “Exactly.”


  Papa interrupted. “We were tracking Dr. Li Kim in Vietnam a few days ago. Any idea where he is now?”


  “He left there over a week ago,” Quong said. “He did not tell us his next destination, however. He was there trying to obtain more Kite samples.”


  “Fuck,” Tango mumbled. “There was a wasted trip and time.”


  “There is another problem,” Dr. Quong added.


  Celia barked a laugh. “Another one? As if there aren’t enough already?”


  Doc held out a staying hand. “What problem, doctor?”


  “Dr. Rajesh Patel notified us six days ago that he suspected our communications might be compromised. He was in the process of setting up an alternate server, and was going to set up a lab in a secure location where we could all gather to try to finish our work.”


  “And?” most of them asked.


  “We have not heard back from him since then.”


  “Any idea where he was going to set it up?” Papa asked.


  “He would not tell us directly. He was afraid if our communications were compromised that it could put us all at risk.”


  “Of course he didn’t,” Celia said as she threw her arms up. “Because that would be too damn easy. Not like the whole farking population of the Earth’s at risk or anything.”


  Quong turned on her. “Do you honestly believe I have no conscience regarding this? We are all horrified it came to this. We believed we had done what we could, short of executing a couple of thousand innocent people ourselves before we left, to prevent the spread of this virus. We knew it could only survive outside of the host in blood and saliva for a short time. It was not airborne.”


  She stood and backed him down again. “But you were executing them, weren’t you? By infecting them? You were executing them during your testing phases.”


  “Most of them were not actively infected when we left. Less than ten percent. And we were very careful only to select the most sick and infirm patients, the terminally ill with cancer or other diseases, to use as our test patients when we were forced to proceed to that phase of testing.”


  “Wow. Because yes, that makes it all better, doesn’t it?”


  Quong glared at her. She wanted to slap the look off his face, but suspected if she did that it would likely mean the end of their chat. “Are you a mother?” he asked.


  “No, but I’m an aunt hoping to help this damn bunch of monkeys get enough of you farking brainiacs together in one place so you can save the goddamned planet.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Doc didn’t blame Celia for getting upset, but he sensed he needed to coax her into taking things down a notch before it got ugly, and fast. He needed her wanting to work on their side, not wanting run the doctor’s head through a woodchipper.


  Although, under different circumstances, the woodchipper idea sounded like a dandy one to him.


  Maybe once they get a vaccine perfected.


  “Celia,” Doc gently said, “you understand why you can’t go public with the story yet, right?”


  He could see the rage and logic warring within her. Before her, the head of the team who’d brought this curse down on their heads.


  He didn’t blame her in the least, and suspected none of the other men in the room would blame her for what she felt, either.


  He knew for a fact she was on the same wavelength with the rest of them about what this man and his team had done.


  And now it would fall to a bunch of Drunk Monkeys to clean up the fucking mess.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Yes, the human in Celia understood. She conjured Emily’s and Roger’s sweet faces. She wasn’t their mom, but she loved them as if they were her own kids.


  The fledgling journalist in her wanted to roast the doctor over an open fire.


  Literally.


  It felt like the men were stifling her as they all silently stared at her following Doc’s question. Every last one of them was awaiting her reaction.


  She pushed her way through them and out the back door so she could gather her thoughts and breathe.


  She stared up at the sky while taking in a few deep gulps of the damp, cool air. In Chicago, it was getting hotter, ramping up to be another scorcher of a summer.


  Here, autumn was giving way to winter. If the Kite infection reached Australian shores soon in full force, only the cool weather would help staunch the spread while it took off in the northern hemisphere.


  In places like Asia, Europe, northern Africa…


  The United States.


  Argh.


  She heard a noise and turned around to find Doc and Tango had silently made their way out the back door and were now standing a few feet away.


  She hadn’t even heard them open the door.


  It didn’t surprise her. It was what they did, what made them the best of the best in doing their jobs.


  It was part of the reason why they were there in the first place. And they weren’t bad guys, she’d just gotten off on the wrong foot with them.


  Brain…officially…fried.


  Unfortunately…


  “You don’t want me to run a story. So what do I get in return?” she asked. “What are you proposing in exchange?”


  “Hold the story,” Doc said. “Not forever, just for a while. Work with us. You think this story is big now, wait until we get the rest of his team located and brought together. You found him. With the info he has, use your skills and what you did to find him and help us find the others. Helps you, helps us, makes your story bigger. You become a hero.”


  She dodged the fact that it was Mike, not her, who had done the heavy digging. “They are farking war criminals. Doesn’t matter how he tries to sugar-coat it, it’s still a steaming pile of dogshit.”


  “We know that and you know that. We’re on the same page. No one’s disputing what you’re feeling. We feel the same way. But we can’t let our feelings get in the way of the greater good, here.”


  She suspected Doc was trying to placate her.


  Lucky for him, he was handsome and logical enough that she was willing to be placated by him.


  She made a decision. “Okay. So I hold the story. Short of killing me, there’s not a lot you can do to stop me if I’m determined enough to report it, anyway. But I want something in return.”


  The men nodded.


  “I’ll promise not to reveal anything…yet. I’m supposed to be here for two weeks. You don’t treat me like a damn prisoner, you treat me like a teammate, and you keep me fully in the loop about what’s going on. By the end of the two weeks, then I’ll make my decision on whether to keep holding the story or not. If I do, I stay embedded with you guys and reporting on this. As one of you.”


  She knew that wouldn’t happen, so she was willing to put it out there. No way could she stay, she couldn’t afford it, for starters. But the men likely wouldn’t allow it, either.


  “If not,” she continued, “I’ll get the fark out of Australia and wait until I get back to Chicago to break the story. I’ll make sure I give you guys time to get the Quongs relocated, and I won’t reveal any personal information about you guys or your unit that would specifically identify who you are.”


  The men shared a glance. It was Doc who finally spoke. “That’s the best you can give us?”


  “Unless you want to kill me right here and now, yeah.” Her palms sweated and she had to force herself not to rub them against the legs of her jeans.


  Again with the stupid.


  She should have thought that statement out before letting it fall from her dumb-ass mouth. They were likely men used to killing under orders.


  “We don’t want to hurt you,” Tango assured her. “We just want to do our job. Right now, our job is to try to save the damn world. And it got a lot harder when we learned we had to go OTG. We need all the allies we can trust. Can’t you understand that?”


  It was hard to concentrate when his Texas drawl seemed to squarely hit her somewhere in the vicinity of her clit. “Can’t you understand that people have a right to know what happened and what needs to happen next?”


  “What happened,” Doc said, “can’t be changed. Nukes and bombs can’t be unlaunched. People can’t be brought back to life. But what needs to happen from this point forward can be negatively impacted if you break this story too soon and it keeps us from finding the other members of his team and bringing them in safely.”


  “But on the flip side, if I reveal what happened, the governments can’t deny it and hide a vaccine.”


  “No,” Tango said. “But they can send a team of guys like us in to kill you and plant false evidence that makes it look like you’re a whackjob crazy person who made everything up to fake your way up the corporate ladder. You think that can’t happen, then, honey, you really did just fall off the turnip truck, because we’ve been those guys on those missions before. And if not you, what about your sister and her family? Killing them and making it look like you did it? That could happen, too.”


  Her throat went dry at the thought of any harm coming to them.


  Logic…logic…logic…


  She forced herself to swallow. “Papa said there was a mole. How do you plan to figure that out?”


  “That’s our problem, not yours. We can find or make safe houses,” Doc said. “We have secure contacts and resources you don’t need to know about. When we find Dr. Patel, we can use whatever he’s put together, if he was able to do so. But we’re the best hope Quong and the others have to safely come together and figure this shit out before it’s too late for all of us.”


  She noticed he said when they found Patel, not if.


  She liked his quiet cockiness.


  Damn him and his devil logic.


  “You still didn’t give me an answer,” she said. “I’m a partner, not a freaking prisoner, right? I’m part of the team.”


  “You have to swear to work with us,” Doc said. “You don’t fake us out. You give us your word that you won’t go behind our backs and try to get the story out sooner.”


  “I promise.”


  The men shared another glance. “Go get Papa,” Doc told Tango.


  Tango returned a moment later with the man, who listened to their deal with his fists planted on his hips and his stony gaze focused on the darkened ground.


  She fully expected him to nix the idea and tell her she was returning to the US.


  Which, in a way, would have been a relief. The more she thought about this, the more the scope of it terrified her.


  I’m sooo not ready for this. I thought I was, but I’m not.


  Silent for a moment, Papa slowly shook his head, but his answer shocked her. “Fine.” He pointed at Doc and Tango. “You two are now responsible for her. She’s your package.”


  Papa focused on her. She realized from the hard, cold glint in his hazel gaze that he wouldn’t budge an inch. With his tone low and steady, he said, “We bring you into this team, it makes you one of us. If you’re one of us, any and all of these men will die to protect you and keep you safe. No one will harm you.


  “But.” He pointed a finger at her. She flinched as if it were a loaded gun. His quiet tone terrified her. “You cross the line, just one time, even by a fraction of an inch, and you fuck us over and break our trust? You will not leave Australia alive if that happens. They will never find your body, and they will never know what happened to you. Do you understand me?”


  The chill that washed through her had nothing to do with the weather. Involuntarily, she hugged herself, rubbing at her arms. “Yeah,” she said. “I get it. I won’t fuck you guys over. I promise. Look, I want this vaccine found as much as—”


  Papa turned on his heel and stalked back into the house.


  She swallowed, the rest of her statement dying in her throat.


  Tango nodded. “Guess that’s that then. Looks like you just got yourself two bunkmates.” She must have looked shocked, because he laughed, apparently enjoying her discomfort. “Relax, sugar. Clothing on, not off.” His expression also hardened. “But he’s right. We’ll die for you if you’re one of us. You stay one of us, you’re part of the team. You don’t…” He shrugged.


  He didn’t have to finish. She nodded.


  “So if we’re partners, what are your real names?”


  “We don’t use our real names.”


  “You know my name. If I’m part of the team, I want to know your names.”


  The men exchanged a glance. Tango went first. “Specialist William Black. Bill.”


  “Specialist in what?”


  “Medic.”


  “So sort of like him,” she said, tipping her head toward Doc, “but without the MD?”


  “More like a paramedic. I might be able to keep you alive short-term, but I might not be able to fix whatever’s wrong with you so you stay that way.”


  She looked at Doc.


  “Specialist Kurt Ochoa.”


  “Doctor?”


  He nodded. “They pulled me for the SOTIF team assignment before I got my official MD, but I was in my residency.”


  Tango and Doc both stared at her. “Well?” Doc finally asked. “We going to stand out here in the cold all day? Or are we going inside?”


  “Inside. Please,” she added, thinking it might not be a bad idea to ease up on the snark with the two of them.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  The knock on Silo’s office door made him look up from his computer where he was going over the latest worldwide Kite infection numbers obtained from his contact at the CDC. “Come.”


  Jerald eased the door open. “Sorry to disturb you, Reverend, but I thought you’d want to hear about this.”


  Silo waved him in. Jerald closed the door and that was when Silo saw Jerald had a piece of paper in his hand. “What’s that?”


  “The account you have me monitoring received an e-mail a few minutes ago.” He handed it across Silo’s desk.


  Silo took it, frowning as he read. “Dr. Quong was number one on the list,” Silo said. “Am I reading this correctly? Does this mean they’ve located him?”


  “It would appear someone has located him. I can’t confirm if he’s in the proper hands and accessible to us yet or not. I sent a reply for clarification through the ISP scrambler.”


  “Good.” He handed it back to Jerald. “Shred that.”


  “Yes, sir.” Jerald walked it over to the shredder and ran it through. “As soon as I receive a reply, I’ll let you know.”


  That particular contact was deeply embedded in General Arliss’ chain of command. Even better, the person was doing it because they were a devout believer in the flavor of religion Silo was selling. He hadn’t needed to bribe the person. After several private meetings and discussions with the person, Silo had been able to bring them on board with promises of a secure place in his St. Louis stronghold for them and their entire family when things got worse.


  The devoted received bennies like that. Silo didn’t care if he had to issue bribery or threats or just promises of a safe future to get what he needed.


  “Excellent. Thank you.”


  Once he was alone again, Silo sat back and templed his fingers in front of him. The Kite infection was approaching critical mass in portions of India and Pakistan. Good news, as far as he was concerned.


  They were two of the countries he’d worried most about despite their previously reduced populations. China was another. Other countries in the Indochina region were rapidly tipping that way, although their populations had been thinned considerably, by over fifty percent each, during the avian flu pandemic that hit India, Pakistan, Vietnam, and their other neighbors fifteen years ago.


  South America wasn’t as troubling to him despite their closer proximity. A majority of citizens in those countries were already of the Christian persuasion, even if a lot of them were…Catholics.


  Still, easier to get them to drink a different flavor of punch than to teach them to like punch to start with.


  He didn’t worry about Europe at all, because they would be in the pocket of the US. Once he was elected, it’d be quite easy to sway them his direction.


  The continent of Africa…


  Well, he might have to declare that a lost cause anyway. If he had the rest of the world, he could leave that area as a refuge for the outcasts. Cut them off from everyone else and let them kill each other as they were already wont to do.


  They wouldn’t survive without the aid provided by the US anyway.


  And he would immediately sign an executive order withdrawing all aid from those countries as one of his first acts in office.


  But China…


  It was assumed the Kite virus was bad in urban sections of China, although with the state’s tight control over the media there, it was nearly impossible to discern the truth.


  That is something I’ll change once this is over.


  In fact, his plans included letting China burn itself out with the Kite infection rather than giving them the vaccine.


  Once he got his hands on a vaccine, that was.


  He didn’t bother holding back his smile. Once the vaccine was confirmed, he’d be one of the first inoculated, of course. And then imagine the cachet that would garner, him being able to walk amongst the stricken people, blessed by the Almighty himself—or so those rubes would think—and never afflicted with this Apocalyptic scourge.


  I need a white Cadillac SUV. He nearly giggled at the thought, of calling it his “pale horse.”


  Letting out a sigh, he pondered that one some more.


  Maybe that would be a little too much. Pushing things too far.


  He knew he walked a delicate balance right now. It wouldn’t do to become greedy and get too cocky.


  I wonder how much I could charge per person to save them?


  Bestowing God’s mercy would come at a pretty price for those who could afford it. The loyal, skilled workers and tradesmen who promised to devote their lives and allegiance to him, they would earn their vaccines.


  And he would earn their votes, too.


  Because once he thinned the herd, so to speak, he had a presidential campaign to run. No one would dare vote against him, especially if they owed their lives to him.


  And once he had the full might of America’s military behind him…


  Well, then I’d be unstoppable.


  He giggled.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  She met most of the team. The rest of them were guarding Dr. Quong’s family at an undisclosed location close enough to be convenient, but far enough away not to be obvious.


  That was all they’d tell her about that. She didn’t blame them. Maybe it was better she didn’t know.


  Papa and Alpha, who was over at the other hideout, were partners, buddies, brothers, whatever you wanted to call them. Alpha, she was told, was the second-in-command.


  Oscar and Yankee were hottie twin brothers with short blond hair and blue eyes a different shade than Tango’s.


  Lima and Quack were also part of the team from the minivan who’d abducted her. Quack had curly dark blond hair and brown eyes, while Lima had black hair, brown eyes, and a handsome, chiseled profile that looked more like it belonged on a gorgeous statue of a Roman god.


  Foxtrot was the guy who’d driven back and told them they could proceed to the hideout. He and his partner, Kilo, were helping move things into the garage, which was now Dr. Quong’s makeshift lab, along with Echo, Omega, Uni, Victor, Juju, and Delta.


  I’m never going to remember all their fricking names.


  Besides Alpha, they told her that Zed, Uncle, Roscoe, and Niner were all at the other location and guarding Dr. Quong’s family. Niner, they added, spoke and read fluent Korean.


  “There’s twenty of you, huh?” she asked Papa.


  “Yep.”


  “So now what?”


  “Now one of your guys will go to your hotel room, get the rest of your stuff, and bring it here. We’ll have to go to your hotel room every couple of days and rumple the sheets or something so it looks like you’ve been coming and going.”


  “Why?”


  “That way, if someone asks the front desk or housekeeping staff,” he slowly said, as if speaking to a child, “it’ll look like you’ve been coming and going.” His tone and expression told her he was already regretting his decision if he’d have to repeat everything for her.


  She took a deep breath. “No, I meant why do we need to make it look like that?”


  Papa’s expression grew serious again, but this time the gravity of it didn’t pull on her. “Ah, sorry. Because if there is a problem in the food chain, they might have passed along who you are to other people. Better for it to look like you’ve been coming and going and they stay there watching for you, so maybe we figure out who they are, and for you to stay here safe with us. Unless you don’t want your shit?”


  “No, I want it. Thanks.”


  “I’ll go,” Tango said, stepping forward and holding out his hand for her room key card. She pulled it from her back pocket and gave it to him. “402,” she told him.


  “You expecting any messages or packages?” Tango asked her.


  “No.” She rethought that answer. “Well, I need to talk to someone. Or at least e-mail them.”


  When the men’s only response was to stare at her as if waiting for her to continue, she felt her face redden. “What?”


  “Seriously?” Papa asked. “You really think we’re going to let you do that this soon without a damn good reason or direct supervision?”


  It wouldn’t do any good to keep it from them.


  She explained who Mike was, and how he’d done the bulk of the digging. “So if you really want me to help you figure shit out, I’m going to have to be able to converse with him somehow.”


  Papa scratched at his chin. “Okay, that makes more sense.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You have nothing in your background, from the information we were sent, that indicated the kind of training or skill needed to accomplish what you did. No offense.”


  “Oh, none taken. Sheesh.” She winced. Don’t piss off the grunts. “Sorry. I’m…testy.”


  Papa replied with a smirk. “Duh. But thank you for volunteering that. Helps me trust you a little more. When Tango gets back, we’ll sit down and go through some parameters and figure out how to let you contact him.”


  He didn’t sound like he was bullshitting her, or just telling her that to shut her up. He’d started to turn away from her when she reached out and touched his arm. “Can I ask you a question?”


  He paused. “Sure.”


  She glanced around the living room of the large house. This wasn’t a well-equipped lab in a hospital or university or other facility.


  “You really think you guys can pull this off?”


  He grinned. “We’re not just monkeying around. You need a job done right, send in a monkey.”


  She smirked. “Nice.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tango returned nearly two hours later with her things. She had been all prepared to grouse at him when she realized he’d packed her stuff far more neatly than she had, actually leaving her spare room in her bag.


  She stared into the duffle bag. “How’d you do that?” she asked, her ire fizzled and replaced by curiosity and more than a modicum of respect. It’d been all she could do to get everything she’d brought with her crammed into the bag. Even then, she’d had to leave behind a couple of pairs of jeans she’d wanted to bring.


  He laughed. “Sugar, we live out of bags smaller than that. You think I can’t teach you a thing or two about traveling, think again.”


  She wasn’t even minding so much that he called her sugar. It sounded sweet said in his Texas twang.


  “Is that what took you so long?” she asked, feeling guilty now.


  “No, I was in and out of your room in under five minutes.”


  “Then what happened?”


  “Well, for starters, I didn’t just charge in there. I stopped and scoped the place out to see if I spotted anyone obviously watching. Which I didn’t. Doesn’t mean there won’t be later. Then I took my time getting back here, made several stops, meandered around to make sure I wasn’t being followed.”


  She felt her face heat again. “Oh.” If they’d sent her back to do it, she never would have thought about that.


  Just like she’d been clueless about them watching her when she went to the supermarket.


  She was lucky they were the good guys.


  One of the twins, she wasn’t sure which one, cooked dinner that night. Nothing fancy, just a huge pot of seasoned ground beef and mixed vegetables and rice, but it was good and filling.


  Dr. Quong took a break from reassembling his lab to eat with them.


  “Where are you at in your progress?” she asked.


  “Not as far as I would like. I had only finally acquired the remainder of the equipment I needed last week and was preparing to resume my work.”


  She wasn’t a scientist, but she wasn’t an idiot, either. “How can you think about making a vaccine when you don’t have mutated Kite samples?”


  “I have a few, but I do not know if it has since mutated beyond that,” he admitted. “My current goal is comparing the mutations to see where they vary. Then I can look for other changes with different samples. If I see a pattern with the mutations, I might be able to predict it and work on an advanced vaccine that will be successful with more than one strain.”


  “You said you all were working on getting it to mutate to a harmless version. Is it possible it’ll do that on its own?”


  He slowly nodded. “Perhaps. While I do not put my faith in that, it is possible. However, that kind of natural mutation rate might not occur quickly enough over time to prevent the human race from being destroyed first.”


  “Ah. Gotcha.”


  Tango smirked. “You knew it couldn’t be that easy, right?”


  “Well, I’d hoped.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Celia started yawning a little after nine o’clock local time. It felt like she’d been in Melbourne two weeks instead of less than two days.


  Doc noticed and pointed it out to Papa. “I suggest we discuss the logistics of her contact sooner rather than later.”


  He nodded. They’d kept her laptop and other communication electronics, but gave her back the camera. She’d taken a few pictures during the afternoon, careful not to show any of the men’s faces or other identifying features, except for Quong, of course.


  She didn’t know if Papa was just humoring her by letting her do that, or if he would let her eventually leave the group with her data.


  “How is he expecting to hear from you?” Papa asked her.


  “E-mail, at least. Or Skype.”


  “No Skype tonight,” he said. “I need Lima to work out logistics on a more secure sat-link connection for that. Hold on.” He left the living room. He returned a moment later with Lima, who was carrying her laptop.


  She felt a burst of indignation before reining it in.


  Same team, girl. They’re smarter than you. Don’t forget that.


  Lima powered her laptop up and started typing.


  “Do you need my password?” she asked.


  He snorted. “Naw, I’m good.”


  Heat filled her face again. How had she gone from leaving Chicago feeling cocky and smarter than everyone else, to now feeling like a freaking idiot about to get everyone killed?


  After another moment, he stopped typing and turned the computer around to her. She noticed he’d also put a piece of black tape over her webcam. She pointed. “What’s that for?”


  “So someone can’t remotely access it and see what’s going on,” he said. “We can pull it off when you need to use it.”


  “Oh.”


  He had a blank e-mail form displayed, but the screen looked…weird. “What is that?”


  “I mirrored your e-mail account through an anonymous back-road underground server system. Not untraceable, but close enough.”


  “What can I write to him?”


  Papa took point. “Tell him you haven’t reached your objective yet, but you’re working on it. And that you’ll update him soon. Those words.”


  “I don’t talk like that.”


  “Maybe not, but if someone’s intercepting his e-mails, you don’t want to put him at risk any more than you already have, do you?”


  I’m an idiot.


  “Don’t feel bad,” Papa assured her. “You’re new to this. This is black ops intel 101 stuff to us. Don’t put his e-mail address in yet, just type the message and then let me read it.”


  She thought for a moment before she started typing.


  


  Greetings from Melbourne!


  Just a quick note before I go to bed, didn’t want you to worry. :) Haven’t reached my objective yet, but I’m still working on it. I’ll update you soon.


  ((HUGS))


  Ce.


  


  She turned her laptop around so Papa could read it. He nodded. “Perfect. Put in his e-mail address and hit send.”


  She did.


  “Now how do I check my e-mail?” she asked. “I need to see if he sent me anything.”


  Lima took the laptop back, tapped some more, then returned it to her.


  Again, it was her account, but the interface looked odd.


  Lima shrugged. “Rather not risk it. Sorry, nothing personal.”


  Nothing from Mike or her sister. Not that she expected anything from her sister. Carole’s personal laptop had died a month earlier, and they didn’t have the money to replace it yet. Mike had promised to call Carole and keep her updated.


  She returned the laptop to Lima. “Thanks.”


  “Sorry,” Papa said, “but you have to understand I need to do this our way.”


  “I get it. I won’t say I like it, but I get it. A deal’s a deal.”


  “Go get some rack time,” Papa said not just to her, but Doc and Tango, too. “Take that one bed in the middle bedroom for tonight,” he told them. “It’s available right now. It’s big enough for all three of you.”


  She’d noticed the men seemed to take shifts sleeping, which made sense. They used the beds as well as bedrolls on the floor that looked damned uncomfortable.


  Before she could object, Doc had reached for her hand and helped her up off the couch. “Rack time, then.”


  Tango grabbed her stuff and they all moved into the room. They only turned on a bedside lamp. One of the other guys was softly snoring on a bedroll on the floor in the far corner.


  The bed looked like a full-sized mattress. “Going to be a tight squeeze,” she whispered.


  “You’ll sleep in the middle snug as a bug,” Tango said.


  She blushed. “I need to change clothes.”


  “Go ahead. You know where the bathroom is.”


  She rooted through her bag, briefly embarrassed to realize that in the repacking Tango had to handle her panties and sports bras, too. She found a T-shirt and shorts she slept in at home, and her toothbrush, and took them across the hall to change. When she returned and tucked her stuff into the bag, the men were already positioned on their sides in the bed.


  With a tiny bit of space in the middle.


  Yeah, like this won’t be awkward.


  “I…could sleep on the floor,” she offered.


  “Nope,” Doc said, patting the mattress. “Papa said you’re our package. You sleep with us, eat with us. The only thing you don’t have to do is shit or shower with us.”


  “Unless you want to,” Tango playfully offered.


  “Um, thanks. I’m good.” She had to climb up from the end of the bed. She was glad to see the men kept T-shirts and their pants on, although they were now barefoot.


  She tried to settle in between them, their backs turned to her, without wiggling around too much. Closing her eyes, she hoped she’d be able to get at least a little sleep.


  What the hell have I gotten myself into?


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  When Celia awoke early the next morning, the light filtering around the edges of the room’s curtain was still the purplish grey of just after dawn.


  She was shocked to realize it was the best night’s sleep she’d had for as long as she could remember.


  The man who’d been on the bedroll on the floor was gone, replaced now by a different man. Tango and Doc were still asleep. Carefully, so as not to wake the men, she crawled out of bed the way she’d gotten into it, over the end. She grabbed clothes and her jacket, used the bathroom and changed, and then made her way out to the kitchen to find someone had brewed coffee.


  One of the twins was stretched out, asleep, on the couch. The other sat up in a chair in the living room and silently nodded to her when she crossed the room on her way to the kitchen.


  When she looked out the back window, she spotted Papa out there, shirtless, doing what resembled tai chi.


  On his back, over his well-muscled right shoulder blade, he sported a tattoo that looked a little like a tribal…monkey.


  Well, duh, of course.


  She wondered if Doc and Tango also had them.


  And where.


  Stop it!


  She couldn’t help it. The testosterone was so thick in the house she could jump in and swim through it.


  Or maybe drown myself in it.


  Didn’t help that while the best night’s sleep she’d had in ever, it had also been filled with dreams of the hot hunks on either side of her.


  Celia suspected the men would be able to handle her and the situation a lot better than she would handle them. This much close contact with this many good-looking guys would play hell with her concentration.


  Jeez, I’m pitiful.


  She didn’t find any mugs in the cabinets. In fact, she didn’t find any dishes, or silverware, in the cabinets. There were two large plastic crates on the floor in the corner, both open, and that was where she found reusable plastic coffee mugs. She got one out, rinsed it in the sink just to be on the safe side, and poured herself a cup of coffee. Then she pulled on her jacket and carried her mug outside.


  It felt chilly, although the sky looked a little less overcast than it had since her arrival in Australia. The only indication Papa had given of noticing her arrival was a slight hesitation when she opened the back door and stepped out into the yard.


  She opted not to speak, to lean against the side of the house and watch him. Apparently the chill didn’t bother him at all. He was barefoot, too, his T-shirt carefully folded and resting on top of his tactical boots, which were on the ground not too far from him.


  As part of whatever routine he was doing, he took a couple of steps and a turn that gave her a profile view of his body.


  Yum.


  She held her mug with both hands and slowly sipped the contents. Yes, she supposed special ops guys had to be in great physical shape, but since this was her first real-life experience with any of them, she found herself pleasantly impressed.


  They were in far better shape than she was. Pear, or hourglass, were valid shapes, but not for the kind of life these men endured. These men were all chiseled, fluid rock, sculpted perfection.


  She was just…


  Blah.


  Finally, he finished his routine and slowly turned to her. “Good morning. Thank you for not interrupting me.” He grabbed his T-shirt and pulled it on.


  Her face heated. “Sarcasm?”


  “No, not that time. I don’t mind being watched. I would have minded being talked to before I was ready, unless it was an emergency.”


  “Ah. Then thank you for the show.”


  She mentally winced. Oooh, that was stupid.


  Good grief, at this rate, they’d give her the nickname of “Turnip.”


  If she was lucky.


  But he smiled. “You’re welcome. If you ever wish to join me, feel free.”


  She suspected he was tossing her a bone by being nice. “I don’t know tai chi.”


  “It’s not difficult. Just repetition. Gives me a chance to zone out and gather my thoughts before the day starts. Just follow along enough times, you’ll pick it up.”


  “Without talking?”


  “Preferably.” He pulled his socks and boots on. “I’m guessing Doc and Tango are still asleep?”


  “Yeah. I didn’t want to wake them up.”


  “Want to help me fix breakfast?”


  “You cook?”


  “I don’t want to starve.”


  “But you’re like the leader, aren’t you?”


  He walked over, smirking. “I am the leader. Was that a yes or no?”


  “Um, sure. Yeah.”


  “What, don’t think I can cook because I’m a guy?”


  “No, I just didn’t think you’d, you know, do grunt work.”


  His smile faded. “We’re all grunts. And we’re all equals despite our ranks. You’ll learn that about us. I don’t ask my guys to do something I wouldn’t be prepared to do myself. I’m not one of those commanders whose only goal in life is command. My guys bust their asses. Least I can do is take a turn cooking.”


  “Point taken.” Her respect for him rose a few notches. “Can I ask you a question?”


  “I suspect you’ll be asking me a lot of questions.”


  “The house. Where did it come from?”


  “We have contacts,” he said. “All over. One of our contacts knows a real estate agent who handles rentals. Untraceable names and funds used to get them.”


  “Ah. That explains the furniture.”


  The smirk returned. “That’s what caught your interest?”


  “Well, no dishes in the kitchen, but beds and a couch and kitchen table?”


  “Ah.” His smirk turned into a smile. “See? There’s hope for your powers of observation yet.” He opened the back door and stepped into the kitchen, leaving her standing there and unable to think of a snappy comeback.


  Dammit.


  She followed him inside.


  


  * * * *


  


  She helped Papa scramble eggs and fry ham steaks from the fridge. He told her the pots they were using were part of their mobile kit. They even had tents and tarps they could use if they had to for shelter, but when one was available, a house was, obviously, preferable to being out in the elements.


  As the aroma of food filled the room and filtered throughout the house, men began stirring and making their way to the kitchen. She noticed everyone took turns making more coffee when it ran out, and everyone washed and dried their dishes and utensils and put them back in the kit.


  Hell, Carole and Celia still hadn’t trained Daryl to put down the toilet seat when he was done, much less wash a dish. He was a nice guy, but he took things for granted much of the time, that the women would take care of things for him.


  It’d always been a silent irritation for Celia, and a not-so-silent one for Carole, but considering that was the only real fault he had, and he was a good husband and father as well as a hard worker, Celia had cut him slack about it mostly to keep the peace around the house.


  Doc and Tango awakened and made their way to the kitchen. Celia could tell from the way they both hurried in and slid to a sudden stop that they’d probably wondered if she’d really hung around, or if she’d tried to escape.


  “I didn’t flee in the middle of the night,” she snarked to them by way of greeting.


  Papa laughed. “Score one for the civvie girl.”


  After confirming her presence, Doc disappeared again. He returned a few minutes later with a small case in his hand. When Papa held out his finger to Doc, she realized what it was.


  Stick tests.


  “Every morning,” Doc told her. “It’s part of our routine. I already did myself.”


  Doc stuck Papa, then Tango, and her. She realized she was holding her breath as the test processed, even though she knew she likely had not been exposed since Doc had stuck her yesterday.


  At one point, Dr. Quong emerged, received a stick test of his own, ate his breakfast in an uncomfortable, glaring silence, and then retreated back to the garage to his work.


  After breakfast, Papa and Lima gathered everyone who wasn’t asleep for a confab around the kitchen table.


  “We don’t know much more than we did yesterday,” Papa told them. “Nothing new from Arliss. Nothing from the food chain. But Lima did find out something.” He handed the briefing off to him.


  Lima cleared his throat. “Rumbles around back channels say there are feelers out for independent contractors.”


  “What does that mean?” Celia asked.


  “Mercenaries,” Doc and Tango said together.


  “I don’t know yet if the two are connected,” Lima continued. “Might be coincidences. But those kinds of feelers have been largely absent as of TMFU. It’s weird that we got orders, we get warning there’s a leak, and then this. I’m trusting my gut here.”


  “We need to bug out?” Papa asked.


  “Not yet,” Lima said. “Give me a chance to do some more poking. I got current files on food chain staff that could be our suspects, if that’s where the mole is.”


  “Do we know for sure there’s a mole?” Celia asked. “Are we sure that’s what the message meant?”


  “One-hundred percent,” Papa said.


  “Then how do we even know when it’s safe? What if your Arliss guy figures it out? How does he get in touch with you?”


  “Same way he did this time. You don’t need—”


  “To know,” she finished. “Yeah, okay, I get it. Just checking we’re not worried over a false alarm.” She chafed to be doing something. Sitting around and waiting wasn’t sitting well with her. “Is there anything I can do to help?”


  Papa smiled. “I’ll let you know when the time comes. For now, stick with Doc and Tango. I may have some questions for you to pose to your friend in a day or two.”


  “Okay.”


  There wasn’t a lot she could do except sit on the couch and watch TV. Which, she soon realized, wasn’t something she wanted to do. At least not the news. There were unconfirmed reports of massive riots breaking out in Beijing. The smuggled cell phone video footage looked horrifying. Citizens being slaughtered as waves of people obviously infected with Kite ran through crowds, Chinese troops and civilians alike fleeing the onslaught.


  Officials denied everything, said it was merely a civil disturbance. That everything was under control.


  Yeah, right.


  She changed the channel and found a rugby match. This one a quarter final from two years earlier. One of the teams, dressed in black uniforms, was doing some sort of pregame war dance.


  Doc laughed. “Love the All Blacks.”


  “Huh?”


  “Their hakas. They’re great.”


  “What?”


  “Sheltered snowflake,” Tango teased.


  The men killed some time explaining the pregame dance ritual to her. By lunchtime, she was ready for a distraction.


  “I’ll cook,” she offered.


  “Well, it’s just sandwiches for lunch,” Tango said, “but you can cook us dinner.”


  “Are we really going to do nothing but sit here?” she asked.


  “We’re not sitting,” Doc said. “We’re waiting. Recharging. Believe me, we enjoy this in small doses. We get few and far between times like this. It’s the closest we get to R and R anymore.”


  “If we’re lucky,” Tango added.


  She hadn’t really thought about that part of the equation. “Yeah, I guess you’re all pretty much on duty all of the time, aren’t you?”


  “Yep,” Tango said. “You catch on quick.”


  She wasn’t used to that. She was used to her cushy little forty-hour work week, then going home and reading or watching TV or playing with Emily and Roger.


  She could sleep late on Saturdays and Sundays.


  Lather, rinse, repeat.


  I’m sooo in over my head.


  She just hoped she didn’t lose her head, or get any of these men hurt or killed, before she finally made it back to Chicago.


  Chapter Twenty


  


  That afternoon, Tango and Doc took Celia outside to the backyard.


  “While we’re waiting,” Doc said, “We can do a little training.”


  “Training?”


  “You’re staying with us,” Tango said, “you need some basic skills, at least.”


  She didn’t want to voice her thought that she’d have to return to the States soon, so what was the point?


  Anything she could learn, to keep their trust, wasn’t a waste of time, she supposed.


  They started working with her on some basic self-defense techniques.


  “Do you know anything?” Tango asked.


  “A couple of things.” She knew one or two moves already, quick moves designed to break contact with an urban mugger, but she’d never needed them in real life.


  “Let’s see,” Doc said.


  Turned out it was a good thing she’d never needed them against a real-life mugger, because her movements were totally ineffectual against the two skilled men.


  Tango stepped back after pinning her yet again, shaking his head in disgust. “I can see we need to start the snowflake here with baby steps,” he said as Doc offered her a hand to help her up off the ground yet again.


  “Gee, thanks.”


  “Well, you do,” Tango said. “Look how we grabbed you. If you’d known anything, we couldn’t have swooped in like we did and scooped you up. You would have spotted us before we even got to that point.”


  “How? I didn’t even know you were watching me!”


  “Our point exactly,” Doc said. “You need to learn better observational skills. We were tailing you from when you walked out to your car at the hotel and followed you all the way to the supermarket.”


  She blushed.


  She seemed to do that a lot lately, something she hadn’t had a problem with before now.


  She also didn’t have a snarky comeback for them.


  Three hours later, she was exhausted and filthy from the workout. She needed a shower before cooking dinner.


  As she stood under the spray and took inventory of her bruises and bumps from the self-defense lesson, the full extent of exactly how far in over her head she was truly sank home. Just when she thought she couldn’t feel any more worthless, she found a new tunnel to uncharted depths.


  At least the men had unintentionally reached second base with her more than a few times during the lessons.


  Yeah, that was kind of fun.


  And she’d learned some things, earning both men’s approval on her vast improvement by the time Doc called an end to the session.


  Although she suspected she’d be paying for it in the morning in terms of sore muscles.


  They told her that tomorrow they’d be working with her with a knife, teaching her how to use it for protection. She wasn’t sure that was a great idea if she thought about how clumsy and unskilled she was, but hell, she’d consider it research and go through it without complaint.


  Before dinner, Tango once again ran over to the hotel to go rumple her room. This time he returned sooner. “I parked farther away and walked in,” he explained to her. “Didn’t have to worry about someone spotting a car like I did yesterday.”


  She was glad he’d read the question in her face. She wasn’t sure her jaw would work to speak. Eating would be painful enough as it was.


  She just nodded and let it go.


  After dinner, Papa and Lima helped her check her e-mail. Mike had responded with a brief reply that there wasn’t any new information, and that he’d told Carole she was fine and safe.


  She quickly drafted a reply, let Papa approve it, and hit send.


  Then, she thought she might stay up and try to talk to Dr. Quong or Papa for more information for her eventual story, but she realized she was yawning even earlier than the night before.


  “It’s catching up with you,” Doc said. “No surprise there.”


  She wanted to stay up, but then excused herself to the bedroom. As she settled, alone, in the middle of the bed, she thought surely she’d wake up when the men came to bed.


  However, when she opened her eyes the next morning to that early purply light, both men were snoring on either side of her.


  She’d never felt them come to bed.


  Huh. Wow, I must have been exhausted.


  She was also so sore she could barely move. At first, she thought she might have to break down and climb over Tango and risk waking him up to get out of bed. Eventually she got herself into an upright seated position and was able to crawl out the end of the bed and not fall on top of the guy asleep on the floor.


  This morning, she headed for the bathroom and took a hot shower, hoping it would loosen her muscles and stop their screaming protests.


  A knock on the bathroom door startled her. It didn’t have a lock, but the men so far had been excellent about knocking first. She’d noticed it wasn’t uncommon for someone to go in and use the toilet if another man was in the shower, allowances needing to be made for the number of people under the same roof with only three bathrooms between them.


  She heard Doc’s voice. “I have coffee and ibuprofen. Mind if I set them on the counter for you? I won’t look.”


  She thought she might cry from the thoughtful gesture. “Please. Thank you.”


  She didn’t even hear the door open, although the way the shower curtain waved slightly as a cool breeze filtered around it betrayed his entry.


  When she looked a moment later, he’d closed the door behind him, and three tablets sat on the counter next to a steaming mug of coffee.


  She reached out and grabbed the tablets, swallowing them with a mouthful of warm shower water. By the time she climbed out a few minutes later and made it to the kitchen, Doc was ready to give her a stick test, and Papa was apparently done with his morning tai chi.


  Darn.


  She’d looked forward to watching him, even if she was now in too much pain to try to play along.


  “You all right?” Papa asked.


  “I can’t be dead, because I hurt too much,” she said.


  Tango laughed. “We’ll work the kinks out of you today.”


  “Is that a threat or a promise?” she shot back.


  “Let those pills take the edge off for her first,” Doc said. “Give her a break. She did great for her first day. And she’s vertical. That’s five you owe me, buddy.”


  Tango grumbled. “Add it to my tally.”


  “What?” she asked.


  “He bet me five bucks you’d spend at least part of the day in bed before getting up. I told him I didn’t think so, that I bet you’d get up.”


  She stuck her tongue out at Tango, who grinned. “Nothing personal, snowflake,” he teased. “I’m suitably impressed. You did good. Let’s see if you can do as well today.”


  If he was trying to manipulate her into trying another session with them, well, it worked. She wouldn’t give Tango the satisfaction of her wimping out.


  Although they might have to carry me inside again later.


  They waited until after breakfast for her lesson. They started with helping her stretch out. The men worked on loosening knotted myofascial trigger points in her muscles, techniques that both hurt like a motherfucker and gave her almost instantaneous pain relief at the same time.


  She wasn’t sure why that worked, but she wouldn’t question it. This was the most physical activity she’d had in years.


  Which also explained her pear shape, from all the time she spent at her desk and on her ass. The only thing that kept her even remotely from gaining weight was the walking she had to do on a daily basis.


  If she survived her time with the men—and at her current rate she wasn’t sure she would even survive the training sessions—she made a promise to herself that she’d do a better job getting into and staying in shape. Climb more stairs. Get off the train at an earlier stop and walk. Something.


  Anything so she never again had to feel this out of shape and unconditioned again.


  The men scared the crap out of her with the knife training, and had even given her a small multitool pocketknife of her own to carry with her.


  That night, she didn’t even bother asking about sending Mike an e-mail. As soon as dinner was finished, she went to collapse in bed.


  


  * * * *


  


  Doc had to force himself not to laugh at Celia as he, Tango, and Papa watched her limp down the hall. Once they heard the bedroom door close, Doc shook his head.


  “Poor kid.”


  “It’s a brave new world,” Tango said. “Monkey-eat-monkey.”


  “Don’t push her to the breaking point,” Papa warned. “It’ll make it easier on her later.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  Papa tipped his head toward the hall. “Didn’t want to say this in front of her. Lima thinks someone might be on her trail. We can’t let her leave. Her itinerary was part of the intel we got. If we got it, someone else probably did, too.”


  “What do we do?” Tango asked.


  “We’ll have to take her with us to our new location when we leave Australia. Get her back into the US that way. Otherwise, they’ll just grab her when she tries to board her flight home, or in customs when she hits LA.”


  “Problem,” Tango said. “If they have that information, they’ll have her address in Chicago.”


  “I know, but unless she wants to stay with us permanently, I don’t have a better answer for you.”


  Doc frowned. “Is that really an option?”


  Papa shrugged. “We’re OTG. All the rules are out the window. I won’t force her to stay once we’re clear of Australia, but I’m not going to kick her out when there’s a reasonable chance she might be harmed or killed, either.”


  Doc caught himself before he said out loud that he thought her joining them permanently was a perfectly damn fine idea.


  He wasn’t sure if or how it would work, or if she’d even go along with them on it, but he was damn sure willing to try.


  Hopefully, Tango would follow his lead. He’d noticed how the man looked at her, watched her. It was more than her being their responsibility.


  Hell, he’d even heard the way Tango had softly inhaled when they climbed into bed the night before, smelling her hair that had spilled onto his pillow before gently moving it so he didn’t lie on it.


  I need to plan.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  The next six days without progress on the mole situation found Doc growing increasingly nervous. He felt they should be moving to another location, especially since they had Quong.


  That wasn’t the main cause of his nerves. Time was growing short in another way.


  Celia.


  The more time he spent with her, as crazy as it sounded even just thinking it in his brain, he knew there was no way in hell he could let her simply walk out of their lives. She wasn’t just some clueless reporter wannabe.


  She had faith, she had tenacity, she had a belief that she could make a difference in the world. That she could fix this. Or at least help fix it.


  They needed more people like that. People they could trust.


  People like her.


  She was in the shower when Doc grabbed Tango and pulled him outside to talk.


  “What is so important we have to come out here, dude?”


  “Her.”


  “Her what?” Tango’s gaze narrowed. “Is there a problem? She breaking the deal?”


  “No. That’s just it. I don’t want the deal to end. How would you feel about talking her into staying?”


  He felt a wall go up inside of Tango. The man leaned back and suddenly found his shoes very interesting. “Don’t quite know what you’re talking about. You know she’s going to have to stay with us until we find out what the mole knows about her. Papa said she’ll leave Oz with us.”


  “Bullshit you don’t know what I’m talking about. Her. She’s perfect for us.”


  “We’re a SOTIF unit that’s now OTG. We’ve already got one civvie whose life we have to protect. We don’t have time for another one. And let’s not forget we need to arrange something for Quong’s family, too, to keep them safe.”


  “Again, bullshit. Look me in the fucking eyes and say that.”


  Tango didn’t look up.


  “I knew it,” Doc said. “You have it bad for her, too. You like her.” Well, the truth was he thought maybe he was falling in love with her, but he could wait to make that admission.


  So he didn’t look so…you know…


  Crazy.


  Tango shrugged. “She’s an attractive woman. Why wouldn’t I like her?”


  Doc leaned in.


  Tango’s gaze darted down again. His tell, and one only Doc knew about.


  “Admit it,” Doc said.


  “Okay, fine!” He glared at Doc. “I like her, all right? Is that what you wanted to hear?” He got in Doc’s face. “It’s going to rip my fucking heart out when we eventually have to say good-bye to her.”


  “Maybe we don’t need to.”


  Tango frowned. That same look he sometimes got when he was trying to do a sudoku puzzle and he couldn’t quite figure it out. “What the fuck? What are you saying?”


  “The rules are out the fucking window now, right? For the whole damn world. For the military, as far as we’re concerned right now. For us. I say we don’t say good-bye to her. I say we talk her into staying with us as part of our team. With us, you and me. Permanently.”


  “She’s not a damn fighter! She could have just as easily gotten mugged and killed her first fucking day in Melbourne, and you want to take our act long-term on the road with her?”


  “She can learn. You said it yourself she was a fast learner. She never had a reason to have any more than basic urban street sense before.”


  “She doesn’t even have that! I’m surprised she never got her ass mugged in Chicago.”


  “We teach her. We protect her.” He knew he might regret saying this, but he had to. “Because we like her a hell of a lot more than we should.”


  He knew his words had hit the mark when he saw Tango flinch.


  His partner’s wall crumpled. “What are you suggesting?” Tango asked.


  “I’m suggesting we go after her. We give her every reason to stay with us, not because she has to, but because she wants to. What does she have if she returns to Chicago? If we knew about her, and with a mole in the food chain, she’s in danger. Her sister and her family are in danger. She’s in danger. You heard what Papa said. He won’t make her leave. She can stay with us. She’s smart and reasonable. She’ll agree to it. I know she will.”


  “You don’t know that.”


  “I have a pretty damn good idea.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tango not only thought Doc was crazy, he thought Doc might just be onto something.


  Maybe the best damned idea Tango had ever heard.


  Ever.


  He didn’t fear much in life. He didn’t want to die. He wasn’t scared of it, either. Flying sucked, but that was a logical, rational survival instinct.


  But every time he’d thought about Celia walking out of their lives and never seeing her again, especially when he strongly suspected if she did that she would likely be picked up by someone and then tortured and killed to get whatever information they thought she might have?


  It made him sick to his stomach.


  Worse, it scared the crap out of him.


  “Okay,” Tango said. “So what do we do to convince her she should stay with us for the long haul?”


  Doc smiled. “You in?”


  “I’m in.”


  “If she agrees, of course. We won’t force her.”


  “Of course.”


  Doc nodded. “Good.”


  “Again, what do we do?”


  “We talk to her and lay our cards on the table. We tell her we like her, and that if she likes us back she’s got a permanent place here in the group, with us.”


  “And if she shoots us down?”


  “She won’t.”


  “Be realistic,” Tango warned.


  “I am. I refuse to consider that she might say no. You heard her talk about assholes who used and left her in the past. So what does she have waiting for her at home?”


  “Her life.”


  “Her old life. We have a chance to really make a difference in the whole world. And she has a chance to be a part of it.”


  Tango had never seen Doc so worked up before.


  Glad I’m not the only one who has it so bad for her.


  “Yeah,” Tango drawled, “all we can offer her is danger and a potentially horrifying death by Kite, or Kiters.”


  “And a chance to do what she really wants to do, which is make the world a better place.”


  “Fine. You lead the way, smart guy.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Celia stood under the hot spray of water, eyes closed, mind wandering.


  She wished she could slow down time.


  Hell, wished she could stop time.


  Well, without dying to do it.


  She couldn’t stay here in Australia forever. Logistically, she had a job to get back to. A story to break.


  A career to make.


  Kids who I love and moon over who aren’t even mine.


  There was that. She didn’t begrudge her sister’s family. She loved Daryl and the kids.


  But would she ever have a chance of her own like that? Real love?


  If I do make it big, how do I know they’re after me and not my job or money or reputation once this story breaks?


  She rested her forehead against the tiled wall. That was something she hadn’t thought about before.


  Not thinking things through seems to be a repetitive problem of mine.


  Oh, not thinking things through was going to get her in bad trouble one of these days if she wasn’t careful.


  Like falling in love with two military hunks she could never have more than lusty thoughts about.


  At least she hadn’t done something stupid, like sleep with the two men.


  That thought was filled with both relief, and a whole heaping mountain of regret. They hadn’t made any passes at her, either. All of the Drunk Monkeys, despite their group’s moniker, had been perfect gentlemen.


  They probably think I’m a troll.


  She dragged herself out of the shower, dried off, and pulled clothes on. She had to admit sharing a bed with them, even though it was platonic, wasn’t exactly a sacrifice.


  It would feel weird returning to Chicago and sleeping in her single bed, on the old, lumpy mattress that had been new when she was about five years old.


  Alone.


  Without being sandwiched between two warm, comforting bulks of beefcake.


  Stop it. You wanted this. You wanted a story, you’re getting it. You’ll have guys falling out of your ears when you break this story.


  I don’t want “guys.” I want them.


  She took her stuff into the bedroom they were sharing. That was where the men caught up with her a few minutes later, closing the door behind them.


  She sensed something different about them. Determined, yet hesitant. “What’s wrong?”


  “We need to talk to you,” Doc said.


  “This sounds serious.”


  “It is.” He glanced at Tango, who nodded. “We want you to consider staying.”


  “What?”


  “Staying. Don’t leave at the end of two weeks. Stay. Permanently. We…we want you to stay.”


  She fought a surge of irritation. “Look, I said I won’t do anything to out you guys and I meant it.”


  Doc stepped closer. “You’re missing the point.”


  “Then try again.”


  Doc stared her down. “You don’t get it. We want you. Both of us. We’re asking you to stay here, with us. Not just as part of our deal you made, but to be a part of us. Part of our group.”


  How can my heart both be pounding and almost frozen at the same time?


  “Well, maybe not here,” Tango added. “We likely will be on the move.”


  “What?” she asked. “Stay…as in for good?”


  “But with us,” Doc said. “It’d break our hearts to lose you.”


  “I…I don’t understand.” She didn’t want to assume they were speaking her greatest desires to her. That’d just break her heart if she was hearing them wrong.


  “This isn’t complicated,” Doc gently said. “We want you. You.”


  She couldn’t think. Hell, couldn’t breathe! “The military won’t let you do that,” she said, knowing she was right and praying they’d have an answer for that, too.


  “Military won’t know,” Doc said. “You’ll be part of us.” He smiled. “Think of it this way. You said it yourself, it’s the ultimate embedded assignment.”


  “Yeah,” Tango agreed. “What better way to get your story than to be on the front lines of creating it?”


  “You’ll be helping to change the world, just like you want. And when we’re done, you’ll be able to write your own ticket,” Doc said. “Hell, screw CMM and write a book. You’d be set for life.”


  At war within her, the emotions she knew she was quickly—and irrationally—coming to feel for the guys, and the desire to make a better life, a difference in the world for her niece and nephew.


  “I can’t afford to,” she lamely said. “I have to work or I don’t get paid.”


  Both men arched eyebrows at her. “Seriously?” Doc asked. “You don’t need to worry about that. The unit has funds.”


  “How do I explain it? To my sister? To work?”


  “We’ll figure that out, don’t worry.”


  More processing time needed. “Wow, you just hit all the right buttons, doncha?” she asked as she stared at them.


  “Well?” Doc asked. “Tell us it would be a bad thing to stay with us. Tell us you feel absolutely no attraction to us. But if you go back to Chicago, even if the government or somebody doesn’t grab you along the way and reel you in for questioning, you know damn well you can’t break the story until Quong and the others isolate a reliable vaccine. You know as well as we do that has to take precedent. Your conscience won’t let you blow our operation out of the water and risk all those countless millions of lives.”


  “You’re a good person,” Tango said. “A good woman. You don’t like what’s happened, how this came about, any more than the rest of us do. But you’re also smart. And you know we’re all right about this.”


  Fuck. Yes, they were right.


  About everything.


  Including the fact that she didn’t want to leave them behind, either.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  Celia stared at the men, more than a few nerves sending her stomach fluttering like a crazed bat caught in a room. She flicked her tongue over her lips to wet them.


  Where the hell did my lip balm go, anyway?


  Wait, focus.


  The two men stared back, ready, bodies tensed. She knew the next words she spoke to them would make or break her future.


  Their future.


  Did she really want to keep soldiering on alone in life? Or did she want to take a chance?


  This was big. Bigger than rising up the food chain at CMM. Bigger than bumping her pay up a bracket to the point she could afford more than a bedroom that wasn’t much larger than her cubicle at work.


  Bigger than her.


  Much bigger.


  And from the looks of the bulges pressing against the front of the men’s pants, they weren’t exactly anything to sneeze at, either.


  Wait, focus, dammit!


  It was too easy to get distracted by the fact that she hadn’t been with a guy in two years. The way Doc’s hair fell over his brown eyes. The way Tango’s intense blue eyes seemed to grow darker by the second, almost the midnight blue of the ocean she’d flown over to get here in the first place.


  And they wanted her.


  “So what exactly are you saying?” she finally forced out through her parched lips.


  Neither man moved. “Us,” Doc finally said. “Together. The three of us. And we can’t let you go back to Chicago, either. They know who you are. They’ll be watching for you. Waiting.”


  “They, who?”


  “That’s the problem,” Tango said. “We don’t know for sure yet.”


  “But what about my sister and her family? Aren’t they in danger?”


  “Probably not,” Tango said. “Not if you just drop off the face of the planet. At least until the doc gets the vaccine perfected and we can spread the word about it. That’s our mission. Save the farking world.” He glanced at Doc, who nodded. “And we want you with us.”


  Two hunky guys who wanted her?


  Wait, what’s wrong with this picture?


  Well, besides someone trying to kill her…


  “It won’t be easy,” Doc said. “We can’t promise you an easy life. But if you go back, someone’s going to try to grab you, or kill you. At least this way we can protect you.”


  “Can’t you go back with me?” she asked, knowing the answer already.


  The smile looked sad on Tango’s face. “No, babe. We have a mission. And we’re going to do it or die trying. We’re all up in this. By the time this shakes out, either we’ll succeed or…” He finished with a shrug. “Hopefully on the other end of this we’re raising our glasses together and giving a mighty middle finger to the fuckers that be. Until that happens, we’re living day to day and just trying to keep each other alive.”


  Who the fuck am I kidding? She didn’t want to tell these guys no.


  “I don’t want to… I mean, the other guys are nice and all, but—”


  “We don’t share,” Doc said. They stepped forward, close enough she had to look up to meet their gazes. “Well, you know what I mean. Tango is basically my brother. I have his six, he has mine. That’s the way we do things. The unit as a whole, we’re all brothers in spirit, but this is closer.”


  “Like Oscar and Yankee without the DNA,” Tango teased.


  Yes, the twins were hunks, too. Every guy in the unit had at least one feature besides his body that made him appealing.


  But something about these two men, in particular, had snuck under her skin and pierced her soul. She didn’t know if it was because she’d met these two first and felt protected by them, or if it was just one of those flukey, meant-to-be kind of things.


  “So then what happens…after?” she asked. “I’m going to go on the assumption we’re successful. That the scientists figure it out, we all get vaccinated, the world settles down, and then you two are free. What then?”


  The men shared a glance before returning her gaze. “Whatever you want,” Doc said.


  “Yeah,” Tango agreed. “You follow us through this, and then we follow you.”


  Bitterness tried to creep in. “Then you dump me for someone prettier or richer?”


  “No!” they both said, so forcefully she drew back.


  “We don’t play games like that,” Tango said.


  “Yeah, I don’t care who screwed you over in your past,” Doc said. “We’re not them. We wouldn’t be asking you this if we didn’t mean it seriously.”


  Tango gently took her hand in his and held it against his chest. “What’s your dream, sugar? What do you want out of this life?”


  It was really difficult to think with his hands cupping hers against his chest. “I thought I wanted to be a reporter. But if I have a chance to help find the vaccine, I want that more. I want to make a difference.”


  “You can still be a reporter,” Doc said. “You’ll be on the front lines of what’s happening. You keep notes. Be our official recorder of events, so to speak.”


  “We get through this,” Tango said, “and you can make a fortune knowing and telling the full story.”


  Doc smiled. “And we’ll be your personal bodyguards.” He caught her left hand in his and brought it up to his lips, his gaze never leaving hers. He turned her hand palm-up and feathered his lips across the inside of her wrist. It sent warm, pleasant shivers straight up her arm and to her clit.


  Hmm. I never realized those two were connected.


  Wait, focus!


  Then Tango pressed his lips to her palm. “Babe,” he said, his drawl sounding hoarse and throaty, his breath warm against her flesh, “we never did just fuck around. Not going to deny we’ve had others, even shared most of them since we’ve been partnered. But nothing ever like this, with you. We’ve never met a woman like you before. The guys can bust our balls all they want about us later, but the truth is I think they’re jealous as crap of us right now that we were the ones who got to know you.”


  “Yeah,” Doc said. “They envy the fact that in the middle of this fucking hell we’re all stuck in, we’ve got a little slice of heaven to retreat to.”


  Uh-oh. “But how is that going to go over with them, then?” she asked.


  They both scowled. “They will protect you like you’re their own,” Doc said. “Just like we would protect any woman they were with. You’re part of our family now. Because that’s what we are, a family.”


  Tango pressed her palm against his left cheek, his flesh warm against hers, stubble pleasantly raspy against her skin. “And we need your help. You have your friend. The two of you working together did something that the idiots in the CIA and NSA didn’t even manage to accomplish. That’s huge. That might have turned the tide in all of this in a good way.”


  “I don’t want to put Mike at risk,” she said. “He doesn’t deserve that.”


  “We’re working on that,” Doc assured her. “We have connections, too. But it’ll be nice having someone we can trust who can dig up stuff for us.”


  “What do you say?” Tango asked. “Be ours.”


  “You barely know me.” Her unspoken argument was that she barely knew them, yet she felt more for these two men in such a short time than she’d ever felt for any of her previous boyfriends, ever, combined.


  And then there were the shadows of pain still clouding her thoughts, past betrayals when she dared hope too soon.


  Doc’s smile disarmed her heart and soul. “We know you. We know all we need to know about you.” He kissed his way up her arm, to the inside of her elbow. “We know you’re dedicated, focused, caring, and brave.”


  “I wouldn’t say brave.” Then again, it was all she could do to force herself to say anything with all the feelings swirling through her right then. Not just what their touch was doing to her, but their words, their voices.


  “Sugar,” Tango said, “you are brave. Not many people, men or women, would attempt what you did. Cross the world on a hope and a prayer to see what they can find. In hopes of making the world a better place. That’s brave.”


  She was stalling and she knew it. “What if I say no?”


  Both men froze. Doc’s voice sounded sad. “Are you saying no?”


  “No. I mean, no I’m not saying no.”


  Tango finally smiled. “Then are you saying yes?”


  “I…I don’t know what I’m saying.”


  Doc clasped her hand in both of his and stared at her with those sweet brown eyes. “If you tell us no, then we stop. We still protect you while you’re here, but we can’t and won’t force you to be with us. We’re not into that.”


  “You could force me. You’re both way bigger and stronger than me.”


  Tango’s expression hardened as he lowered her hand. “You think that about us? That we’d rape you?”


  “No!” Jeez, she wanted to make a living with words, and here she was fucking this up horribly. “That’s not what I meant.”


  The men exchanged a confused glance. “Then what do you mean?” Tango asked.


  “I don’t know. I don’t know if I’m ready for whatever this is.”


  “Whatever this is might only be a few weeks or months, depending on Kite,” Doc said, his tone somber. “For any or all of us. Or for the whole world. I spent most of my life worried about making a mistake. I’m done with that. Mistakes fucked up the world. TMFU started a ticking clock. We have a chance to stop that clock and turn it back permanently. Well, until the next massive snafu happens. I’m following my heart this time instead of my fear. If I let fear guide the rest of my life, my life might be fucking short indeed, and I know it’d be miserable without you in it.”


  Back to Tango. He raised her hand again and held her palm pressed against his chest, over his heart. His pulse raced, throbbing against her flesh. “You feel that, sugar? Doc can tell you normally nothing rattles me. The thought of losing you scares me shitless.” His gaze narrowed. “What he said. We don’t have any guarantees what’s coming next. But if I go out of this world without having at least told you how I feel, I know that would haunt me for eternity and then some.”


  There was the cliff. She couldn’t see over the edge into the abyss.


  Maybe that was the point.


  “I’m scared,” she whispered.


  Fortunately, they understood what she meant. Maybe that was what finally tipped her over the edge into the free fall.


  The men’s expressions softened and they stepped even closer, on each side of her, their other arms around her back even as they held her hands against their chests.


  “We’re scared, too,” Doc gently said. “And it’s okay. We’ll be scared together.”


  Oohhhh, she wanted this. Them. Wanted them more than anything she had ever wanted something in her life. Was this really okay? When hundreds of millions had already died or were dying or would soon die, for them to find a little slice of heaven when hell raged around them?


  “I had a five-year put in last fall,” she said, her voice trembling. “When…everything. I wasn’t with anyone at the time, but I didn’t want the risk of getting pregnant with…all of that. TMFU.”


  Slow smiles lit the men’s faces. “That’s all right, sweetie,” Doc said. “I think that’s best. Let’s survive first. We get to that point where TMFU and Kite are just something they talk about on the news in the past tense, then we can decide if that’s what you want.”


  “All I want right now,” Tango said, “is you, and to keep the three of us alive as long as possible. Hopefully the rest of us. To get through our mission. As stupid as this sounds, it’ll be easier on us to do our mission knowing you’re with us instead of worrying about you somewhere in the world where we have no clue if you’re even alive or not.”


  Her soul’s free fall ended in a gentle landing, cradled against their bodies, as she nodded. “Then yes,” she said. “I want this. You. Both of you.”


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  Doc released Celia’s hand and reached up, gently turning her chin to face him. The smile on his face erased lines and years from around his eyes. “You won’t regret this, sweetheart. I promise. We promise.”


  He kissed her, holding her in place, the hand behind her sliding down to the small of her back and pressing her body against his. She didn’t need any encouragement to open her lips to him because she wanted him. All of him, all of them. If she was going to do this, she would do it all the way, fully committed.


  What good was surviving in this crazy world if she couldn’t snatch at least a little happiness from it while she did?


  Tango nuzzled the side of her neck. “Sugar,” he whispered, “we’re gonna love you and keep you safe, or die trying.”


  Doc broke their kiss. “Let’s leave off the dying talk for little while at least. Okay? We know the reality.”


  She turned to look at Tango, pulling her hand free and sliding it up the back of his neck to tangle in his short hair. “Shut up and put your hands on me, you damn monkey.” She smiled.


  He responded with a grin, kissing her hard, fierce, sweeping the breath from her lungs with the passion she felt from him. Along her back his hand rose to the nape of her neck, finding and twisting in her braid, holding her firmly in place as he ravished her mouth.


  A happy sigh emerged from her soul. This felt right. This felt real. She’d coasted along for so long, she’d forgotten what true passion felt like. Or maybe she’d never known it before these two men. They were grit and gum and grunge and it would get damned gory in the near future, she had no doubt.


  But they wanted only her.


  She wouldn’t complain about that in the slightest.


  “You gotta teach me how to shoot,” she gasped when Tango let her come up for air again. “I need to know how to fight. How to defend myself. I can’t be dead weight.”


  “We’ll teach you,” Doc promised. “Not just the two of us but all of us. That’s where the brotherhood comes in.”


  “We don’t need to worry about it tonight,” Tango said. “Tomorrow is soon enough.”


  They guided her toward the bed, holding her, kissing her, their hands warm and knowing against her flesh.


  Shoving everything else out of her mind, she gave herself over to them completely, wanting nothing more than tonight to last forever.


  For them to last forever.


  Doc lifted the hem of her T-shirt, Tango helping him strip it off her. Tango unhooked her bra as Doc cupped her breasts in his hands. When he ran the pads of his thumbs over her nipples, the jolt it sent to her clit made her draw in a sharp breath.


  He smiled. “Like that?”


  She tried to nod, but Tango had kissed her again.


  With his fingers playing with her right nipple, Doc bent his head and engulfed her left nipple with the wet heat of his mouth. Fortunately, Tango’s mouth covering hers helped muffle the sound of her moan.


  Holy crap that feels good!


  If her mind hadn’t already been made up, the searing pleasure flipping her soul upside down would have done the trick. She was a smart enough woman to know that denying herself these two men would be a damn stupid move.


  The two of them eased her down to the bed as they stood over her and yanked off their shirts, letting them drop to the floor.


  Yes, they were in great shape. Light golden curls covered Tango’s chest, while a dusting of dark hair led down Doc’s torso to a treasure trail that disappeared beneath his belt.


  “Where are your tats?” she asked.


  The men smiled and turned. They both had the same tattoo Papa did, only in a different location. The men had gotten them square in the center of their backs, over their spines and a few inches down from the base of their necks.


  They turned back around. “You want to stare at our ink all night, babe?” Tango asked. “Because that’s kind of a letdown.” He smiled.


  She smiled back and crooked her finger at them to come hither.


  Large bulges pressed against the fronts of their pants. Both men wore equally seductive smiles. Apparently, not only did they build ’em big in Texas, Washington state did their homeboys justice, too.


  “Just to get it straight,” Doc said. “We don’t fuck around and we expect the same. You’re ours. You don’t want that, say so now.”


  “I want it,” she said. “I want both of you. And only you two.”


  The men’s smiles widened to grins as they both started working at their belts.


  “I think we’re both gonna owe you an apology the first time around, sugar,” Tango said. “Don’t know about him, but I suspect I won’t be able to hold out long once I’m inside you.”


  “Don’t worry,” Doc assured her. “We’ll both make it up to you the second round.”


  “I’m sure you will. Now quit monkeying around and get naked.”


  They’d been barefoot. They shoved their pants and briefs down and stepped out of them, leaving their stiff cocks the focus of her attention.


  She felt her throat go dry. They were both generous, bigger than she’d had in the past, at least eight inches each.


  Oh, hell yeah.


  “Like what you see?” Tango drawled. “Warned ya.”


  She nodded, because speaking involved engaging her brain again and she wasn’t sure she could do that. Thinking was an iffy enough proposition at that point.


  Tango reached down and started working on her belt while Doc grabbed her right foot and pulled her sneaker off, followed by her sock.


  “You’ve got too many clothes on, darlin’,” Tango teased. “Need to get you naked.”


  Doc got her other shoe and sock off and it only took them seconds to divest her of her jeans and panties.


  Great. I had to wear the old ones today. No, couldn’t have worn cute ones. At least I trimmed the bush.


  Of course the men didn’t seem to mind. Doc nudged her legs apart with his, stepping between her thighs and forcing them farther apart. He reached down and stroked his cock, squeezing it at the head, every vein standing out as he reached the base again.


  Tango climbed onto the bed. “Maybe I want this first,” he said with a smile. “Take the edge off my tension a little. What do you say?”


  Even as she was nodding, her mouth was opening, wide, ready to take his cock between her lips. He moved closer, his fingers encircling the base.


  Doc’s fingers gently slipped between her legs, parting her pussy lips, finding her cunt wet and ready for them. “You do want us, don’t you?” he asked.


  She couldn’t answer because she already had her lips wrapped around the head of Tango’s cock. Tango cradled her head in his hands, supporting her, guiding his cock deeper over her tongue with slow, short strokes she could only imagine would feel even better when it was her pussy he was fucking.


  Doc ran his fingers up and down her clit, drawing a moan from her. “There’s the sweet spot. Right there.” He knelt between her legs. “Maybe I should be a gentleman and let you come first before we fuck your brains out.” With both hands he parted her, leaning in and running his tongue up her exposed clit.


  Her eyes fell closed as a long moan rolled from her. Daaammmnn he knew what to do with his mouth!


  Tango’s strokes grew faster, deeper as he gauged how far she could take him. “Fuck yeah,” he grunted. “Keep doing that to her, Doc. Baby, play with my balls.”


  She reached between his legs and palmed his sac, loving the way they felt in her hand, the texture of his hair against her palm.


  Doc was just getting started, apparently. He settled in, sliding two fingers deep inside her as he flicked her clit with his tongue.


  Her body trembled as the fire raced through her, need, desire, pleasure way more intense than she’d felt with other lovers.


  “There you go,” Tango urged. “Let yourself go. We got you. Come for us, baby.”


  Then Doc twisted his hand, hooking his fingers up as he found her G-spot and pressed.


  The resulting explosion made her glad her mouth was full of Tango’s cock to muffle the sound of her scream.


  “Oh, yeah, baby,” Tango said, easing his cock in deeper. “There you go. Make all the noise you want.”


  Now that Doc knew he had the right spot, he went after her clit with even more vigor, sucking and licking, his fingers relentlessly massaging that sweet spot inside her the whole time. He kept her rolling through waves of passion she didn’t know she’d be able to survive at that rate.


  Even when she tried to reach down with her free hand and push Doc’s head away, Tango grabbed her hand and brought it up to his lips, kissing her palm. “No, baby. You keep coming. We like the sound of it. Besides, I love the way you’re moaning around my cock.”


  Only after Doc was satisfied he’d made her come long enough did he relent. He stood, and she’d barely had time to catch her breath before he swiped his cock up and down through her juices before sliding it inside her.


  That pulled another moan out of her as he filled her, stretching her, settling in deeper than she’d ever had another man before. He grabbed her legs and raised them over his shoulders, his thighs pressed against the backs of hers.


  “There you go, baby,” Doc said. “Now I won’t feel guilty when I pound my cock into you and come without you.”


  He started fucking her, slowly at first, every stroke feeling so damn good even as the last vibrations of her own orgasms were still rolling through her. Tango fucked her mouth, the men finding a rhythm.


  Tango let go of her hand and reached between her legs. “Let’s see if we can at least get you moaning again.” He rolled her clit between his thumb and finger. She was about to moan a protest, that there was no way, but with Doc picking up the pace and slamming his cock into her, damned if she didn’t tip over the edge again.


  “Yeah,” Doc grunted. “That’s it, baby. Fuck, you’re so tight and you’re squeezing my cock.”


  “Suck my cock,” Tango urged. “Come on, take us at both ends. We’re going to keep you so full of cock you won’t ever want another man but the two of us.”


  She didn’t doubt it. This orgasm wasn’t as powerful as the wave of them Doc had forced from her with his mouth and hand, but it still felt damn good. In her palm, she felt Tango’s balls tense up, drawing tighter against his body, getting ready to empty his load.


  “I’m close,” Doc warned.


  “Don’t wait on me,” Tango said.


  Celia let the pleasure wash over her, the sounds of their flesh slapping together, the scent of their lovemaking mixing and filling the room, the taste of Tango’s cock hardening against her tongue as pre-cum slid down her throat.


  Doc took a few last, hard strokes, his fingers digging into her thighs as he held on, his eyes falling closed as he buried his cock deep inside her. “Yeah,” he whispered. “That’s it, baby.”


  Tango’s fingers dug into her scalp. “Get ready,” he warned as he slid his cock deep into her mouth. She swallowed fast, taking every last hot drop of cum he pumped down her throat until he finally started to soften in her mouth.


  Doc carefully lowered her legs and leaned in, kissing her stomach before he crawled up onto the bed next to her and stretched out.


  Tango pulled his softening cock from her mouth, leaning in and kissing her before he stretched out on her other side. He propped himself up on his arm and looked down at her, one eyebrow deliciously arched.


  “Good?”


  She nodded, tucking her head against his chest. “Great,” she mumbled, already sliding toward sleep.


  Doc laced fingers with her. “Love you, baby.”


  She turned her head, giving him a kiss. “Love you.” She looked up at Tango and his playful smile. “Love you, too.” It didn’t feel too soon to say it.


  It felt perfect.


  Tango kissed her. “Love you. Guess we wore you out, huh?”


  “In the good kind of way,” she admitted.


  “Then I think we all need a little nap before round two.” Doc pressed his body against hers, the warmth from his flesh washing through her. The room felt a little on the chilly side, the heat not on in the house. “Then maybe we can squeeze in the shower together before we have to go back out there and face the big bad world again.”


  Oh. Reality calling. “Do you really think Dr. Quong will be able to fix this?”


  “We can’t think any other way,” Tango said. “Not just because it’s our mission, but because I don’t feel like having my time with you cut short because of TMFU. I choose to believe we can actively make a difference.”


  “Ditto,” Doc said.


  As she settled in to nap between her two hunky monkeys, she closed her eyes and hoped they were right.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  Hannibal Silo settled back in the seat as his driver took him home from his office. Today, he’d filmed four different half-hour television shows that would air over the next two weeks. He’d worn a different change of clothes for each one, so as to fool people into thinking they were filmed at different times.


  People were so gullible like that. They truly were.


  He and his team had carefully crafted the messages, each one sounding more urgent, designed to reflect the growing Kite threat.


  The sheeple didn’t need to know when they were filmed. Only that the message was clear—repent, now, and let Rev. Silo and his Church of the Rising Sunset show the way to true salvation.


  Oh, and send money, because an apocalypse is expensive.


  He smiled as he stared out the window. That was not how they phrased it, of course. But that was what the message boiled down to.


  And it tickled him every time when they went over weekly revenues correlating to shows. Sometimes, especially lately, the little thirty-minute shows did better than the regular hour-long Sunday services when figuring return on investment.


  It seemed people had less attention spans, or wanted faster salvation, with such a dire threat knocking at their doors.


  Even the flu epidemics that cycled over the past several decades hadn’t triggered this kind of cash flow. Before, those diseases had little more than an average impact on Americans. It was other countries—third-world countries—that suffered the most. Out of sight, out of mind, change the TV channel if the news was too depressing. Even the anthrax attacks in Los Angeles hadn’t garnered these consistent levels of donations.


  This…


  Praise the crazy Chinese and pass the soy sauce. Hallelujah, amen.


  The sight of mushroom clouds blossoming twenty-four-seven across people’s TVs as news reports flooded in had shaken even the most stalwart of scoffers into thinking this might be different. The financial markets had taken a massive crash—which, of course, only affected the average man’s 401k plan. It didn’t bother the super-rich, who had already planned for such a contingency, albeit not realizing it would be so drastic, and had sell orders in place so they didn’t lose their fortunes.


  Or who were smart enough not to play the stock market in the first place.


  Tonight he would have a detailed conversation with Dr. Isley, get preparations started for their eventual move to the Missouri compound.


  He was already working on plans for fifteen other compounds, in areas where they had large congregations—and donations. Secure compounds where he could go visit his flock as the Kite virus finally made it to America’s shores in numbers that health officials could no longer contain.


  It was only a matter of time. He’d guarantee that.


  They’d started construction on all of them, had finished initial construction on four of them, and would complete three more in less than two weeks. When completed, these compounds would be well-stocked, fortified, and protected self-contained places of refuge.


  They were also a crucial part of his plan. He would eventually reinstate a new world order. Including a new wife in each stronghold.


  That was the part he was looking forward to the most, truth be told.


  Hell, it gave him a chubby just thinking about it.


  He didn’t have any children with Mary, thinking ahead and getting her tubes tied years ago when he first had her started on her pharmaceutical regimen. Wouldn’t do for him to have any kids that were deformed because of the strong cocktail of drugs he used to keep her docile.


  Not like she deserved to bear his children anyway.


  Especially considering he knew she’d wanted to have children.


  Hell, he’d shown her. Taught her back in college. Taught her well when she’d laughed at him and turned him down the first time he’d asked her for a date after weeks of helping her study.


  Taught her that no one ridiculed him or told him no when he wanted something.


  They’d been in a business class together. He’d exceled, even though she’d struggled. She was nice to him as long as she wanted something from him, but all he’d wanted was to take her out on a date.


  He’d done her a favor by marrying her. She’d been from an extremely wealthy, very conservative Christian family, old money. He’d been a business major attending on a charity scholarship because he’d flunked his military physicals.


  And now he was the head of a global religious empire.


  She was lucky he’d married her.


  The driver pulled up to the gate and punched the remote control button to open it. The car, a large, older Chevy sedan, served two purposes. For starters, it gave people the impression that he wasn’t squandering their donations on trinkets. Secondly, it blended in well. It was hard to be inconspicuous in a limousine.


  For all his wishful thinking of fancy SUVs, it was far easier to stay with the basics.


  Even their home wasn’t garishly huge or ornate, other than the large fence and gate for their privacy and security.


  When the driver pulled up to the front door and parked, he quickly got out and opened the back door with a friendly smile. “Home again, Reverend.”


  “Home again, Henry. Thank you, as always, and God bless you.”


  Henry nodded. “And you, Reverend.” Henry got back in and pulled around to the detached garage on the side, where he’d park Silo’s car and retrieve his own and go home. Henry had been with him over twenty years, and was loyal.


  Silo had also been very careful not to screw up and do anything in front of the man that would lessen his view of his employer. As far as Henry knew, Rev. Silo had a soul as pure as the morning sunlight.


  Sheeple.


  Well, that was the image he wanted people to see. The image that had taken him this far in life. Had served him well, settled many scores, and was about to set him on an even higher trajectory than he’d ever dreamed possible before.


  I’ll move the White House to Missouri. I don’t think there’s a law that says the President must live in Washington DC.


  If there was, he’d make sure to get it changed, ASAP.


  When he unlocked the front door and walked inside, their current day nurse, Ellen—no, Elise—looked around the corner and smiled. “Good evening, Reverend.”


  “Good evening, dear.” He offered her a smile. “How was she today?”


  “Good, as always. She was quiet. Watched a few cartoons on TV. Ate a good lunch.”


  “Excellent.” He reached out, took her hand, and patted it in a fatherly manner. “You are such a sweet woman and take such good care of her for me. God bless you.”


  “Thank you, Reverend. She’s the best patient I’ve ever had.”


  The truth was, Elise was only the latest in a long line of nurses. He never kept one on longer than six months. That was almost too long, in his opinion.


  The less time a nurse spent there, the less likely she was to raise questions about his wife and her condition.


  He’d learned that lesson early on in their marriage, when behind his back a nurse had experimented with not giving his wife her drugs while he’d been out of town on a trip. Mary had become coherent enough to start asking the woman to please rescue her, take her someplace safe.


  Only because he’d come home two days earlier than expected, without announcing his return, had he discovered the treachery and fired the nurse on the spot.


  By the time the authorities arrived hours later, he’d already forced Mary to take her medication and it had taken effect enough that she calmly told the police, even without him present, that the nurse was lying. That Mary had been worried the nurse was trying to take advantage of her during her husband’s absence.


  Fortunately, Mary had learned her lesson well, not revealing the beating Hannibal had given her ass with his belt upon discovering her guile and just after grabbing a fistful of her hair and forcing her to take her medication.


  He’d taken great satisfaction in fucking her ass several times that night, too, her cries only making him harder and last longer.


  It had been the last time Mary had ever tried something like that. It’d also been the last time he’d had to give her such a brutal reminder of who was in charge of her and her life.


  Funny, you’d think she would have remembered what happened the first time she crossed me.


  She still received a nightly belting ever since that night, not enough to mark her, just enough to remind her, keep her in line.


  Her ass was so toughed by the daily whippings she likely couldn’t feel them, even though she still cried every night during their routine.


  He couldn’t help that he liked that. Making her submit, as the Bible said, to him, her husband.


  Her rightful ruler.


  And after her beating every night, he was generous enough to gift her with a mouthful of his cum. Because, let’s face it, beating her always made him horny.


  Always had.


  If she was really good, he’d fuck her bent over the bed immediately after her discipline, her bright red ass hot and glowing.


  Even before he’d started the nightly discipline sessions, she’d learned within the first few months of their marriage to perform her wifely duties with him whenever he requested, without complaint or hesitation. Every time she’d tried to balk him, at first, he’d trotted out the two-hour video and forced her to sit and watch every minute of it, one fist in her hair and ensuring she looked at the screen and kept her eyes open, while he stroked his raging erection with the other. When the video ended, he always gave her one last chance to submit to him, or he would force her to ride with him to her parents’ home so he could play them the disgusting video.


  Of her, at the frat party.


  Okay, sure, so he’d paid a friend who was a pharmacology student to spike her drink with something that would only lower her inhibitions, not make her look drunk or drugged. Then when they’d given Silo the signal, he’d come in and filmed her begging for as much cock as she could get in all of her filthy holes. Twenty-three men, each who’d fucked her at least once, many of them twice or even three times, and sometimes she took three of them at once, one in each hole.


  Her unmistakable cries of pleasure as she’d orgasmed over and over again and asked for still more, until literally not a single man in the room could get it up anymore.


  Except Hannibal.


  He’d shut the video camera off, then grabbed her hair and made her suck him off twice.


  She’d been so out of it she hadn’t recognized him.


  The next day, after he coaxed her to his apartment with a promise to help her study, he cooked her a nice dinner and then showed her the video for dessert. She’d begged him not to show the video to her parents. Of her begging to be gang-banged by twenty-three horny frat boys.


  Which he was fine with, as long as she agreed to marry him. Otherwise, he would not only show the video to her parents, but he would send copies of it to her other relatives, their pastor, and post it on the Internet in so many places that she would never get them all removed. And that he would make sure to include her personal information, and an invitation that she was always up for a little anonymous rough sex.


  That night he’d discovered his friendly, calm, benign smile, the one that charmed parishioners by the millions. He hadn’t yelled or screamed or even gotten angry.


  He hadn’t lost control.


  He had, however, given her the first over-the-knee spanking then as punishment, with his bare hand, before he realized using his belt on her was far more humiliating to her.


  And then he’d had her strip and get on her knees and suck him off. Even better, he’d made her beg him to allow her to suck him off, the way she’d begged the other men to fuck her on the video.


  The way a filthy whore should beg.


  Along with the order that she was to always swallow his cum, not losing a single drop, or she would be beaten.


  Thus began Mary’s training in how not to piss off Hannibal Silo.


  


  * * * *


  


  Silo waited to go to Mary’s room until after Elise had left. She sat on the end of her bed, in her housecoat, hands in her lap.


  Standing in the doorway, he watched her, silent, waiting.


  As always, she broke first, a soft sniffle escaping her before the tear rolled down her cheek. She turned, raising her house coat above her hips, then leaned over the bed, bare ass exposed.


  From chubby to full wood. He unfastened his belt and slowly walked across the room, the sound of his shoes audible on the tile floor. “Such a dutiful wife,” he said.


  She responded with a sniffle.


  First the belting, then the blow job. When he finished with their evening discipline routine, he tucked his cock back into his pants and zipped up, all while looking down at her face. The night nurse would arrive in an hour, to cook dinner and stand watch throughout the night.


  Mary had already had her bath. Normally, she would eat dinner and go to bed while he’d retire to his study to do his work before bed.


  Tonight, they were awaiting Dr. Isley before he could send Mary to bed or go about his own nightly routine.


  Currently, his project was scanning through the files of the church’s burgeoning Church of the Rising Sunset Youth Corps.


  Particularly, the files of girls who either were eighteen, or who soon would be, and who had been members of the Youth Corps all their lives. Girls of parents with means who had contributed generously to the church. Faithful parishioners.


  And they couldn’t be trolls.


  That tended to narrow the choices.


  He had plans for these girls. To cull the crème de la crème from each region.


  To find the best of the best.


  So that when his plans fell into place, he would have suitable wives ready at his command.


  Wives he could bring up right.


  Bring up with discipline.


  As he caught himself thinking about that, he had to adjust his slacks. Wouldn’t do to get caught daydreaming while he was planning Mary’s medical regime. She’d been medicated so long at this point, he doubted even if she’d been weaned off everything if she’d ever be able to survive on her own.


  She should consider herself lucky. All she’s had to do for nearly forty years is eat, exercise, watch TV, perform her wifely duties, and go to church every Sunday and sit there with Jerald at the far edge of the stage.


  Everyone thought he was a great husband, to take such good care of his fragile wife.


  If only they knew.


  After Dr. Isley left and Mary was ensconced in her room for the night, Silo relaxed. They now had a slightly stronger regimen and several new prescriptions.


  And a promise from Isley to make sure he would acquire enough medication for Mary to last over a year. Silo knew damn well Isley wouldn’t disappoint him.


  Isley had as many skeletons in his closet as anyone. And Silo had a deal with him, a simple business transaction that had served them both well for over twenty years. Silo would never reveal what he had on Isley, and Isley would not only do what Silo said in regards to Mary, but would also pass along confidential information that could help Silo with others.


  Win-win.


  Only the ones with ugly secrets to hide had anything to fear. And as far as Silo was concerned, fuck ’em.


  They should have kept their noses clean and stayed right with God in the first place.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  Their reservation time was almost up on the other house where Uni had stashed Quong’s family. He arranged another and assured the doctor they’d be safely moved.


  Celia stayed behind that night at the men’s hideout with Tango, Doc, Dr. Quong, Papa, Echo, Omega, and Kilo, while Alpha, Niner, Uni, and the rest of the DMs went to move the Quongs to their new location.


  Dr. Quong had agreed he didn’t want his family knowing his whereabouts in case anything happened, although he could talk with them via one of the burner cell phones Papa allowed him to use. Quong had resigned himself to the fact that he would have to be separated from his family for now for their safety…and his. Celia and the others had convinced him that the priority now lay with him and his former teammates coming up with a vaccine for Kite.


  She’d been watching the TV, unable to pull herself from the news coverage of a riot that had broken out in Los Angeles, near the vicinity of the old LAX airport. What had started out as a small, peaceful protest calling for more transparency about Kite outbreaks on US soil, and what officials were doing to stop its progress in California, had soon morphed into a violent riot when police brought in tear gas in an attempt to dispel the marchers.


  Then gangs, bystanders, residents—pretty much everyone, from the looks of it—all jumped in and overpowered the police, forcing them to draw back.


  Now it was a bloody battle that had, so far, claimed over a hundred lives and a few blocks of buildings that had been lost to fires.


  Doc settled on the couch next to her. “You sure you want to be watching that?”


  A protest group had plans to hold similar demonstrations in New York City the next day. She used the remote control to change the channel. That wasn’t much better, because it was another Australian news channel reporting on the spread of Kite in Indonesia.


  Complete with helpful, garishly colored graphics guaranteed to scare the crap out of anyone watching.


  “Yes and no.” If she was back in Chicago, real-time social media and news updates would be flooding through their computer monitors faster than they could process them for breaking news updates for the anchors to read on-air, and to post on the website. It would be all hands on deck, with her and Mike in the thick of it and handing out assignments to the other researchers below them.


  Tango took the other end of the couch, draping an arm around her shoulders. “Care to clarify, sugar?”


  She settled back against his warmth, pulling Doc’s hand over onto her thigh. “I get it. This is important. Really important. This is a sort of ground zero. But right now, I also feel sort of helpless and useless because I can’t help fix this, and I can’t report that there are people working to fix it.”


  “Just have patience,” Doc said. “It might feel like you’re doing nothing, like you’re spinning your wheels, but it matters.”


  “Doesn’t feel like it.”


  He squeezed her thigh. “At least everything you’ve done, you got a little credit for from someone.” He shrugged. “We never get any credit when we do stuff.”


  “Get our asses chewed out if we screw up, though,” Tango muttered.


  Papa walked in. “It’s late. You three better grab rack time while you can. Some of the guys are coming back here later and will need it.”


  “Roger,” Tango said. Before she could reply, he’d grabbed her hand and, with a flashy grin, pulled her up off the couch and started leading her toward one of the smaller bedrooms that adjoined a bathroom.


  She had enough time to see that Doc also wore a playful smile as he grabbed his kit and followed them.


  Her face had filled with heat. “You realize they’re probably going to be listening.”


  “Probably,” Doc said as he closed and locked the bedroom door, then checked to make sure the bathroom door was also locked. He pulled something from his bag and she realized it was a music player and a small speaker. Plugging the player in, he set it to some old soft rock music, just loud enough to help mask other sounds in the house.


  “Guess we’ll have to keep your mouth busy to keep you quiet, then, won’t we?” Tango’s grin melted her heart and any reserves she might have had. This wasn’t just eager sex for either man. She’d been through that before with her past mistakes.


  These men were focused on her. It felt so different with them than it ever had with anyone else. Their feelings for her permeated every touch, every look they gave her.


  Maybe Tango had been more right than he’d realized. Maybe she really was a sheltered snowflake despite her Chicago upbringing. She’d thought she was more streetwise than that, but maybe not.


  Next to these two men, it was almost painfully obvious how much she didn’t know about the world at large despite her decent education.


  Part of her thought it was wrong to be enjoying herself so much during what might be humanity’s last gasps, but on the flip side, why deny herself that when they could steal a little happiness.


  Doc also pulled a couple other things out of his bag, but then he switched off the lights and she didn’t see what they were. In the dim light, he walked over to the blinds and closed them so only a little of the streetlight out near the road cast dark shadows throughout the room.


  “There,” Tango said, pulling her close. “That’s a lot better.”


  His lips captured hers, her body instantly responding to him. Doc stepped in behind her, sandwiching her between them in their warmth. Their bodies felt beyond good, pressed against her like that.


  They made her feel tiny compared to them, but in a good way. She didn’t feel weak and helpless. She felt protected.


  Loved.


  Desired.


  It didn’t take long for them to all get naked. She ended up on top of Tango, his stiff cock poking her everywhere, it seemed, in an eager attempt to find the right spot. With a soft laugh, she wrapped her fingers around his shaft, enjoying the way he fell still and moaned at her touch.


  She gave his cock several slow, firm pumps with her hand, something inside her feeling powerful as his hips began rocking in time with her motions.


  But apparently, that was all he could handle. He grabbed her hips and tried to slide inside her again. This time she took pity on him, guiding the head of his cock to her pussy. “Right there, soldier.”


  He let out another moan, louder, as his hips thrust up at the same time he pulled her hips down, grinding himself against her.


  Time for her to do some moaning of her own as well. Doc grabbed a fistful of her hair and tipped her head back, kissing her, fucking her with his tongue.


  “Baby,” Tango hoarsely muttered, “you’re so fucking perfect. You think we’re stupid enough to even look crossways at another woman, think again.”


  Doc reached around her with his other hand, his skilled fingers sliding down to her clit. He swallowed her louder moan as his fingers played with her, all the while Tango slowly fucked her.


  “That’s it, baby,” Tango said. “You just sit there and enjoy it. Ride your Texas cowboy.”


  Doc’s fingers worked faster, drawing her closer to release, her orgasm building, stronger—


  Until he pulled his hand away from her clit and lifted his head, chuckling. “Oh, no, baby,” Doc said as her eyes flew open. “We run the show tonight.”


  She was about to let out a howl of disappointment, that’d she’d been so fucking close, but he lightly smacked her ass with the same hand he’d just been frigging her with. “Down on the cowboy,” Doc said. His firm tone not only brooked no resistance, it set something afire in her soul in a good way.


  He was a man who knew what he wanted, and was about to tell her how they’d do it.


  He used the hand in her hair to push her down onto Tango’s chest. “Keep her lips busy, cowboy,” Doc teased.


  Tango’s hands left her hips and reached up, his fingers finding and playing with her nipples.


  Behind her, she felt the bed dip as Doc moved around. He was back a moment later, though, his legs straddling Tango’s and forcing hers even wider apart. She heard a sound like a glove being put on, then a squirt, then—


  She jumped, but Tango wrapped his arms around her. “Oh, no, you don’t. We might not get this chance again for a long time, baby. You’re going to enjoy this.” He reached up with one hand and fisted her hair, kissing her as Doc’s lubed finger probed her virgin ass.


  Celia fell still, unsure. Hell, downright scared. The men were ample enough in her pussy. She wasn’t sure she could take them in tandem.


  “Relax, baby,” Doc said. “I’m a patient man. If it takes me all night to loosen up this sweet ass of yours, I’m going to do it. I bet you’ve never had a guy here before, have you?”


  She mumbled, “No,” through her kiss with Tango.


  “Good. I get to be the very first, then.”


  It felt odd at first, her whole body tensing as she tried to absorb what he was doing. But then Tango went back to playing with her nipples at the same time and it suddenly started feeling better.


  A lot better.


  Better enough as she found the perfect angle to hold her hips and glide her clit along Tango’s body. Before she realized it, Doc had one gloved finger buried inside her ass and was slowly fucking her with it.


  Things got a little dicey when he added more lube and finger number two. She whined a little, not in serious protest, more in the delicious kind of trepidation she quickly found herself savoring when it came to these two hunks.


  Tango finally slipped one hand between them and found her clit, and then two fingers in her ass not only felt good, but damn great.


  Doc chuckled, laying one hand on the small of her back to hold her in place when she’d started trying to fuck herself against him. “We’re driving, baby. You just hold still and enjoy it.”


  Holding still wasn’t exactly an option. Everything was feeling good now.


  And then finger number three had to enter the picture and be…well, an asshole.


  She wasn’t sure she could take it. It stung and burned in a not-good way that fingers numbers one and two hadn’t.


  “Get her to the edge,” Doc ordered Tango. “Relax her. But don’t let her come yet.”


  The hand left her nipple and fisted her hair again as the fingers on her clit sped up.


  Oooh, sweet fucking hell, that is greeeaaat…


  The burning quickly turned into a pleasant ache that soon added a delicious bite and amplified her pleasure, like a pinch of salt in cookie dough.


  Unfortunately, Tango apparently sensed when she got too close to the edge, and he’d slow his fingers down on her clit, leaving her whining and trying to fuck herself against him.


  Finally, Doc must have been satisfied. He carefully withdrew his hand and she heard him peel the glove off, replaced by the sound of him tearing open a condom wrapper.


  Then the head of his cock pressed against her still-confused ass. He slowly worked his way in, stretching her not quite as much as he had with the three fingers, but bigger than two.


  “Fuck,” Doc gasped. “Such a sweet…tight…gorgeous ass.” His hands grabbed her ass cheeks, digging in a little.


  I’m probably going to have his handprints there in the morning.


  The next thought stumbled on top of that.


  I hope I have his handprints there in the morning…


  Then, after what felt like forever, with the two of them stretching and filling her in a way she’d never felt before, Doc’s thighs pressed against the backs of hers as he got his cock buried all the way to the hilt in her ass.


  “There, baby,” he said. “Now we’re going to show you what it’s like to belong to real men, not those losers you thought you ever wanted.”


  Tango had to break his kiss with her as Doc pulled her up and against his chest. One arm easily hooked around her, his hand cupping her breast and playing with her nipple. He reached his free arm around her and took over navigation of her clit while Tango played with her other nipple.


  “Now, baby,” Doc, whispered in her ear. “You’re going to come on our cocks. These are the last two cocks you’ll ever have for the rest of your life, so you’d better get used to that right now. We’re not letting you go, and we’re going to take any chance we get to fill you up with them.”


  The possessive tone in his voice churned her heart, spiking the power levels on her need. No one had ever talked to her like that before.


  Ever.


  She loved it.


  Tango tweaked her nipple even harder, making her gasp. “You’ve got two real men now, men who know how to keep a woman happy. Guess it’s okay we all got here how we did, because you’ve had a chance to see how worthless other men can be. You’re gonna wonder why you ever wanted those other losers in the first place.”


  Doc’s fingers in her clit worked harder, faster.


  His breath felt warm against the side of her neck. “You’re going to wake up a little sore in the morning, but that’s okay, baby. It’ll be the good kind of sore. The kind of sore like you know you’ve had the best fucking ride of your life. The kind of sore you’ll want over and over again until you realize it’s the best feeling in the world.”


  Her orgasm felt like a comet had slammed into her. Her body squeezed their cocks as she rode them, both men groaning as they held back.


  “Oh, fuck, baby,” Tango said. “That’s it. Give it to us. Every last bit of you, we want it. It belongs to us.”


  She felt like she couldn’t take it anymore, and yet she didn’t want it to stop. She felt connected to them, the warmth of their bodies, the sound of their breath and moans and even the musky tang of their passion hanging in the air around them.


  The first orgasm started to fade, but Doc didn’t relent. “Oh, no, you don’t. Gals are lucky. They get multiples.” He chuckled. “You give us at least one more, making it one for each of us, before we wreck your sweet body for good.”


  Her head lolled back on his shoulder. He nipped the side of her neck, hard enough to likely leave a mark, and definitely hard enough to make her realize what had been missing all of her adult life—besides a good man.


  She liked it rough. Especially with them.


  Tango reached up with his free hand and slipped two fingers into her mouth. She automatically started sucking on them, now free to let her moans loose, muffled by his hand.


  “That’s it,” he encouraged. “Suck it like you’ll be sucking my cock for the rest of your life. I think we just found your hidden switch, didn’t we?”


  She moaned in reply even as her second orgasm started building.


  In her ear, Doc whispered just loudly enough for Tango to also hear, “That’s okay, baby. It’ll be our secret. We’ll always take good care of our girl. Make you come so hard and often you won’t want to think about anything except the next time you can get us alone. You can be tough in front of anyone else, as tough as you want to be, but when you’re with us, you’re ours. We own this sweet heart and body of yours, got it?”


  That did it. Both men groaned again as she moaned, louder, even with a third finger now in her mouth. Doc waited until they felt her ride all the way through that climax, then he relented and lowered her back onto Tango’s chest.


  “Such a good girl,” Doc said, grabbing her hips. “Now we’re going to take our turn. He started slow, taking his time and letting Tango, who now had his fingers dug into her ass cheeks, meet his rhythm.


  “I can’t hold on long,” Tango gasped. “She’s too damn good.”


  “S’okay,” Doc said. “You wait until you get a chance in her ass. You’re right—she’s perfect.”


  Her swollen, sensitive clit was rubbing against Tango’s body when another, smaller orgasm rippled through her.


  The men laughed, Doc managing to say, “Proof she’s ours—we just rode another one out of her,” before he let out a loud groan of his own and fell still with his cock deep inside her ass.


  That left Tango, whose fingers dug in more as his thrusts sped up, deeper, harder, until he, too, finally came.


  She went limp on his chest, the hair on his chest pressed against her cheek as she tried to catch her breath.


  Above her, Doc leaned in and kissed the nape of her neck. “You’re screwed, baby,” he whispered. “Because we love you, and you’re not ever getting away from us.”


  “Ditto,” Tango said. “Don’t even think about walking away from us.”


  She blindly reached around behind her to find and squeeze Doc’s arm. “I don’t want to walk away from you guys,” she said. “I love you both.”


  Tango slid a hand up so he could stroke her cheek. She tipped her head up to look into his blue eyes. Even in the dim light she could see he was smiling. “Baby,” he whispered, “if you’re a dream, I don’t want to wake up.”


  She winced as Doc untangled himself from her and withdrew from her ass. Yep, she would definitely be sore there in the morning. He walked over to the bathroom and unlocked the door, going inside. She heard water run and the sound of the toilet flushing. He returned a moment later with a warm washcloth and a towel, locking the door again. After Doc cleaned her up and settled back in bed with them, Tango rolled onto his side so she was safely snuggled between them.


  “Sleep now, baby,” Doc said, pressing a kiss to her lips. “Take advantage of the rack time while we can.”


  She giggled. “Then what was that all about?”


  Tango nuzzled closer. “Neither of us would have gotten to sleep if we hadn’t,” he said. “Neither would you, with two rock-hard dicks poking into you all night.


  He was right, and she knew it.


  Fortunately, with three orgasms of her own under her belt, she quickly slid toward sleep, feeling safer than she’d ever felt in her life.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  


  Jerald knocked on the office door. Silo made him wait a moment before calling him in.


  Just because he could.


  Jerald softly closed the door behind him. “Just wanted to give you an update, sir.”


  Silo sat back in his chair. Good news, I hope?”


  “Well, progress. Some friends of friends from Kiev have been put on the job we’ve requested. Contractors.”


  “They’re good?”


  “I’ve been assured they are the best at what they do.”


  “And the target?”


  “We only have the same information that the competition was given. They are going to use that to find the secondary target, and then, hopefully, extrapolate the primary target’s location from that.”


  “Why couldn’t our friends pull some American contractors in for the job?”


  “It’s too difficult at this time. Our contact’s position might be tentative right now. It would have drawn too much attention.”


  Dammit. That meant their mole in Arliss’ office might have been discovered.


  Well, a loss, but not unexpected. He’d reserved that little trick for an extra special occasion like this, knowing it might be a one-trick pony when all was said and done. He was already working on cultivating others, but they weren’t yet reliable enough to take on a task like this at his command.


  “How much longer can we rely on them? On our friend in that particular position?”


  “Unknown. The information dried up nearly as soon as they tapped into it, which is why the tentative nature, sir.”


  Well, if he had a chance to get one of the scientists behind Kite under his control, it was worth it. “Okay. Keep me posted.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  He dismissed Jerald. Once Silo was alone again he stood and turned to stare at the Sandia Mountains.


  They would be there long after humans disappeared from this planet.


  He wanted his legacy to be that permanent. So that in a new and improved Bible, generations of his begotten progeny would be written about.


  So close. So, so close.


  Jerald was careful, and good. But even Jerald didn’t know where all the bodies were buried. Silo had taken care to spread that out amongst several people.


  Jerald was skilled at this kind of endeavor, of making sure the pieces were there and fit together in their proper places without arousing the slightest bit of suspicion.


  Silo actually had a couple of people he wouldn’t mind putting their friends of friends from Kiev onto after they secured the doctor for him.


  Clean house, a little. Whittle away the dead wood.


  Because the fewer people he had behind the scenes who knew all his secrets, the fewer people who’d come to him later for handouts when he controlled the Kite vaccine, and the happier he’d be.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  


  On the morning of Celia’s eleventh day with the men, they were no closer to figuring out who the mole was even though they now had more indirect evidence, via inquiries made by the mole to others, that the mole had to be someone under Arliss’ command.


  They were also running low on food and needed a grocery run, but Papa had everyone busy either guarding the Quong family, going in search of lab supplies the doc needed, working their own contacts for information, or getting a chance to sleep.


  And she could tell Papa wasn’t happy with the lack of progress on any front.


  Papa gathered everyone he could around the kitchen table. “We need to think about our next move,” Papa told them. “Sooner, rather than later. I want some ideas from all of you before I make the call. I don’t want to bounce around out there in the wild. We don’t want to be stuck here when Kite closes the borders. I want to move within ten days. Preferably less.”


  The men nodded. “Preferences?” Uni asked.


  “Not really. Closer to the US mainland. Somewhere we can get reliable electricity for Quong’s lab. Somewhere we can stay for at least a little while, easily get supplies. Rural area just outside a city, maybe? Someplace we won’t be too conspicuous.”


  “You want mints on your pillow at night, too?” Uni asked.


  Papa let the comment go. “Just work on it. You know the drill.”


  “That still doesn’t solve the grocery problem today,” Celia said. “We need to stock up again. I don’t mind going. Look, let me pull my weight.”


  Papa turned to Doc and Tango. “Thoughts?”


  Doc shrugged. “We trust her.”


  Papa looked like he didn’t like the idea, but knew he didn’t have a better choice. “I’d rather not pull anyone from here. I need all hands guarding Dr. Quong and his work.” He pulled a small burner cell phone from his pocket and showed her the speed dial settings.


  “That hits my burner, that one goes to Alpha. You have problems, you call me first, then Alpha if you can’t get me. Got it?”


  “Got it.”


  He turned it off. “Keep it turned off unless you need to call us, then turn it off again immediately. Don’t want someone intercepting calls and tracing you.”


  “Got it.” She took the phone from him.


  “Tuck it in your bra,” Tango said, walking over and pulling the neck of her T-shirt open.


  She blushed. “Why?”


  He reached up under her shirt with one hand, and, sure enough, lodged the phone under her left boob. “Easy access. No one can pickpocket it from you that way.”


  “Well, they can,” Doc said, “but she’d knife them.”


  “Good point,” Tango said. He reached into her jeans pocket where she carried the multitool knife at all times as the men had instructed. That he shoved under her right boob.


  “Hey.” The metal felt cold against her skin.


  Tango grinned as he withdrew both his hands from her shirt and then cupped her breasts in his hands, adjusting things from the outside.


  “There.”


  She arched an eyebrow at him. “Gee, thanks.”


  He kissed her. “There and back, got it?”


  “I need money.”


  Papa pulled a roll of Australian cash from his pocket and peeled off several bills. “That should be enough. Get two days’ worth for now. Less to go to waste if we have to move fast.”


  Okay.”


  Doc handed her the keys to the men’s car. “Why not take my rental?” she asked.


  The men just stared at her.


  She blushed. “Duh, sorry. Right. It’s being looked for. I’m surprised they haven’t found it already.”


  “Lima disabled the tracker in it when we picked you up,” Papa told her.


  “What? I never saw him do that.”


  “Little plug-in data tool, like they pull engine codes with. Only he pushed codes to the tracker to make it read differently and then disable itself.”


  “Oh.” There was so much she didn’t know, it was pitiful.


  But she was learning.


  They had her leave her purse there, too, just taking her Illinois driver’s license and passport and tucking them into her back pocket. Her extra hotel room key, which she’d stuck in her passport folder upon checking in, was still there.


  Celia felt a little naked going out alone. It’d been the first time she’d left the property since her arrival there eleven days earlier. At least she had the burner phone they’d given her.


  Dammit, I’m just going out for groceries. If anything, it’d be pretty freaking suspicious if she was running around everywhere with a bunch of monkeys following her.


  Literally.


  She smiled. Although she would never complain about Tango and Doc following her. The other guys were nice enough, she supposed, but she still couldn’t believe she’d lost her heart to the two hunks in such a short amount of time.


  Her mood sobered. What kind of narcissistic idiot am I that I’m worried about getting laid right now?


  Without a GPS, she got turned around following the instructions the men had given her to get to the grocery store. Then she stumbled across an intersection she remembered from her journey from the hotel.


  Okay, I’ll backtrack from the hotel. She was only five minutes from there at this point. And they hadn’t sent someone to her hotel room yet to rumple the sheets. She could do that for them and save them the trip. Besides, the men had told her they hadn’t seen anyone around.


  When she pulled into the parking lot, she was thinking back to how she first met the Drunk Monkeys.


  Never in her wildest dreams would she have ever imagined the twists and turns her life would take from that point on.


  But maybe we have a chance of getting rid of Kite before it kills us all off.


  She thought about Emily and Roger again. Maybe, between getting a viable vaccine out and the boost to her career from the story, she’d get a pay raise and be able to afford to help her sister and brother-in-law move to a better place. Maybe someplace outside the city. Where the kids could actually run and play and be kids for a change.


  Maybe they’d actually have a chance to grow up.


  Because she was certain if they couldn’t stop the virus’ progress, the world was guaranteed to take a face-plant right into the shitter.


  Permanently.


  


  * * * *


  


  Juju and Delta tailed Celia, pulling into a parking spot on the street where they could watch her car. Damned civvie was totally clueless.


  “Do you think she’s even paying a lick of attention?” Juju asked Delta.


  His partner shook his head. “You’d think for a journalist that she’d be a little more careful.”


  They could tell she’d gotten lost from the way she hesitantly made turns, pulled over out of traffic once, and then even backtracked at one point.


  They would likely face a ration of shit from Doc and Tango when they returned, once Papa told the two men what he’d ordered as both a test of her true motives and as a possible way to draw out anyone who might be looking for her. Twice Tango reported he thought he might have spotted someone at the hotel, but that they didn’t seem to fit a pattern of surveillance and were likely either a local or someone else staying at the hotel.


  They kept that information from Celia, not wanting to worry her when they didn’t know for sure.


  Juju didn’t care about the whys. Papa had ordered the two of them to tail her. She’d spent the least amount of time with the two of them, was less likely to spot them than any of the others.


  Papa wanted two men who weren’t emotionally tied to her to do the tailing. Not that Papa didn’t trust Doc and Tango to call her out and bring her back if she tried anything, because they all knew the men would.


  They also knew how badly it’d suck for those two if that turned out to be the case.


  I wouldn’t want it to be me.


  Delta let out a soft whistle. “Dude, you see that? Papa was right.”


  “Yeah” He’d seen the car, parked three spaces ahead of them, pull out when Celia turned in at the hotel’s parking lot. The car whipped in behind her, slowly cruising past the spot where she parked.


  The men were already out of their car and crossing the street when Celia got out of her car, still not paying a damn bit of attention as she messed with her surgical mask, trying to pull it into position over her nose and mouth.


  But they were too late. They’d broken into a sprint, and yet still the damn car skidded to a stop in front of her, startling her. Two guys jumped out of the back, grabbing her and throwing her in and taking off again before Juju and Delta could even get their sidearms drawn.


  “Dammit!”


  They reversed course and ran back to their car, jumping in and trying to keep up with the abductors. Juju drove while Delta used a burner phone to call Papa to update him.


  As Juju floored it, he mentally snapped the necks of whoever had grabbed her. It was obvious she hadn’t gone willingly. They’d been waiting for her.


  Now he felt guilty he hadn’t cut her off in traffic earlier when they realized she’d gotten lost.


  The trick now would be to get her back, safely, and figure out who the fuck those fucking fuckers were, and how the fuck they’d gotten their intel.


  Especially important, to find out who the fuck they were working for.


  They raced through the streets of Melbourne, Delta updating Papa with their location as they drove, several men already on their way to join the pursuit.


  “Hope this isn’t a fucking diversion,” Juju growled as he whipped the wheel hard to the right in front of another car to take a hard corner without losing sight of the abductors.


  “What?” Delta asked.


  “Diversion. Make sure Papa keeps people on Q and his family.”


  “Done. Just drive.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tango and Doc were already on their feet and running for the door behind Papa as he spoke with Delta on the phone and then shouted orders at Zed, Uni, and Omega to stay there and guard Dr. Q. Uncle had grabbed the keys to another car they’d acquired. They all piled in, Delta behind the wheel and Papa guiding him as Tango and Doc jumped into the backseat.


  Doc felt like he was dying inside, unable to interrupt Papa and ask him what the unholy fuck had gone wrong, that Juju and Delta could let Celia get abducted in broad daylight out of a Melbourne parking lot.


  “Someone knows,” Tango grimly said before turning to look at him. “Someone fucking knows. Now we know for sure there’s a goddamned mole. That’s just too coincidental, we get intel concerning her, and then someone else abducts her as soon as she shows back up at her hotel? And why the fuck did she go to the hotel?”


  “We’ll deal with that later.”


  “We might have to deal with that now if we want to get her back safely,” Tango said.


  “If?”


  “You know what I mean.”


  Not getting her back, safely or otherwise, wasn’t an option. They would get her back.


  She was one of them.


  And she was theirs.


  It was times like this Doc felt glad he had no belief in any kind of a higher power or other deity. It meant he wouldn’t feel the slightest bit of guilt or remorse when he caught up with the assholes who’d taken their woman, and then ripped their nuts off their bodies and made them eat them raw before he slit their throats.


  He hoped there was more than one guy so he and Tango wouldn’t have to play rock-paper-scissors for dibs on who got the honors.


  


  * * * *


  


  Celia wasn’t sure what the hell was going on at first. The crazy idea that the guys were putting her through some sort of test, or maybe a hazing, flitted through her mind until she realized these guys weren’t any of the Drunk Monkeys. Also, they weren’t speaking English. She thought maybe it was Russian, but she didn’t know.


  They duct-taped her mouth shut and tied a pillowcase over her head, also binding her wrists and ankles with duct tape. She didn’t know which was worse, that she’d gone and fucked up and gotten herself kidnapped, or the worry that there was a chance her men might think she’d bailed on them.


  Christ. I really am a stupid special farking snowflake.


  She tried to stay calm, but unable to speak or move, she decided the best option was to cooperate unless or until she had a chance to get free. From the way the car was speeding and swerving, the driver taking sudden turns that would throw her back and forth between the men in the backseat, she suspected they were being chased by someone.


  Maybe the police? Maybe someone saw them grab me?


  She didn’t know. All she knew were the words the men uttered sounded like swear words, even when spoken in a foreign language.


  She just hoped they didn’t feel her up.


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  


  They lost the abductors when they ran a red light and caused an accident in the process, blocking Juju and Delta from following. After an hour of searching, Papa called them all back to the safe house.


  Tango chafed, wanting to be out there doing something to find her. When Juju and Delta explained what happened, what they thought she’d been doing, he seethed.


  “This is our fault,” Tango said. “We shouldn’t have let her go alone. She probably got turned around, realized where she was, and was backtracking from there.” He turned on Papa. “And now I wish to hell we had told her we thought someone might be watching the hotel. I bet she went thinking she was going to save us time.”


  Papa called Alpha over from the other safe house to listen to what happened. After hearing everything, the Georgia native said, “I think this rules out any chance of Celia being the mole.”


  Doc and Tango both glared at him. Doc found his voice first. “Ya think, asshole?”


  “Hey, don’t get in my face about it,” Alpha said, not backing down. “You know how shit works. We don’t always know who the fuck we can trust. Now doubly so.”


  “Pipe down, all of you,” Papa said. “She’s not the mole. Even I’m convinced of that, and I was already convinced before. The mole is someone in Arliss’ food chain. That’s not our problem. Right now, we need to figure out who has her and how to get her back. Then our next step is to figure out how they found out about her, and us, and exactly how far up the food chain this goes.”


  “Y’all don’t think Arliss is involved, do you?” Alpha asked him.


  “I don’t know. My gut tells me no, but that don’t mean shit anymore. If he was, I don’t think we would have gotten that coded message. He gave me those codes personally. If he was involved, he would have kept us in the dark until we brought Quong in.”


  “So are we going to sit here pulling on our dicks,” Doc started, “or get out there and fucking find her?”


  “We need a plan,” Tango said.


  Everyone looked at Alpha.


  “Oh, sure,” Alpha drawled. “Everyone picks on the redneck Cracker until the global pandemic hits.” He pushed himself away from the wall. “Let’s kick some tires and light some fires, boys. We have a damsel in distress to rescue.”


  They started by sending in Yankee and Oscar, the twins, to talk to the desk clerks at the hotel. The men could charm the garter belt off the Statue of Liberty, if they tried hard enough.


  Doc and Tango impatiently waited out in the car for them. Lima, their electronics and communications specialist, and Alpha were working to track back up the electronic food chain through Celia’s sat-phone, computer, and tablet, in case she sent any e-mails or messages, or made any calls, that they weren’t aware of.


  Tango both hoped she had, so they had a chance of tracking her, and hoped she hadn’t, proving her loyalty.


  He didn’t want to be a betting man right that minute.


  Especially not with Celia’s life.


  Alpha had quickly divvied up duties between the men who could be spared from guarding Quong and his family. Uni and Victor were running the license plate from the kidnappers’ car through their local contacts and seeing what they could dig up there. If the car was a rental and had any kind of trackable GPS built in, they might be able to locate it that way.


  No one held out any hope that, if it was a rental, whoever rented the car used legitimate or traceable ID.


  Of course they couldn’t track her burner phone because Papa had told her to turn it off, although Lima had a persistent search running for its signal just in case it popped up as active.


  It was twenty minutes later when the twins returned, looking grim. They got in the front seat, Yankee driving. “We sweet-talked them into letting us see the security video. Told them our sister was supposed to meet us there, her car was there, but her room was empty. That she’d called us and said she’d arrived. That let us go back to the time. Couldn’t make out any of the guy’s faces clearly enough we could ID them, other than they struck me as pros.”


  “Shit,” Doc said. “Mercs?”


  “Couldn’t say. They were all in black, sunglasses, ski caps. Military or former, I’d guess.”


  “No, that’s not stereotypical at all,” Tango snarked. “Who the hell do they belong to is what we need to know.”


  Tango’s burner phone rang. It was Papa. “Good news, bad news,” their commander said without preamble.


  Tango knew the routine. “Bad.”


  “Rental car. Can’t trace the ID used for it. Tracker is deactivated.”


  “Good?”


  He heard the smile in his commander’s voice. “Car has an active backup tracker they didn’t know about.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Now, nearly three hours from when Celia was snatched, Doc and Tango rode in the minivan with six other DMs, two more in the car, all of them fully geared and armed. They wanted more than one vehicle in case the fuckers ran and they needed to give chase.


  Doc had to fight the urge not to pound his fist into the vehicle’s roof. Anger and fear waged a desperate war inside him. He knew he had to follow his leader, because neither he nor Tango were thinking straight right now.


  It was only his training allowing him to stay in control.


  He knew Tango was as bad off as he was.


  If anything happened to Celia, if she was harmed, he’d never forgive himself.


  The car had been picked up in a rural area northwest of Melbourne, where lots of tall, thick trees and brush obscured homes and properties from the road.


  Ideal for concealing their approach, but also ideal for the kidnappers to escape…or ambush them.


  They parked a quarter mile away. Papa sent Zed and Uncle in on recon. Three minutes later, they saw a quick series of flashes of blue light.


  Their signal that the car was there.


  Together, they silently joined Zed and Uncle in the brush outside the house. Unfortunately, as Doc and Tango caught up, ordered to bring up the rear, they realized what everyone else already knew.


  The house was empty. At least, it appeared empty. Which would explain the disturbing lack of sentries they’d encountered.


  Papa gave them all silent signals, sending them around the house. Then they converged, kicking in the front and back doors at the same time, several men guarding the rear and watching for an ambush.


  Nothing. The house had obviously been occupied recently, based on some food they found in the fridge. But there was little more than a couple of air mattresses and some cheap plastic chairs as furniture.


  This had obviously been a temporary staging area.


  “Comb it,” Papa ordered. “Anything you can find.”


  It was Tango, going through the car with Doc, who found their first and only clue as to where to go next. A slip of paper under the driver’s seat, likely lost and forgotten there, with a series of numbers written on it.


  “Phone number?” Tango asked as he handed it over to Papa.


  Lima took it from Papa. “Nope. IP address.” He whipped out his netbook and used a secure sat-link connection to search.


  Looking grim, he nodded and turned the screen so they could read it. More numbers, what looked like a log-in box, and some writing that Doc recognized as Russian, but couldn’t read it.


  “This means nothing to me,” Doc said. “What are we looking at?”


  “Probably how the mole is communicating with the people who took Celia. I need to get back to the safe house to go through this. I need Roscoe’s help with this one. It’ll be faster than me trying to run translations on Russian.”


  “Then let’s move,” Papa said.


  “What are we doing with the house?” Tango asked.


  “Leave it. We don’t need to call more attention to ourselves by torching it or the car.”


  


  * * * *


  


  At one point, the men frisked Celia’s jeans, jacket pockets, and quickly ran their hands up her sides.


  They didn’t, however, check her bra.


  The phone they’d given her still lay uncomfortably pressed against one of her ribs, held firmly in place by her boob and sports bra. On the other side, a pointy part of the multitool knife was digging into her boob.


  She refused to wince or shift position to adjust it. She didn’t want to do anything to draw attention to it.


  They’d taken her passport, ID, and the money she’d tucked into her back pocket, so they must have thought that was all she had on her.


  When she felt the car slow and stop, she breathed to control her fear, trying to remember all the lessons her men had given her in the past few days.


  Think. You can do this.


  The men didn’t speak. She heard car doors open. Two men grabbed her under the arms and she experienced a slight moment of panic until she realized their hands hadn’t brushed against the hidden objects in her bra.


  She was half led, half dragged across what felt like grass and then unceremoniously dumped into another vehicle, what she suspected was a van from the sound of the side door sliding shut as the men climbed in behind her.


  Then they were driving again.


  They haven’t killed me yet.


  Wait, I’m not acting scared enough. “Who are you?” she mumbled through the duct tape over her mouth, not needing to fake the fear in her voice. “Why are you doing this? What do you want? Please don’t hurt me!”


  “Shut up,” a thickly accented voice said in English.


  She didn’t know how long they were driving when they stopped and the side door opened again.


  She was dragged out and taken inside somewhere, then thrown into a room, the door shut behind her. She listened, but didn’t hear anyone in the room with her. Taking the risk, she pulled the hood off her head and found herself in a darkened room, what felt like a tile floor. Shifting around, she realized it was a bathroom. She carefully peeled the tape off her mouth.


  As fast as she dared, she retrieved the phone from her bra and powered it up.


  I hope they can track it.


  She panicked when it briefly vibrated in her hand, but then she realized that was just part of the start-up process. She listened for any sign of someone approaching the room. In fact, she heard what sounded like everyone leaving, an engine start, and then the vehicle left.


  She crawled around to find the door and try it. The knob turned, but it wouldn’t open more than a fraction of an inch toward her when she pulled on it. From the sliver of light she saw, it looked like someone had put a padlock hasp on it.


  “Hello? Help me!”


  A man appeared and startled her when he pounded his fist against the door. Another man yelled at him in that same coarse, foreign language from somewhere else in the house.


  “Shut up!” the man at the door said, grabbing the knob and pulling on it, closing her in total darkness again. “Use toilet but shut up!”


  Alrighty then.


  She wasn’t as alone as she’d thought.


  She didn’t dare try to talk on the phone, or take the risk it would ring, especially when she didn’t know how to silence it. She shut it off, then powered it up again, waiting for a moment before shutting it off again.


  And again.


  And again.


  Please, let them be looking for it.


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  


  Lima only took a few minutes once Roscoe got there to find his way into the website. “Got it. They’re using a different location.”


  They mobilized again and headed out with all vehicles. It was a warehouse unit in a mostly deserted industrial complex on the north side of Melbourne.


  As the men started making their way in, someone emerged from the warehouse and spotted them.


  “Dammit!” Papa swore. “Go, go, go!”


  There were only three of them, it turned out. And they were unfortunately killed before the men could question them.


  No sign of Celia anywhere.


  Doc punched his fist through the wall of the unit. “Fuck!” Every minute that went by without word of where she was meant she might die.


  He wouldn’t let himself think that she could be dead already.


  He refused.


  Things got worse when one of the men tested blue.


  “Shit. Everyone outside,” Papa ordered. “Anyone splashed?”


  Fortunately, no. The shots had hit the men from a distance, return fire.


  No exposure.


  “We need to get moving before law enforcement shows up.” Papa tossed keys to one of the trucks to Doc. “You two, get back to the safe house. Now.”


  Doc caught the keys but protested. “We want to—”


  “That’s an order,” Papa barked. “We’ll catch up. I don’t want you at risk of any possible exposure. You’re our fucking medic. We need you. Go.”


  Tango grabbed the keys and Doc and led him to the truck. Doc picked up Lima’s laptop, still sitting on the passenger seat, and set it in his lap while Tango got behind the wheel.


  They were halfway back to the house when the computer beeped.


  “Shut that fucking thing down,” Tango groused.


  Doc was about to do that when he realized what was beeping. He grinned. “Fuck me, our special snowflake learned a thing or two.” He turned the laptop around to show Tango. “Fucking turn here, goddammit!”


  On the screen, a tracking map.


  With her location. Or, at least, the location of her phone.


  Neither of them had burner cells on them. “We need to go back and get the guys,” Tango said.


  “We do that, she could fucking die. Go. Now.”


  “Fuck,” Tango grumbled.


  He spun the wheel and headed down the rural road toward the signal.


  


  * * * *


  


  Celia didn’t want to risk drawing too much attention to herself by cutting her bonds with the knife yet in case they surprised her by opening the door to check on her. She’d found and tried the light, and found it didn’t work, or it was burned out, or maybe the electricity wasn’t on.


  She did have to use the toilet, though. She felt around in the dark and managed to get her jeans down and up again, then flushed and washed her hands.


  The bathroom wasn’t very big. But more important, the door’s three hinges were on the inside.


  She remembered the time about six months earlier when Emily had accidentally locked herself in the master bathroom at the apartment. The door on that bathroom opened out. Daryl hadn’t been able to get the lock open, so he’d simply popped the hinge pins without panic or fuss and removed the door.


  She’d watched him do it and knew from feeling these hinges with her fingers that she could probably do the same with them.


  She couldn’t rely on the Drunk Monkeys finding her with the cell phone. She had to do what Tango and Doc had pounded home to her in her many lessons with them over the past few days, that she had to always be prepared to find her own way free if the circumstances called for it.


  Hell, at this point, she couldn’t rely on the men finding her at all. They might have thought she had made a run for freedom.


  She hoped they didn’t. It would break her heart if Tango and Doc assumed the worst about her, but she wouldn’t blame them if they did.


  At one point, she heard the two men talking and then walk outside. The snick of a lighter followed, and she realized they were taking a smoke break.


  Good.


  She returned the phone to her bra and removed the multitool knife and got to work. She had the top hinge pin almost all the way out when the abductors returned to the house. She heard them talking elsewhere inside. But over the next hour, she alternated turning the phone on and off with working on the hinges when the men went out to smoke.


  Whoever they were, they were obviously waiting for someone else to arrive and question her.


  She got the third hinge pin almost completely removed. Now all she’d need was a chance to pop all three out with her fingers, cut the tape at her ankles, and run like hell.


  She didn’t know where she’d run to, but maybe she could get away. Or at least get to a place where she could call Papa or Alpha without worrying about her abductors hearing her.


  During one of the smoke breaks, which were growing more frequent and longer each time, she cut the tape at her ankles and worked the bottom and middle hinge pins free. The next smoke break, she would make her escape.


  It was difficult not to hold her breath as she sat there, the multitool and phone tucked back into her bra, curled on the floor as if her feet were still taped together just in case they checked on her, knowing if they did, they’d discover the hinges.


  Finally, what felt like forever, the men went outside again. They were sounding more relaxed, talking and laughing.


  They thought they were successful.


  She had pulled the pin free and was easing the door open when it pushed all the way in on her and she had to stifle a scream.


  A familiar hand slapped over her mouth.


  “Shh.” Doc edged the door in, not letting it make any noise. “You all right?”


  She nodded, her knees giving out with relief as she hit the floor again. They’d found her.


  Maybe there is a god who takes pity on all us special snowflakes who fall off the turnip truck.


  Celia didn’t even mind when Doc wasn’t the slightest bit gentle as he sliced through the duct tape around her wrists and jerked her to her feet again.


  “Run,” he whispered in her ear and pressed something into her hand. “From the back door, straight through the woods, to the road. Less than a quarter mile. Tan truck. Do not look back, do not stop, no matter what you hear. Go.”


  She ran, fingers clutched tightly around what turned out to be keys, not bothering to stop and ask questions that could get her or them killed. She bolted through the yard to the edge of the woods and pushed through the brush, trying to keep thoughts out of her mind about poisonous spiders and snakes and whatever the hell else killer animals and bugs and reptiles they had in Australia.


  She didn’t care.


  She heard footsteps crashing through the underbrush behind her and didn’t bother to look to see who they belonged to. Either they were Tango and Doc, or they weren’t.


  They would have to catch her one way or another. Because she wasn’t stopping until she hit the road.


  Somewhere behind her, she heard a loud report, a single shot. It made her own step falter as she prayed it wasn’t one of her guys.


  Then Doc’s words in her ear spurred her forward again. She’d been given orders.


  She’d follow them.


  The footsteps behind her stopped and reversed course and she still didn’t turn to look.


  She found the road a few minutes later and carefully looked up and down in both directions before emerging from the cover of the brush. Finally, she spotted the truck in the waning light, parked on the side of the dirt track, about six hundred yards to her left.


  Staying close to the woods, she gave herself a moment before setting off at a lope toward the truck. She didn’t see anyone emerge from the woods behind her.


  There was no one around the truck. She unlocked it with a trembling hand and climbed into the driver’s side, slamming the door lock down after climbing in.


  Oh, joy. Stick shift.


  She’d only driven one of those once, and not a right-hand drive one, either. In theory she knew what she had to do, although her first and only time with a clutch had not ended well for the clutch.


  Do I start it or wait?


  She was trying to familiarize herself with the controls and the shift pattern when she saw a figure emerge from the woods almost where she had reached the road. With great relief, she realized it was Doc.


  Then, right behind him, Tango.


  Sobbing with relief, she fumbled and cursed and they had almost made it to the truck by the time she finally got it started and pulled out of the swale and onto the road with a hitching, jerking start.


  As she pulled up next to the men and remembered to shift it into neutral, she realize Tango was covered with blood.


  She pulled the parking brake and started to fly out the door when Doc put out a staying hand. “No,” he said. “It’s not his blood. He’s okay.”


  Relief filled her. “Why can’t I get out?”


  “Slide over. Now.”


  She did, and only then did Doc get behind the wheel while Tango walked around and climbed in back.


  “What’s going on?” she asked.


  He didn’t answer. A grim look on his face, he released the brake and smoothly got them turned around and speeding back toward their safe house.


  “Doc, I asked you what the hell’s going on?”


  He wouldn’t look at her. “The blood tested blue, okay?”


  She blinked. “What?”


  He still wouldn’t take his eyes off the road. “One of the guys jumped him, and Bill used his knife on him. He was trying to be quiet in case there were more around.”


  Who the fuck is Bill?


  She had to think for a moment. Doc had used Tango’s real name.


  “I heard a shot.”


  “Another guy came out of the house and Bill shot him.”


  “Why do you keep calling him Bill? You never call him Bill.” Fear flowed through her. She suspected she already knew the answer but hoped she was wrong.


  His jaw worked as he swallowed. “Because we tested the blood that got on Bill when he knifed the guy.” He finally glanced her way and she almost wished he hadn’t. She saw a deep well of grief there. “It tested blue. Positive. The guy Bill knifed was a Kiter.”


  Chapter Thirty


  


  After giving Celia a stick test, Doc used her burner to call Papa and give him the news that she was safe…and Tango wasn’t.


  And that they were on their way back.


  It was nearly dark when they reached the safe house. Doc made her get out and go into the house ahead of them. Tango stayed in the back of the truck while Doc found a hose stored in the garden shed, got it hooked up to a spigot in the backyard, turned it on, and pulled it out its full length. Then he walked into the house where everyone else had joined Celia in the foyer as she gave them the scant grim facts she knew.


  They gathered at the back door in the kitchen to watch as Tango got out of the truck and walked around to where the hose lay. He quickly stripped, tossing his clothes away from him, setting everything else nearby.


  She was aware of Doc slipping an arm around her, holding her as they watched him hose off, carefully scrubbing every bit he could. He hosed off his boots, turning them upside down to empty the water out of them.


  “I’m proud of you,” Doc whispered in her ear. “You did good.”


  “I was stupid. I got lost and found the hotel and thought I was helping. I’m a moron. Now he might die because of me.”


  He pulled her tightly against his side. “You didn’t mean to do it, baby. It’s okay. You learned why orders are important. You were smart. You thought your way out of there.”


  “He might die because of me.” The thought kept pounding through her veins. She’d never forgive herself if that happened.


  “He’s a tough motherfucker,” he assured her, pressing his lips to the top of her head. “It’ll be okay.”


  “You don’t know that.”


  “No, I don’t. I feel it.”


  She didn’t have an answer to that. “He’s going to be cold out there,” she softly said.


  “I’ll take him a towel in a few minutes,” Doc told her. “He needs to get cleaned off.”


  “How long a countdown?” Papa asked.


  Doc glanced at his wrist. “Sixty-eight minutes ’til start.”


  Papa nodded, arms crossed over his chest.


  “What?”


  “Two hours, minimum, before we know if he’s blue,” Doc quietly said. “Sixty-eight minutes until the two-hour mark.”


  “We’re just going to let him sit out there in the cold?” she asked, incredulous. “You were with him at the house. The men kidnapped me. We could all be exposed.”


  “Did you bite them?”


  She blushed. “No.” At least that lesson she’d learned. “They also put a hood over my head when they grabbed me.”


  “Okay, then you probably weren’t exposed.”


  “Why’s it different for him?”


  “He got blood on him. On his face. On his arm.”


  She swallowed but didn’t respond.


  “I didn’t touch him or get close enough to get any of the blood on me,” Doc said. “I was a couple of yards behind you when I heard the shot and turned around. I went back, saw what happened, and I tossed him my travel strip kit. He stayed behind me the whole way back, far enough I didn’t have to worry about contamination. He’s got my travel strip kit out there with him. He’ll start testing himself at the two-hour mark, and then again every hour after that.”


  “It’s cold out there!”


  “We can’t risk anyone getting exposed,” Papa said. “I’m sorry.”


  “We’ve got thermal blankets,” Doc said. “In a few minutes, once we know the water spray has settled, I’ll take a couple of towels and thermal blankets out to him. He’ll be okay. He’s dealt with worse than this in basic training and in the field on missions, believe me. We all have.”


  The other men nodded.


  It didn’t make her feel any better, but she knew if she dared try to set foot out those doors before it was safe, all the men would hold her back, not just Doc.


  She was one of them.


  She’d ripped off the remaining duct tape from her wrists in the truck, but she realized she still had some stuck to her jeans. She pulled it off, using the distraction to help her hold her tears at bay.


  She might love Tango, but these men had known him longer than she had. If they weren’t crying, neither would she. She’d be strong.


  “How long does he have to stay out there?” she asked as she picked at another piece of tape.


  “Minimum six hours following exposure,” Doc said. “Preferably eight. Optimally ten.”


  Her head shot up as she stared at him. “Ten hours outside? It’s supposed to rain in the morning. And it’s cold!”


  “He can sit in the shed,” Uncle said.


  From his tone, she realized he wasn’t kidding.


  None of the other men were arguing.


  “Look, it’s not our first rodeo,” Doc told her. “Not the first time one of us was exposed. This is the fourth time. So far, we’ve gotten lucky. And two of those other times were worse than this. As chilly as it is, that works in our favor.”


  “Yes,” Dr. Quong said from behind them. “It certainly does.”


  They turned.


  “Can’t we let him sit in the garage in your lab or something?” she asked, hoping for maybe a little logic to overrule the standing plan.


  The doctor slowly shook his head. “I am sorry. This is best. If anything, the damp, chilly weather might help inhibit it.”


  “He’s tough,” Doc said, once again sliding his arm around her shoulders. “He’ll be okay.”


  She stared out the window at where Tango was standing under the hose, letting the water sluice down his body. Even in the dim glow from the light over the back door that someone had turned on for the man, she could see his flesh covered in goose bumps.


  And she couldn’t even go hug him, try to warm him up.


  Kiss him.


  After nearly twenty minutes, Tango finished hosing down his gear and left it on the sidewalk to dry before shutting the hose off. Doc disengaged himself from Celia for a moment and walked into one of the back rooms. He returned a few minutes later with a couple of towels and three shiny thermal blankets, as well as a black plastic bag.


  “What’s that for?” she asked, pointing at the bag.


  “His clothes. We can’t risk washing them. He can bag them for the trash.”


  “Actually,” Dr. Quong said, “I would prefer to have them.”


  Papa turned. “Why?”


  “I would like to see what kinds of samples I can get from them. Compare them to the samples you brought me back from the other man. I do not know if it will help, but perhaps I can use it for cultures. I also want to see if there are any mutations.”


  Papa scrubbed at his chin. “Okay. But I want you in full protective gear when you retrieve the bag.”


  “Okay.”


  “Can I take them out to him?” Celia quietly asked.


  “No,” came the universal reply from everyone, including Doc.


  “Sweetheart,” he said, “it’s too risky. It’s bad enough we were all in the truck together.”


  “You both should test again, too,” Dr. Quong said. “As a precaution.”


  “Well, if we’re exposed, aren’t all of you already exposed?” she asked.


  “No, because you have not licked or bit or bled on any of us,” Dr. Quong said, an uncharacteristic smile quirking his lips.


  “Someone’s got to clean the truck out,” Alpha observed.


  “Dammit.” Doc set the stuff on the counter next to the back door and rummaged under the kitchen sink. “Ah. Here.” He came up with a plastic gallon jug of bleach.


  “Perfect,” Dr. Quong said. “Bleach will kill the virus, absolutely.”


  Doc carried everything outside and set it on the back sidewalk, taking care not to get anywhere near Tango’s gear drying a few yards away. They couldn’t hear what he said to Tango, but he pointed at the jug of bleach, and the truck.


  Tango nodded, turned the hose on again, grabbed it and the jug of bleach, and headed toward the truck. He had just enough hose to reach the truck bed. After emptying the jug of bleach into the bed, he carefully hosed it out, flooding it, then hosing himself off again before returning to the backyard and shutting off the hose. Then he grabbed one of the towels and started drying off.


  The other men went back to whatever it was they were doing before Celia and her men arrived. She couldn’t pull herself from the back door, however.


  It didn’t seem right if Tango had to stand out there, alone, in the cold, that she should be comfortable.


  Doc slid an arm around her. “Come on. You need sleep.”


  “I don’t want to leave him.”


  “You’re not. You’ll be asleep.”


  She looked up into his face with as snarky an expression as she could muster.


  He let out an aggravated sigh and rapped on the door’s window with his knuckles.


  Tango looked up from where he was currently sitting on a garden bench, the three thermal blankets wrapped around him.


  Doc pointed at her, mimed sleeping, and hooked his thumb toward the rest of the house.


  Tango flashed them an okay sign and nodded.


  Celia crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head.


  Negatory, cowboy.


  Tango scowled and jabbed a finger at her, then pointed toward the front of the house.


  His meaning was clear.


  His expression softened. He gave her a sad little smile and then made a shooing motion with his hands after blowing her a kiss.


  She finally let Doc lead her into the living room, to the couch. He sat at one end and pulled her down so she could lay her head in his lap. “Just a nap, at least, babe. Okay? I promise I’ll wake you up.”


  She didn’t have to ask him what he meant by that. She knew all too well.


  The first stick test.


  Chapter Thirty-One


  


  It was a gentle nudge to her shoulder that disturbed what she thought was just a brief interlude of her closing her eyes.


  “It’s time,” Doc said.


  She sat up, blinking in confusion as she gathered her wits around her. Then she jumped up from the couch and ran to the kitchen where Papa and several others were gathered, watching. They parted for her and Doc to take up their station by the window.


  Tango was still sitting on the garden bench, but now he had the kit in his hand, a lit flashlight in his lap, and was breaking out a test strip. They all watched, collective breaths held, as he stuck his finger.


  After a ten-count, he smiled and held it up in one hand, the beam of the flashlight illuminating it.


  Still clear.


  A collective sigh of relief rolled through them. She brought her hands up to her mouth to forcibly hold back her relieved sob.


  “One down,” Doc whispered in her ear, as if reading her thoughts.


  She nodded and took a deep breath, waiting to drop her hands until she could force a smile. She kissed her fingers and pressed them to the glass.


  Tango blew her a kiss in reply, then turned off the flashlight and settled on the bench to wait for the next hour.


  They repeated the process, Celia’s nerves jangling more with every hour that passed. Even when they hit the six-hour mark with still no bad news, she didn’t dare let herself relax because Doc surely hadn’t. A light drizzle had started, so Tango had moved to the garden shed. He had to sit on the floor, but at least he was dry.


  “Can we take him some food?” she asked early the next morning at hour nine.


  “Not yet,” Doc said. “We’re almost there.”


  “This long, he should be okay, right?”


  “We have to wait ten hours. Just to be sure. Even Quong said ten hours is more than enough of a safety margin. Just take it as it comes and don’t get your hopes up yet.”


  “Too late for that,” she muttered.


  


  * * * *


  


  They all gathered in the kitchen when, a little before daybreak, Tango performed the final stick test. It was as if the tension drained from his body as he stood, pulled the blankets around him, and trudged through the drizzle from the shed to the back door.


  She threw it open and hugged him, somehow holding back her tears.


  He grabbed her and kissed her, his lips feeling cool to the touch. “Care to join a guy in a hot shower?” he asked her.


  “Damn straight.”


  “I’ll get you some food,” Doc said. “Take your time.”


  “Thanks.”


  Doc grinned. “Fucking goldbricker.”


  Tango grinned back. “Yeah, saved your sorry ass, though.”


  She was about to rip into Doc for his insensitivity when she spotted the pain in his eyes, hidden by the smile he wore.


  The men hugged, clapping each other on the back. “Don’t fuckin’ scare me like that again, man,” Doc softly muttered in his ear.


  “I’ll do my best.”


  She practically dragged Tango to the master bathroom, which had a slightly larger shower and no bathtub. She started the water and quickly stripped, following him in.


  “Hang on,” he said. “Let me soap off first.”


  “You’re fine.”


  “Just in case.” He wouldn’t let her touch him again until he’d thoroughly scrubbed his body and washed his hair. Then he engulfed her in his arms under the hot spray.


  “Better?” he asked.


  She looked up and kissed him, hard and deep, immediately stiffening his cock. Pulling at him, she backed against the wall, spreading her legs to give him access. She didn’t need to get ready, she was ready for him, her pussy aching, wet, needy.


  He dipped his knees, using one hand to line the head of his cock up with her cunt and sliding into her. She held on, her arms around his neck, as he grabbed her by the ass and picked her up. Then she was able to hook her legs around his hips, clinging to him as he fucked her, hard and fast.


  She kissed him, sucking on his tongue, nipping, biting, hell practically growling she wanted him so badly.


  It didn’t take him long to explode inside her, his cock spasming, filling her with his cum.


  Still he didn’t put her down. He leaned back against the wall with her still draped around him. After a moment, he eased her down onto her feet. “Against the wall, baby. Spread ’em.”


  She didn’t argue. He dropped to his knees and buried his face in her pussy, his tongue flicking at her clit, fingers spearing her and fucking her as hard as his cock had moments earlier.


  With her eyes closed, she held on to his head, his short hair brushing against her fingers and his mouth feeling like heaven.


  He started with two fingers in her cunt, then added a third, keeping her on the edge and not letting her come at first, even as she rocked her hips against his face and held on tight.


  “Please!” she begged, knowing damn well what he was doing.


  He wanted her to beg for it.


  He let out a low, rumbling sound as he sucked on her clit, hard, sending her over the edge. Frankly, she didn’t care who heard her at this point. She was just so damn happy he wasn’t infected she let out a cry of pleasure. Only when he was happy he’d made her come enough did he relent, standing and turning her around to face the wall.


  “Bend over, baby,” he gasped.


  He was hard again. He swiped the head of his cock through her pussy lips as she braced her hands against the wall. Then he was inside her, hard and fast and deep. He grabbed her by the waist and this time it was a hard, deep, pounding fuck she wished would never end.


  “Finger yourself, baby,” he gasped, voice strained with the effort of holding back.


  She reached down with one hand, the other still keeping her from ramming face-first into the tile. As she touched her swollen, sensitive clit, she knew she was close.


  “Come on, baby,” he said. “I need you to come on my cock for me. Give it to me.”


  She rubbed harder, faster, letting out another cry as she tipped over the edge and gave him what he asked for.


  “That’s my good girl.” He took several last, hard strokes inside her, finishing with his thighs pressed against the backs of hers, his cock once again emptying a load of his juices inside her.


  She heard the door open. She didn’t bother looking when Tango reached out and pulled the shower curtain back enough to see who it was.


  Doc walked in. “Want the applause now or later?” He carried a plate of something that smelled like leftovers from the night before.


  “Screw you,” Tango lightly said. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her tightly against his chest. “I earned those fuckings the hard way.”


  He bit down on her right shoulder, where it curved up into her neck, and sucked. It sent pleasant shivers throughout her body. She loved it when he marked her like that. “Besides, she wasn’t arguing with me,” he finally said, immediately sucking on her shoulder again.


  She wished she could stand there forever with him. Both of them.


  This was a precious few minutes of heaven.


  “Room in there for me?” Doc asked.


  Tango grinned and released her shoulder, pulling her with him to move to the front of the shower. “Tight fit.”


  “That’s what she said,” Celia joked, making both men laugh.


  Doc quickly stripped and joined them, Tango holding her steady while Doc picked her up and settled her down onto his cock. “Damn, baby,” he rumbled. “You feel so fucking good.”


  “Why don’t you show me?”


  He crushed her lips with his as Tango reached around her and cupped her breasts. His fingers pinched and rolled her nipples, making her moan and triggering another small explosion within her.


  She hung on to Doc’s neck and didn’t let go, enjoying the way her body squeezed his cock as she came.


  Finally, he ended their kiss. “That’s it, baby. You love having us ready to fuck your brains out, don’t you?”


  She stared up into his sweet brown eyes and nodded. It would be stupid to lie. And as she’d found out, life was too fucking short for lying to the men she loved. “I love you both.”


  Doc let out a groan, burying his cock deep inside her before falling still, his chest heaving as he tried to catch his breath. “Fuck, what you do to me, baby,” he gasped, leaning in to kiss her again. “I love you so fucking hard, you have no idea.”


  Behind her, Tango nibbled on her shoulder again. “Love you, too, baby.”


  She tipped her head back and kissed him. “He’s right. You’re not allowed to scare us like that again. I can’t stand the thought of losing either one of you.”


  He nuzzled noses with her. “It’s not in my game plan either, sugar. Trust me.”


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  


  After Tango got something to eat, Papa made an executive decision. He hooked a finger at the smallest bedroom. “Go get some rack time. All three of you.”


  Sleep is exactly what Tango wanted, naked and spooned against Celia in the bed and soon softly snoring against the nape of her neck, both of them lying on their right sides. The curtains were pulled, but some light from the growing day still spilled into the room. At least it was on the side of the house where a large, willowy tree she couldn’t name stood sentry and shaded the window from the sun.


  The bed was barely big enough for them to squeeze into, but Celia wouldn’t complain. Doc snuggled in next to her, also naked, his back to her and her arm draped around him, holding him tightly against her.


  Before long, he, too, was lightly snoring, her palm pressed against the warmth of his chest, the light hair there coarse against her flesh.


  She’d gone from fear over her abduction, to joy over being rescued…to terror over Tango being exposed.


  Life was truly short. She’d make sure she never forgot that. Ugly Fate could have snatched Tango from her arms before she’d even had a chance to get to know more about him. To make a life together.


  Then again, that’s what life would be like with them, wouldn’t it?


  The alternative?


  Walking away from them.


  And she knew she couldn’t do that. Despite the danger, she knew, especially after what they just went through, that she never could walk away from them, not knowing if they were okay, trying to survive alone. If it wasn’t Kite, it was increasing violence, even back in the States. Unrest was growing, between peoples’ fears of Kite, and dissatisfaction over the political and economic establishment.


  History showed that it would likely get uglier before it got better.


  The Kite problem, they might be able to make a difference. The rest of it…


  When they secured a vaccine and delivered it, maybe they’d just have to find a secluded little corner of the world somewhere and hold up there until time passed them by. She was used to Chicago’s bitter winters. Maybe they could find a place in Canada, or somewhere in the States, close enough she could visit Carole, Daryl, and the kids. Or even bring them with them, to keep them safe, too.


  But it was time for her to start a new chapter in her own life. Yes, her priorities had shifted. She didn’t have the need to be a famous reporter any longer.


  She had Doc and Tango.


  She had the Drunk Monkeys.


  And, finally, she had the guidance her life had sorely lacked, something she didn’t even realize she’d been missing. She’d merely been ambling along. Being a reporter had been a means to an end. A way to say fuck you to the assholes who’d used and discarded her in the past because she wasn’t pretty or rich enough.


  She would still make sure this story got told. That was a given. She felt she owed it to the world to tell the story.


  It was more important, however, to help shape the story. Reporting it was no longer the priority.


  Reporting it was worthless if the human race died out because they didn’t successfully complete their mission.


  And she was ready to start living, even if living meant dying next to the men she loved.


  


  * * * *


  


  At some point Celia drifted to sleep between them. Despite the cool weather, the warmth of their bodies kept her perfectly comfortable.


  When she awoke a few hours later, she was aware of Tango’s fingers now playing between her legs.


  In fact, that was what awoke her, her clit refusing to stay asleep even if the rest of her body wasn’t on board with the plan.


  Doc was also awake and had rolled over at some point. Now on his side facing her, he had two fingers deep inside her pussy and was slowly sliding them in and out of her cunt.


  Mmm. I could get used to waking up like this.


  Doc realized she was awake first. “There’s our girl,” he said, leaning in to kiss her.


  Tango nibbled on the back of her neck. “About time,” he playfully grumbled.


  She also realized there was a very stiff cock pressed against the seam of her ass. Now that he knew she was awake, he started slowly rubbing himself against her.


  Doc’s cock was poking her in the thigh. She reached down and wrapped her fingers around it. “Looks like you two have been up a while.”


  “Sugar,” Tango drawled, “you have no idea.” He nipped the side of her neck. “I wanted to wake you up a while ago, but he said to let you sleep.”


  “Big meanie, huh?”


  “Damn right.” Another nip, slightly harder than the first. “I’m tellin’ ya, he’s downright cruel sometimes.”


  “Oh, stuff it,” Doc lightly said. “You big crybaby.”


  Tango ground his hips against her ass. “I want to stuff something, all right,” he rumbled against her flesh.


  She bent her left knee and rested her foot on top of her right knee. “Then get busy, buddy.”


  He let out a happy moan. “The things you do to me, baby.” He withdrew his fingers just long enough to reach behind her. Doc’s fingers disappeared and then Tango guided his cock into her pussy from behind. Doc’s fingers moved to her clit.


  She let out a soft moan as Tango grabbed her hip and held on. “That’s it, baby,” he said. “You know you want my cock in you.”


  Fuck yeah, she did. Both of them. In fact, she tapped Doc and pointed at the head of the bed. After he moved, she rolled onto her hands and knees between Doc’s legs. Tango moved with her, never pulling out.


  Now Tango groaned. “Oh, fuck yeah. Suck his cock.”


  Doc gathered her hair in one hand, holding his cock with the other. He wouldn’t let her engulf him with her mouth just yet, though. He smiled down at her. “Open wide, baby,” he said. “Lick the head.”


  She did, enjoying the desire simmering in his brown gaze. She flicked her tongue along the slit of his cock, where a drop of pre-cum had pearled, ready for her. She let it roll down her tongue as she tried to tease more from him.


  “You’ll get a mouthful of it shortly,” he assured her. “I want to watch you playing with me with that sweet mouth for a minute first.”


  Ah, so he wants a show, huh?


  She gave him a good one, never looking away from his eyes, licking and sucking the head of his cock.


  “Finger yourself,” Tango ordered. “I can hold out as long as I need to. I’m not putting another load in this sweet pussy of yours until you come for us first.”


  Heat filled her face as she shifted her weight to her left arm and reached between her legs with her right. She’d have to get used to this. She wasn’t used to playing with herself with an audience.


  Hell, who am I kidding? If they wanted to have sex with her and let all the Drunk Monkeys watch, short of letting the other men join in, she’d probably give her men anything they asked of her.


  Lucky for her, she knew they weren’t into sharing with anyone but each other. She didn’t miss the warning looks they shot their fellow Monkeys when one of them thought a man was giving her too much eye time.


  “Fuck, you look so sexy when you do that,” Doc said.


  No denying the lust in his tone. His cock hardened even more. He held it flat against his stomach and pulled her head closer. “Lick my balls, baby. Suck on them.”


  She did, eagerly, loving the way his sac tensed and flexed against her tongue as she did.


  Tango slowed down even more. “Holy fuck,” he said. “I thought I could hold back. That’s damn sexy.”


  After a few minutes of that, Doc let her suck his cock all the way into her mouth. Now the men set a rhythm between them, Tango’s thrusts pushing her deeper onto Doc’s cock as they rocked her back and forth, totally in control. Tango held on to her hips, grinding his cock deep inside her at the bottom of every stroke.


  “Get yourself off, baby,” Tango said. “I’ll spank you if you don’t.”


  That almost made her stumble. She knew they wouldn’t hurt her, but the thought of trying that intrigued her.


  Then again, no way that could be done without everyone hearing them.


  She picked up the pace with her hand, closing her eyes and losing herself in the sensations of Tango’s cock stuffing her cunt, and Doc’s cock stuffing her mouth.


  From being alone to having two guys who seemed unable to get enough of her was still soaking through her brain, but she was quickly growing used to it and craving them.


  “There you go,” Tango said. “I feel you getting closer. Come for us, baby.”


  Doc still had her hair gathered in his right hand. He reached under her with the left and found her right nipple. Warm fingers kneaded her breast. He pinched her nipple between his thumb and index finger, slowly increasing the pressure.


  “Maybe she wants or needs just a little more with her fucking,” Doc said.


  That tipped her over. Between the sweet bite of pain and them unlocking her body, it finished her. The orgasm rippled through her from one end to the other as her moans were muffled around Doc’s cock.


  “Don’t you stop your hand, girl,” Tango ordered, making her fingers speed up again as if of their own volition. Normally she would have stopped after coming, but obviously they had other plans.


  Doc slid his cock deeper into her throat, not quite enough to gag her but enough to let her know who was in charge. “Keep sucking me,” he sternly commanded.


  She did, her tongue eagerly working around his shaft as he started fucking her mouth harder and faster.


  “You’re ours,” Tango said. “Never forget that, baby. We own you and your body, and if we tell you you’re going to come for us, by god, you will.” He punctuated that last bit with harder thrusts, and that did the trick.


  Another climax shocked her, Doc burying his cock in her mouth and pausing to let her scream around it.


  “Fuck,” he whispered. “That’s sooo fucking good when you do that.”


  “We get RnR, baby,” Tango said, his voice taking on a strained tone, “you’re gonna get tied down in a decent bed and we’re going to get a vibrator and fuck your brains out for days. Only going to let you up to eat and use the bathroom. We’re going to drain every last drop out of you that we can, until you’re begging us to stop. You’ll never look at another man after we finish with you.”


  “You’ll laugh at any man who ever makes a pass at you,” Doc said. “We’re going to make you come so much and so hard you’ll have to wear a skirt and no panties, because you’ll be begging us to bend you over and fuck you. We’re going to get you so used to being horny for us that it’ll feel weird when you aren’t.”


  The walls of her pussy clenched around Tango’s cock even as her fingers frantically frigged her clit. Doc pinched her nipple again. “One more, baby. Do it.”


  She felt like crying, not from pain, but from pleasure. And not just physical, but the mental part of it, too. This was sooo beyond anything she’d ever been through before, she finally had to let her brain switch to autopilot and follow the men’s commands.


  “That’s it,” Tango urged. “Quit being stubborn and do what we say, baby. You know you want to.”


  Yes, she did want to. He started fucking her harder, faster, deeper, bottoming out in her pussy and driving her against Doc, who was pinching her nipple even harder now.


  And it happened. Number three.


  “Good girl,” they both said at the same time, now fucking harder, faster, until Tango’s cock exploded in her pussy about the same time Doc emptied his balls into her mouth.


  She collapsed onto the bed, Tango bracing himself over her on his arms while Doc stroked her head.


  “Such a good girl,” Doc said, leaning down to deeply kiss her.


  “She swallow?” Tango playfully asked.


  “Of course,” Doc said. “She’s our good girl.” She tilted her head and forced her eyes open, looking up to see his smile, his sweet brown gaze. “And she loves us as much as we love her.”


  “Love you,” she whispered.


  Tango nipped her shoulder. “Love you, too, baby. I’m ready for another nap.”


  “We don’t have to get up?”


  “You just got us up.” He moved back to his original position on the edge of the bed. “And after one more little nap, we’ll get it up again and Doc will add a load to your pussy while you swallow another load from me. And then we’ll clean up and see what shit the world’s gonna throw at us next.”


  Doc also got back into his previous location. He yawned. “What the cowboy said.” This time, he fell asleep on his left side, facing her.


  Nestled between them, she quickly fell asleep again.


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  


  As much as she would have loved to spend the whole day—hell, her whole life—in bed with the men, she knew they had to get up and face reality.


  Kite still ravaged the globe, Dr. Quong and his former teammates were their best chance of success for finding a vaccine…and someone seemed bound and determined to either stop them or try to take control of the situation for their own nefarious purposes.


  After another romp in the hay, they grabbed a quick shower and joined the rest of the men out in the kitchen and dining room area, where someone had cooked dinner for everyone.


  “I have to get in touch with Mike,” she told her men. “If nothing else, to tell him not to worry about me, and to get a message to my sister.”


  Doc and Tango passed it over to Papa, who considered it for a moment. “He have a cell phone?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Go ahead and call him.”


  “Right now?”


  “Yeah, right now. I’m guessing you’re smart enough to not reveal anything that will blow this.”


  “Gee, thanks,” she snarked. She retrieved the sat-phone from her purse, powered it up, and entered his number from memory after punching in the country code.


  After what felt like forever, she heard a ringing on the other end. When Mike answered, he sounded a little out of breath and half-asleep.


  “Ce? That you?”


  “Listen, I can’t talk long—”


  “You all right? Where the hell are you?”


  She stared at the men, who were staring back at her. “I can’t tell you that. I’m safe.”


  “What the hell, you can’t tell me that? What—”


  “Listen, please. I’m safe. I’m…with some friends.”


  That gave him pause. “Friends? What kind of friends? You don’t know anyone over there.”


  “I can’t tell you that.”


  “You damn well can and will tell me.”


  “No, I can’t. I need you to pass a message to Carole for me that I’m all right.”


  “Those ‘friends’ of yours men?”


  “I can’t tell you.”


  He sounded a little more awake now. “Ask those ‘friends’ of yours if they know the way to Hive 15.”


  “What?”


  “Just do it.”


  She found Doc’s gaze first. “He asked me to ask you guys if you know the way to Hive 15. What the hell does that mean?”


  Before she could react, Papa snatched the phone from her hand and turned away, dropping his voice as he responded. “It’s a whiskey-sour honeypot.”


  She couldn’t hear Mike’s reply, but now Papa was racing over to the table and grabbing a pen and notebook. She followed him, listening as he wrote down numbers and repeated them back to Mike before shutting down the sat-phone again.


  “Hey! I needed to talk to him!”


  Papa ignored her, keeping the phone as he ran from the room. He returned seconds later with his secure sat-phone and she realized the numbers he’d written down were part phone number and part security access code.


  Only when Papa had all the numbers punched in did she hear a loud series of tones from the handset, even with him holding the phone to his ear. Then, a double buzz. At that, Papa handed the phone to her.


  She took it, hesitant before speaking into it. “Hello?”


  Mike’s rolling laugh filled her ear. “Ce, I don’t know how you did it, but you stick with them boys, you hear me?”


  “What’s going on? What is this?”


  “Don’t you worry, because it won’t be active after we get done here. After we finish talking, you’re going to hand me back over to whoever it is I was just talking to so we can conduct some more business.” In the background, she heard his fingers flying over a keyboard.


  “I’m confused.”


  “There’s a lot you don’t know about me, honey. About who I used to be and what I used to do, how I got injured. Let’s just say those men you’re with, they’re the ultimate in brothers from another mother, and you’d best stick to them like glue. Got it? And that’s an order.”


  Her head swam. “What?”


  “They’ll explain some of it to you. Suffice it to say, we have common interests.”


  “Wait, are you some sort of spy or something? Is that how you got all the information?”


  “Not exactly. Doesn’t matter right now. What matters is I have a feeling by the time this is all over, you’re going to have one hell of a story on your hands.”


  “I…I can’t talk about that right now.”


  He laughed again. “I’m sure you can’t, and I don’t want you to, neither. You’re sittin’ on something bigger than you ever dreamed possible. I’m going to enjoy this from the front row as much as I can for you. I still have plenty of friends and contacts in my old world. Don’t worry about your sister. I’ll take care of her and make sure she doesn’t raise too much of a stink about you being gone.”


  Celia already missed the kids, hell, even missed her sister and brother-in-law.


  This, however, was bigger. Way bigger.


  “I owe you big-time, I think.”


  “Ce, you don’t owe me nothing. A chance to jump back into it and save the world from the comfort of my own living room? Honey, that’s worth its weight in gold. You’ve given me back my reason to live. And here I thought I was grooming you to at least take over for me, if you didn’t jump ahead in the world with this story.”


  Her gut clenched. “What?”


  “We don’t have time for—”


  “Make time.”


  She felt the weight of his sigh from across the world. “I miss my Lana. I’d just about had it. We didn’t have kids. I met you, thought at least I could help you make a difference, help you improve your life before I relieved myself of mine. But that doesn’t matter now, because you just gave me a whole new reason to keep livin’, girl.”


  Processing information was growing increasingly difficult, and she didn’t know if that was due to stress, sleep deprivation, or just flat-out feeling overwhelmed. “Oookaaay.”


  He laughed once more. “Ce, like I said, all you need to know is you’re in good hands with whomever’s hands you’re in. I’ll take care of letting your sister know. I’ll set it all up so it looks legit with her, and with CMM, so they keep your paycheck coming.”


  “Thank you,” she said, not knowing what else to say since her face was heating from his statement about being in good hands.


  She sure was. Mike just didn’t know she literally was.


  “Stay safe, and let me talk to that other man.”


  “Thanks, Mike. You, too.” She returned the phone to Papa. He grabbed the notepad, pen, and headed into his room where he closed the door behind him.


  Tango walked over, scratching at the back of his head. “What was all that about?”


  She slowly shook her head. “I…I don’t know.” She didn’t even know Mike had a military background, even though she’d suspected it. But if the context she derived from his statements was any indication, there was apparently a lot of stuff she didn’t know about Mike’s history.


  It felt like forever, but was probably closer to fifteen minutes, when Papa emerged, off the phone. He returned her sat-phone to her.


  “Please keep it powered off,” he said. “We don’t want anyone tracking us through it.”


  “Okay.” She curled her fingers around it. “What was all that about?”


  Papa glanced at his men before focusing on her. “You’re one of us now, right? For sure and for good?”


  She nodded. “Yep. Wherever Tango and Doc go, that’s where I’m going.”


  “Good.” Papa started explaining things to her, as much as he knew. Like how Mike had been injured during his stint in the military, in a unit that was a precursor to the SOTIF units of today in what had once been the US Army. How he’d been transferred to military intelligence following that, still active in the service and rising up the ranks…


  …And serving under one then-Major Arliss.


  A man he remained friends with, through covert channels, to this day.


  “Your friend, Mike,” Papa finished, “is a secret weapon we’ll definitely keep close. He gave me several alternate and secure ways to reach him in the future.”


  Things had flipped around so fast, she wasn’t sure what happened. “So it’s okay for me to talk to Mike?”


  Papa held up a finger. “He knows our protocol. He said his code name is now ‘Bubba.’”


  “Seriously?”


  “Hey, he said it, not me. And yes, you can talk to him, but only the way we say it’s okay to do so. Until you learn all the ropes, so to speak. Not saying you can’t talk to him, but when you think you need to, let us handle the logistics of putting you in touch with him. Okay?”


  “Okay.” She felt overwhelmed, not stupid. “He has a friend here in Melbourne. We’d arranged before I came here that I could go to him for help and information if I needed it.”


  “I know. He told me. Also, that’s now a dead end. I meant figuratively,” he quickly added when she must have looked horrified. “Mike’s going to help us himself from this point forward, but he doesn’t want us tied to his friend here locally, because it could incidentally lead back to him. His friend is total civvie hacker, not intel. We need people with intel background right now, who know how to keep secrets and from whom, and definitely don’t need any civvie hackers trying to out us or our location.”


  “Oh.” She sat back in the chair, rubbing at her temples. “I still don’t understand any of this.” She stared at Papa. “The guys who abducted me, and you guys. How did you guys find out what we’d discovered?”


  “You still haven’t figured that out?”


  She shook her head.


  Papa grinned. “Mike sent Arliss an encoded message giving him the heads-up about what you all had found and who you were.”


  She was too mentally exhausted to feel betrayed. “Why? And how do you know that?”


  Papa grinned. “The ‘how I know that’ is because Mike just told me he did it. Why he did it…” His smile faded. “I suspect he was worried about you, about something bad going wrong. He knew enough to know Arliss would immediately jump on the info and send someone in. He wanted someone watching your six. It wasn’t directly, but he suspected that’s what would happen when the guys in white hats got sent in. Namely, us.”


  Her feelings of betrayal fizzled. “He was worried about me?”


  “He told me he loves you like the daughter he never had.”


  “Aww.” Now she had to fight the urge to cry.


  That was so sweet.


  Papa reached out a hand and gently clasped her shoulder. “Guess what, Pandora? You just earned yourself a code name, and are the first female Drunk Monkey. Mike picked it for you.”


  Some of the other men laughed. She was satisfied to see that both Tango and Doc looked proud. “Thanks. Not that I’m objecting, but did he tell you why he picked Pandora?”


  Alpha snorted. “Easy. Because you cracked open a fuckin’ barrel of monkeys and all hell broke loose.”


  Chapter Thirty-Four


  


  Papa looked grim when he emerged from the bedroom following his conversation with his contact.


  “Do we want to know?” Lima asked him.


  “This isn’t public knowledge yet. Not even people in the Australian Ministry of Health know about this yet. There were four confirmed cases of Kite in Darwin yesterday. And another seven that didn’t make it to shore. Refugees from East Timor on a boat. They were intercepted by the Australian Coast Guard. But there’s a lot of damn coastline on this island the military can’t patrol. I wouldn’t doubt that there are likely far more cases on the island already than authorities are aware of, people out in the bush, in small towns, refugees who made it ashore.”


  Doc stared at him. “Shit. We need to move. Now. Before they shut down the ports and other countries refuse to let people in who’ve been here.”


  “We need to move yesterday,” Papa said. “I want everyone ready to leave here in sixty minutes.”


  “What about my family?” Quong said. “I cannot and will not leave them.”


  “Oh, they’re coming with us, Q,” Papa said. “That order meant them, too. Whatever they can carry. If I have to have my men bodily pick them up and load them on the trucks, I will. Everyone goes.” Dr. Quong didn’t move. “Did you not understand me?” Papa asked. “Move it.”


  “My equipment? The research? We cannot leave that behind.”


  “That gets loaded first. I’ve already got my buddy at the port in Melbourne on notice that we’re going to be coming in hot and heavy and need him to cast lines as soon as we’re all aboard. Call your family and get your shit ready to go. Now.”


  Dr. Quong nodded and scurried off to pass the word to his family and prepare his lab.


  “It’s the middle of the night,” Celia said. “Won’t this look strange?”


  “Not in a military port. Ships come and go all the time. We get there, we make the tide. No one will question it, and we’ll be out of Oz before they realize we’re gone. He had already restricted shore leave to just the docks anyway out of Kite risk, so his crew’s all on board and accounted for.”


  “We going in black?” Oscar asked. Papa nodded.


  “What does that mean?” Celia asked.


  “Off the books,” Doc explained. “Need to know only. Go get all your stuff ready.”


  “And if you need a shower,” Tango said to her, “I suggest you grab a quickie now, because it’ll be the last luxury you get before we hit land again.”


  She took the hint and did just that. She was ready to go with all her things packed less than thirty minutes later. She was a little surprised to find that yes, the men had already packed and loaded Dr. Quong’s equipment and were now helping the rest of the family pack and load everything they could for the trip.


  “What about their papers?” Dr. Quong asked Papa. “What if they aren’t allowed into Hawaii because they’re listed as being from South Korea? I was trying to obtain Australian papers for them when you found us.”


  “Don’t worry about that,” Papa assured him. “We’ve got a guy on the Big Island.”


  The doctor looked confused. “I thought Australia was a big island?”


  Celia took pity on him. “He means Hawaii,” she said. “The big island there.”


  “Oh.”


  “We need every one of us off this island ASAP,” Papa said. “If we’re already underway when they close the borders, we’re free and clear. Once Oz locks down, not even Dorothy and her little dog will be allowed in or out, ruby slippers or not.”


  Celia caught the old reference and smiled. “I thought we were going in off the books?” she asked.


  “We are, but I can have my contacts get everything arranged for us before we arrive.”


  “That would make you the Wizard, then.”


  He shrugged. “I gotta be useful for something around here besides herding monkeys.”


  They were on the road fifty-nine minutes after Papa’s initial decree, just before one in the morning. Tango drove the truck they were in, bringing up the rear, Celia sandwiched on the seat between him and Doc, with thirteen of their guys riding in the back with gear and the doctor’s equipment. Papa drove the lead truck, the rest of the guys and Dr. Quong’s equipment in the back. Alpha drove the minivan carrying the Quong family and staying between the two trucks.


  “You think we’ll have any trouble?” Celia asked her men as they neared the docks.


  “Nope,” they echoed. Tango smiled. “Papa’s got this shit handled.”


  The guard at the gate leaned in to talk to Papa through the open window of his truck. A moment later, they were all being waved through without further discussion.


  “See?” Doc told her. “That’s why he’s got the rank.”


  They pulled up at the dock next to a large ship. “Ooh, we’re going in style.” Tango’s comment bore more than a hint of sarcasm.


  “What?” she asked.


  “It’s a neobattlecruiser,” Doc explained as he reached for his door handle. “Carries nearly two thousand crew. They’re armed, but more a support vessel now than they were fifty years ago when they started building them.” He turned after getting out and stared at Tango. “Not every fricking boat can be a supercarrier,” he told him. “Suck it up, buttercup. Don’t be a goddamned diva.”


  Tango flipped him a bird before getting out.


  She followed the men. Already, an officer was racing down the main gangplank, two others trailing in his wake. He met up with Papa, who quickly discussed things with them before shit got real. After everyone lined up for and passed stick tests from the vessel’s doctor, there followed an explosion of activity, with crew members from the vessel jumping into what looked like well-choreographed action to get gear and people alike loaded on board.


  Ten minutes later, Celia was standing on the deck of the USS Gramble-Goodley with her men and following them through a hatch into the bowels of the ship.


  The captain himself led the way, with the Quong family between several of the Drunk Monkeys, Celia, Doc, Tango, and then the rest of the men. He opened the door on a large room that was likely used as a storeroom of some kind, based on the sturdy, but empty shelving units. Already, several cots and a few hammocks and bedrolls had been arranged inside the room and on some of the shelves. They’d be tight quarters for sleeping, but better that than on the run.


  Celia felt sorry for the two young Quong daughters, who spoke no English and looked terrified as they huddled against their mother and grandmother.


  “It won’t be the Ritz,” the captain told Papa, “but I know you all can make do. Sorry the civvies won’t be comfortable, but at least it’s safe.”


  Dr. Quong shook the captain’s hand. “Thank you so much, Captain. You have no idea how much me and my family appreciate this.”


  “You can pay me back by solving this Kite problem.” He turned to Papa. “We’ll be underway for at least a week. Routine patrols and stuff as we make our way to Hawaii. When we get into port, I want the civvies and any of your guys who don’t need to be moving around confined to this room and the head down the hall, got it? No one comes above-deck until I clear it. A couple of your guys can bring mess back to everyone else here if you all are stuck in here that long.”


  “Got it,” Papa said.


  “Good. I’ll have one of my guys come down here to give you a tour. I need the civvies confined to mess, head, and quarters during daylight hours while we’re underway. If they want up on deck at night for some air, we can arrange that as long as some of your guys are supervising them, but no unauthorized movements around the vessel for their own safety. And make sure those girls always have an adult with them at all times. Even for trips to the head. I don’t want them getting hurt or falling overboard.”


  “No problem,” Papa assured him.


  “I’ll scout up extra uniforms for your men. Once we’re in port and we know what the layout is, and your guy gets hold of his contact, we can arrange the transfer. I’d rather keep them on board and move out to sea again if I have to, rather than off-load them if it isn’t safe.”


  “Thanks, Captain. We really appreciate it.”


  He pulled Papa in for a hug. “For nobody but you, you know.”


  “I know, and I appreciate it.”


  The captain left them all there. They helped the Quongs get their belongings situated and settled in the cots at the larger end of the room, while leaving the hammocks and bedrolls for themselves. When Celia offered to take a hammock and let one of the men have a bedroll on a shelf, Doc and Tango shook their heads.


  “Oh, no,” Doc told her. “This way.”


  While the transfer of their gear had been happening, apparently Doc or Tango had managed to acquire a sheet they’d stretched across an oddly angled corner at the far end of the room. It’d be a snug fit, but the three of them had two bedrolls shoved together for themselves.


  “Aw, it’s like a suite,” she said, relieved to see her luggage had made it. She set her carry-on bag with her laptop and other gear on top of her bag.


  They pulled the makeshift curtain closed. “Okay, serious time. You need to send one last e-mail to your buddy. Make sure to address him as Mike. And you have to pull the battery on the sat-phone.”


  “What? Why?”


  “They’re going to try to trace you,” Tango said. “You need to send him a message that you’re still looking for information, that you got information that proves the doc is in Melbourne, you’ve already missed him once by minutes, and when you find out where he is, you’ll get back to Mike. It needs to come from an Oz connection.”


  “But Mike already knows what’s going on. Why go through the trouble to do that?”


  “To throw people off your trail and keep Mike and your sister safe,” Doc said. “You don’t think they’ll try coming after us again once they figure out they screwed up and we all got away? Let everyone think you got hung up in what will be a mass exodus. Total chaos.”


  “What about Carole?”


  Tango shook his head. “Nope. You can’t put her or her family at risk. Let Mike handle it from his end. Once you send the e-mail, disable the Wi-Fi and sat-link on your laptop so no one can ping it.”


  Digging into her bag, she pulled out her sat-phone, yanked the battery, and then put it away again. “Okay?”


  Tango smiled. “Perfect.”


  She dug out her laptop and found she had a Wi-Fi signal from one of the nearby public sat-link feeds. After thinking, she tapped out a message and let the men read it first.


  


  Mike,


  He is here! Missed him by minutes last night, have proof and witnesses he’s here. Have several more leads and will follow up with them this morning. Will e-mail you later with what I find.


  Ce.


  


  Doc nodded after reading it. “Perfect.”


  “So what do we do now?”


  The men smiled. “For now,” Doc said, “you put that computer away and we actually get some restful sleep for the first time in a few weeks.”


  “Amen to that,” Tango said.


  She was about to drift to sleep comfortably nestled between her men when she had another question. “Tango, why did he accuse you of being a diva?”


  “Because I used to be stationed on a supercarrier,” he said. “Small special ops team on board. I came over to SOTIF from there.” He smiled. “I can’t help it if anything else feels like a step down. We could launch airplanes from the deck for chrissake. This…this is like a toy rowboat.”


  “Diva,” Doc said.


  “Asshole,” he playfully shot back.


  She grabbed their hands and held them to her chest. “Shut your pie holes, monkeys. Time for bed.”


  And with that, exhausted, they enjoyed sleeping their first totally stress-free night together. Rather, what was left of it.


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  


  Celia didn’t know what time it was when she awoke several hours later, still safely tucked between Doc and Tango in their makeshift nest. The large room they were all sharing had no portholes, and someone had kept most of the lights turned off. From the sound of soft and not-so-soft snores, there were other Monkeys who’d taken advantage of the respite to catch some rack time. Someone had plugged a music player into a speaker. Soft, jazzy music she couldn’t identify was playing just loudly enough to mask most of the noises.


  Enough to give them a little privacy.


  For the first time in several days, Celia felt like she could actually relax and not be staring over her shoulder.


  Or worried about Doc and Tango.


  Well, or any of the other guys, truth be told. The more she got to know them, the more it really had begun to feel like a family.


  Even Q, as everyone had started calling Dr. Quong.


  Can’t be a Monkey without a code name.


  From what she understood, Dr. Quong’s family would be moved elsewhere, outside of Q’s knowledge. Someplace safe.


  As safe as they could be sharing the world with Kite.


  She felt Doc stir next to her, rolling onto his side and nuzzling the top of her head. “Good morning, sweetheart.” His voice, thick with sleep, pulled every good thing from deep within her soul and made her want to spend the rest of her life in his arms. His, and Tango’s.


  But sleepyhead let out a snore next to them.


  His loss.


  She’d make it up to him later.


  She rolled over on top of Doc, kissing him. He slid his hands down to her ass, grabbing and squeezing, his morning hard-on pressing against her.


  Atta boy.


  The way their little private alcove was angled from the rest of the room, and with all the extra gear and luggage stacked up in front of their curtain, she wasn’t afraid of anyone seeing what they were doing.


  Hearing, however…


  She’d have to be quiet.


  Still kissing her, he rolled them to their sides, which bumped her against Tango. He let out another snore, which made her giggle.


  I’ll steal these moments when I can. They’d be on the run for who knew how long. Stolen moments like these might be sweet memories depending on what the future threw at them.


  Doc slipped his fingers inside the waistband of her pajama pants and shoved them and her panties down her thighs. Then, with agility she didn’t know the man possessed, he rolled her completely onto her back and smiled down at her in the dim light.


  That was when he blew her a kiss.


  She giggled. That, apparently, was enough to wake Tango.


  “What the hell?” he mumbled.


  They both shushed him, which apparently struck some part of his sleepy brain and rang a gong.


  His eyes popped open. “Ah,” he whispered. Then he was kissing her while Doc sat up and finished pulling her bottoms all the way off her.


  She thought he’d take advantage and go to town, but apparently he decided otherwise. He pushed her thighs apart and bent between her legs.


  Then she was really glad Tango was kissing her, muffling her moans, helping her stay quiet while Doc’s skilled tongue quickly brought her over.


  Only then did he sit up, unzip his pants, and shove them and his briefs far enough down his hips he could slide his stiff cock home inside her ready cunt. He braced himself on his arms above her, filling her, fucking her.


  Tango had one of his hands busy, too, playing with her nipples, back and forth.


  She wished they could do more, but she knew the last thing she wanted to do was face an angry mother or grandmother trying to keep the girls’ ears covered.


  Her body responded to them. With the feel of Doc’s cock fucking her so right and so well, she shoved aside all thoughts of the future and enjoyed everything about that moment. She wished she could capture it permanently in her mind, the sound of their breaths, the taste of their flesh, the pleasure they had managed to draw from her after only such a short time together.


  Even better, the pleasure she knew she gave them.


  No, she had no doubts about how they felt. The way they looked at her, the way they touched her, the way they talked to her, they telegraphed it with every look, every kiss. These two hunks could have any woman they wanted, whenever they wanted.


  And they wanted her.


  This was the right choice.


  Doc slowed his thrusts a little, more of a sensual grind now, she opened her eyes. His raised eyebrows posed a silent question to her. With her clit already swollen and sensitive from his earlier oral attention, she rocked her hips against him, trying to find that sweet spot, that perfect angle.


  She loved how he worked with her, both of them did, waiting on her, patient. No rushing, no making her feel guilty. Focused on her.


  Another reason she knew they weren’t lying. No, she knew all men weren’t like the ones she’d met. Maybe Chicago just had a crappy crop of them unless you had looks like Carole.


  Slowly, with Doc’s patience, another release began to build inside her. The sweet tension increased, growing stronger, swelling. As it did, her fingers wrapped around Doc’s upper arm, his smile gradually widening as he realized she was building up to another climax. She wanted to moan, to cry out, to yell with joy and pleasure and had to breathe all those things out through Tango’s mouth so as not to reveal what they were doing.


  The pleasure finally burst inside her, her climax making her pussy squeeze Doc’s cock. His sharp intake of breath told her he was close, had been holding back. He sped up, his thrusts harder, faster, deeper, until he let out a soft gasp and fell still, his eyes dropping closed.


  She drew in a long, deep breath and let it out again before Tango finally lifted his mouth from hers.


  He wore a grin which she knew exactly what it meant.


  His turn.


  Doc leaned in and kissed her, sweetly, before withdrawing and rolling off to her other side. Tango quickly took his place while Doc cradled her against him.


  Then he slid one hand down to her clit while he kissed her.


  Oh, boy.


  They were determined to get at least one more out of her. She wouldn’t try to deter them. They enjoyed doing this. The last thing she wanted them to do was stop.


  Tango fucked her, his technique different in a good way. His cock was a little shorter, but a little wider in girth than Doc’s, and he filled her as perfectly as his partner had.


  And with Doc’s persistent finger on her clit, she had no choice but to lie back and enjoy it. Tango’s blue eyes stared down at her, intent, watching her face even as Doc kissed her.


  After a few minutes, with Tango’s slow and steady thrusts, combined with Doc’s assist, she felt another orgasm build inside her. Working together, the men sensed her building up again and coaxed it from her, both of them reading her body and picking up the tempo the closer she grew to climax.


  And then…


  She closed her eyes, once again squeezing, this time Tango’s arm, as she breathed through it and tried not to moan.


  Then she was tucked between the two of them, ready to drift off to sleep once more, until she realized she was lying there without pants and needed to clean up the two loads of cum they’d just dumped inside her.


  When she started to sit up, Tango hooked an arm around her. “No you don’t,” he mumbled, almost sounding like he was going to sleep again, too. “I’m comfortable.”


  She managed to wiggle out from under his arm and find her pants. “I’ll be right back,” she whispered.


  She found and grabbed her towel and washcloth. After ducking around the curtain and picking her way past the equipment, she spotted Papa near the room’s door, half sitting up against a wall. His eyes opened just enough for him to smile and tip her a brief two-fingered salute from his temple.


  Her face heated, knowing he knew.


  She hurried to the head, used the toilet, cleaned up and did a quick wipe-down sponge bath to make her feel a little more human, and then pulled her clothes back on.


  Should have grabbed my toothbrush.


  Oh, well. The men both had morning breath, too. Or afternoon breath. Or whatever time it was. Her internal clock was so messed up now, it didn’t matter. They had scheduled shower time later. She didn’t want to push her welcome there and take one now.


  Staring into the mirror, she spotted her red hair sticking out everywhere from where it’d come loose from her braid.


  Dammit. She looked like a mess. She pulled out the elastic band, finger-combed it as best she could, and then rebraided it.


  Better.


  Not by much, but if the men could still look at her with that much love in their eyes when she looked like frigging Medusa, she supposed they had to be crazy over her.


  Or maybe just plain crazy.


  Truth was, she didn’t care. She’d take them just the way they were.


  Chapter Thirty-Six


  


  Later that evening, after their showers and before their meal that was really late for them, due to their messed-up schedule from that morning, Celia sat on the deck with Doc while the cool breeze blew over them and they stared at a sea of stars above them. Tango was somewhere below and would join them shortly.


  “So, where do we go from here?” Celia asked.


  “You mean after Hawaii?”


  She nodded.


  “Not sure yet,” he said before looking down at her. “We don’t know how long we’ll be there, yet. Might be for a while. Hard to run ops from there, though, without military intervention. Will probably have to relocate somewhere else. We don’t want to split up the team for too long.” She loved how he kept his hair a little longer than the other guys. Enough to dig her fingers into and enough for the breeze from the bow to blow it around.


  “Are we going to be safe in Hawaii?”


  “For a little while, yes. We’re coming in black on a military ship,” he said. “We have an in with the crew. They’re keeping us unlisted, classified.”


  She still had problems processing that. “They can do that?”


  “Captain of the boat can do anything he wants.” He smiled. “And he happens to be Papa’s uncle.”


  She arched an eyebrow at him. “A monkey’s uncle, huh?”


  He grinned. “No shit. Mother’s brother.”


  “Ah. But how do you know no one will find out what he’s done? I don’t want him to get in trouble for helping us.”


  “He’s got high-level security clearance. He and his crew run support on a lot of black ops missions. They scrub their logs and manifests on a regular basis. No one expects to be able to trace what they’ve done. That’s how we know we can trust him and his crew. We literally were never here on this boat as far as anyone is concerned.”


  “What about Quong’s family?”


  “Alpha’s got a buddy who’s a CIA spook in Hilo. He’s already working on new IDs for them, us, and for you.”


  “Can we trust him?”


  Doc sighed. “At some point, we have to trust, yes. There are people we wouldn’t trust, some we’d trust in a limited fashion, and then a few key people we trust.”


  “Mi—Bubba?” She still had difficulty thinking of him by his code name.


  “Definitely.”


  She still couldn’t get over the fact that Mike had worried so much about her that he’d passed on the info to Arliss, suspecting it meant she’d end up hooked up with a SOTIF unit. “General Arliss?”


  He hesitated. “I want to say we can trust him, but I’m not going to bet my life or yours on that. My gut tells me it’s someone else who’s running things sideways and in the shadows, outside of Arliss’ sphere of influence. Someone lower down the food chain. Especially since we now know Bubba can look at it for us from a different angle. It would explain how someone got the info about you, but didn’t know enough to track it back to Bubba. They didn’t know Arliss was getting his intel from totally OTG sources.”


  “Doesn’t that make things more dangerous for us? That it’s someone else and we don’t know who?”


  “It could, if it wasn’t for the fact that we’re the most dangerous things on the planet right now.”


  “Except for Kite,” she quietly said.


  “Well, yeah. There is that. I suspect Arliss and Bubba will have some more direct communications in the near future, if they aren’t already. If anyone can help Arliss root out the mole, it’ll be Bubba.”


  Tango walked up. “Mess in ten,” he said. “And Papa says we’re to stay on board when we hit Pearl Harbor.”


  “Why?” Celia asked.


  “We and Dr. Quong aren’t staying on this island. We’re going to get dropped elsewhere.”


  Neither of them asked. If Tango knew, he’d tell them.


  “I’m guessing,” Celia quietly asked, “that we won’t be in Hawaii for long?”


  “Probably not,” Tango said. “We’re already tracking Dr. Perkins’ whereabouts and staying off the grid to do it. We can’t afford for the wrong people to get their hands on these people.”


  “Do you have a secure connection to Bubba yet? I want to make sure he’s okay.”


  “We’re working on it,” Tango said. “He might end up moved elsewhere, for all I know. That’s not my call, though, babe.”


  “How do we know Dr. Quong won’t jump ship with his family?” she asked. “They’re safe, right? Since they’re vaccinated?”


  “Because,” Doc said, “he wants a successful vaccine as badly as the rest of us do.” He frowned. “He’s not positive the vaccine he gave his family will keep them safe. They were racing against time to put one together as it was. Not enough time for thorough testing. And you heard him yourself. Kite’s mutating.”


  “Oh.” She stared out at the vast ocean around of them.


  Well, I did think about trying to get back to the States on a boat instead of a plane.


  Summer was rapidly approaching. With it, a likely spike in Kite infections worldwide in the northern hemisphere.


  “Failure isn’t an option,” Doc assured her. “Just keep saying that to yourself.”


  She laid her head on Tango’s shoulder. Considering she didn’t want to be anywhere else but with these two men, regardless of where they had to go, she knew she had no other choice.


  “Failure isn’t an option,” she said.


  


  * * * *


  


  Reverend Silo stood at the windows overlooking the Sandias when he heard the knock.


  “Come.”


  He knew it was Jerald without looking. And the tentative sound of his knock did not bode well.


  “Sir?”


  “Just tell me.”


  He heard Jerald step into the room and close the office door behind him. The man cleared his throat before starting. “Unfortunately, the target was lost.”


  “Lost?”


  He nervously swallowed. “Removed from our friends’ possession.”


  Silo finally turned, struggling and finally managing to contain his anger. “Well?”


  “Our friends report losses on their side.”


  “In other words, their asses literally got kicked by a bunch of Drunk Monkeys?”


  Jerald nodded.


  Silo carefully considered his next words. He wasn’t a man used to running up against opposition. “Did we hear anything back from our friends? Why this didn’t go according to plan?”


  “Our friends don’t know that. They lost contact with part of their group. Further investigation discovered the unsuccessful venture.”


  “Figures.” General Arliss was someone he’d long wanted to have under his thumb, but he’d never been able to bribe or blackmail the man. Arliss was a rarity at his level, squeaky clean with no apparent skeletons in his closet.


  And Silo knew he couldn’t just order the general kicked out of his post. That would raise too many suspicions, even if he brought all his contacts to bear down on the officer.


  That would be getting greedy, and greed is what usually initiated massive downfalls.


  “Now what?” he asked Jerald.


  “The targets have gone underground,” Jerald said. “Our friends are working on reacquiring their whereabouts.”


  “Keep at it. I want to know where they are. What about that reporter?”


  “She sent an e-mail yesterday to a coworker of hers in Chicago, stating that she was…close to her goal. But the Australian borders were shut down yesterday, and we’ve been unable to track if she actually left the country or is still there.”


  He glared at Jerald. “And she didn’t mention—” He caught himself, cleared his throat, and lowered his voice. “She portrayed everything as normal?”


  Jerald nodded.


  “It was obviously a fake e-mail. She would have mentioned her little…run-in with our friends. Find her. Have someone keep an eye on her sister and that coworker of hers, on their social media and e-mail accounts, everything. If she’s going to contact someone, it’ll be them. Do we know if she’s with the Drunk Monkeys or not?”


  “No, sir. We don’t. But considering our friends failed, I would suspect she might be. It would be an unusual coincidence, indeed, if they didn’t facilitate her liberation.”


  That was one of the reasons he liked Jerald. The man could make the most unsavory activities sound like ordinary, above-board business dealings.


  Jerald stood awaiting further instructions.


  Silo dropped into his chair behind his desk. “So it’s safe to say that particular doctor will no longer be within our grasp? At least not for the immediate future?”


  “It would appear that way.”


  “Do we have any other direct connections to Arliss?”


  “Not yet, sir. None who are highly placed enough to be effective at this time.”


  “Call Senator Davis. Find out if he can secure us an independent contact in the general’s command or elsewhere.”


  “I took the liberty of doing that already, sir. He will get back to us.”


  “Very good. How is the LA project progressing?”


  “On schedule, sir. The volunteers have already started their training.”


  “Excellent. Keep me posted on any new developments in…this matter. That’s all.” He waved Jerald out. Once he was alone again, he leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers behind his head.


  What would I do? Where would I go? Well, obviously I’d get my ass off Oz.


  Everyone had known it was only a matter of time before Kite made it to the island. With the infection raging within Asia and Indonesia, desperate refugees would seek safe harbors elsewhere, bringing the infection with them.


  As long as Australia had controlled air traffic and the vessels accessing their ports, they could keep the disease off their turf.


  Now…


  Pity.


  He suspected it was likely the group would try to make their way to the US mainland. But now that they were cut off from their secure military communications and support lines, it would make life difficult for them, at the very least.


  Unfortunately, he also suspected the men were very resourceful. They weren’t the first SOTIF team created for nothing. Their last standing orders were to get as many of the people from The List to US soil that they could, so they could work on a Kite vaccine.


  And if one of the doctors was still alive, that meant others likely were, too.


  The trick would be getting to them first, and not implicating himself in their acquisition. It wouldn’t do for a reporter to spill any of his secrets to the public. Not when he was so damn close to his goal.


  By God, I will not tolerate being stymied by a bunch of men called the Drunk Monkeys.
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