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  Can the Drunk Monkeys save the day before the clock runs out?


  Tank isn’t a student, a hacker, or twenty-two-years old. The major is a deep-cover military intel officer, and she’s got orders to help save the world. That means protecting the group of student hackers she’s embedded with.


  Initially, Papa and Alpha aren’t sure what to make of Tank, until they learn the truth about her identity. Monkeying around takes a backseat to stopping an apocalypse, and the world isn’t safe from Kite just yet.


  Time’s quickly running out—and not just for the human race. Reverend Silo and President Kennedy might both be about to reap what they’ve sown as General Arliss sets his plans into motion. And when the final pieces are moved into position for an epic showdown, Papa and Alpha realize that surviving an apocalypse is nothing compared to overcoming their greatest challenge yet—Tank’s father.
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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…


  


  Well, here we are. When last we left our intrepid band of Drunk Monkeys, they’d just arrived in Canada.


  Why?


  Not simply because it was there, that’s for dang sure.


  They evacuated from the US because the lab at the CDC facility in Atlanta had come under attack by some hired guns. Hired by one Reverend Hannibal Silo, founder of the Church of the Rising Sunset.


  Fortunately, the Drunk Monkeys didn’t lose any team members during the attack. In fact, the scientists on the research team actually hit upon the right combo to finally form an effective Kite virus vaccine that could be put into production.


  Yay!


  But the attack meant their location was no longer secure, and they would have to move yet again.


  Boo!


  Hence traveling to, oh, Canada.


  Eh? What’s so special about Canada, you ask? (That’s right, you did ask that, didn’t you?)


  They’re certainly not there for the maple syrup, hockey, and beer. Although those are pretty damn good reasons to start with.


  General Arliss has trusted contacts in the RCAF and has secured the team a safe refuge at a base there. A base which also has an advanced medical research facility capable of completing the work needed to develop a Kite virus vaccine. The whole Drunk Monkeys crew has moved there en masse, including the scientists from The List that they’ve brought in, the women who’ve partnered with the Drunk Monkeys—and now they’ve been joined by a small college hacktivist group led by a woman named Tank…


  A woman who is definitely far more than she first appears to be, as we learned at the end of the last book.


  Mary Silo—excuse me, Kali Enyo—is closer than ever to her goal of taking down her husband, the same Reverend Hannibal Silo. Helping her is Ax, who also wants to carve out a chunk of Silo’s hide.


  But Silo has even bigger problems than he thought. His right-hand guy, Jerald Arbeid, wants Silo gone, since he’s realized his batshit-crazy boss has traveled way too far into Insanity Land.


  Not just gone as in hit the road, gone, but gone as in here’s a few more shovelfuls of dirt on top of you, gone. The two men are now locked in a battle of wits.


  To be honest, it looks like Jerald might win. Especially since Hannibal is batcrap crazy and Jerald’s at least two steps ahead of the man.


  Not to mention in their battle of wits, Hannibal has been showing up insufficiently armed as of late.


  But let’s go back and talk about Tank for a moment, shall we? Turns out Bubba and General Arliss had secret friends in more places than even the Drunk Monkeys knew about. And I sort of left you hanging a little at the end of the last book.


  Eh, sorry (not sorry). I am a bit of a sadist.


  Which is why, for one last time, we’re going to start this tale just a little bit before the previous one ended.


  Context, yo.


  Thanks for coming along for the ride. So buckle up, buttercup. The end of the apocalypse is close at hand…


  Or is it?


  Chapter Two


  


  In an apocalypse, as in anything else, the key is location, location, location…


  


  Noel Tanaka, or “Tank,” as her group called her, was having anything but an easy night. Late on a Sunday night, not quite early Monday morning yet, and Kansas City’s bitterly cold late November air certainly felt a world away from California’s milder climate.


  Actually, it wasn’t even that night stressing Tank out in particular, but the series of events that were only amplified by what happened on Saturday, the attack on the CDC facility in Atlanta. If she had to take a reasoned guess, the attack had been Reverend Hannibal Silo’s doing, but she wasn’t keyed in to that convo.


  Not my circus, not my monkeys.


  She already had her plate more than full over the past two years, and it had taken a heavy toll on her. Of all the possible deep cover assignments for her to accept, this one had, surprisingly, been the most difficult to pull off long-term. And that was just the technical aspect of it, as well as the passing as someone she wasn’t. That wasn’t even counting how, several times already, she’d faced death and almost lost the group to world events beyond her control.


  The fall of LA.


  Barstow.


  If I ever stand face-to-face with Arliss again, I’m going to want to deck him.


  She took a deep breath and held it for a long moment before she released it. In the frigid night air, it frosted as it drifted away from her.


  No, socking my commanding officer is baaaaad.


  Even if he did deserve it. Sort of. No, he wasn’t responsible for Barstow, and had actually gotten them out of there and saved their lives.


  And there was the fact that she had willingly accepted this assignment in the first place.


  But that was before Kite, before TMFU, and before she now had to keep these fourteen fucking clueless civvie hackers alive long enough to get them to a place of permanent safety so she could make sure the mission was a success.


  How was she supposed to know that an apocalypse would crop up? She’d thought it was going to be a simple infiltration, steering them in the right direction, feeding them the information given to her by her handler, using them as a tool, a means to achieve an eventual desired end. A clueless collective of political pawns that would leave her superior officer’s hands squeaky clean and yet get the country back on the right track.


  TMFU changed all that.


  Yes, after it was obvious that LA was lost, she’d been given orders that she had permission to save herself, to bail if need be and get her own asset self back to Washington.


  She didn’t feel right doing that, though. Especially after she’d gotten to know them.


  It would have meant certain death for the kids, and it would have meant a total mission failure. Staying with them meant she might still pull this off and keep them alive. Being shuffled to a new handler earlier this year had dramatically helped. She didn’t know who he was beyond his code name, Bubba, but he was better to deal with, easier, far more deeply connected and responsive than any other handler she’d had before.


  Because of him, she’d gotten the group out of California, alive and uninfected with Kite. He’d also kept them financed, even though the rest of her group didn’t know that.


  They damn sure didn’t need to know that.


  Right now, she needed to focus on how to get them out of Kansas City and to Topeka. To the secret base that not even the brass at Leavenworth knew about.


  That’s where the Drunk Monkeys would be heading, and that’s where she needed to herd this clueless bunch of college kid hackers sometime in the near future. The situation was starting to grow far too complicated, too dangerous for her to guarantee their safety on her own any longer. She’d need assets at her disposal. Backup security to guard them.


  Meaning she could actually get some sleep before she collapsed from exhaustion.


  Or worse, before her exhaustion caused her to make a mistake that might cost her the mission, or cost someone their life.


  One more circuit around the roof, and she spotted nothing out of place, nothing to cause her any alarm.


  The truth was, even if they did have a sentry, they wouldn’t know what to look for even if she told them. Not a single damn one of these kids had a lick of common sense. They’d never had to. They’d either grown up privileged, with lives of ease and parents who had money to smooth their way, or they’d spent their lives with their noses in a book to earn them scholastic scholarships. Neither of those scenarios conducive to becoming street smart.


  I bet their dads didn’t make them “survive” war games to earn their learner’s permits.


  Satisfied everything was all clear, Tank left the roof and headed back down to the main level, where the others still soundly slept inside the makeshift tarp tent walling off a corner of the office area, holding in heat from a small space heater.


  Her idea.


  Gatsby, their group’s unofficial “leader,” was only the leader by popularity. No one had elected him, and he really didn’t have any experience in the area of command knowledge or survival skills.


  Not that Tank wanted to openly take over. That might draw more attention to her than she needed right now. If she lost the group’s trust, it could compromise her whole mission.


  It was, however, starting to take a toll on her. She was the only one interested in getting up and checking things out. She couldn’t stay awake 24/7, but not having a qualified sentry watching their six meant she wouldn’t sleep, either. Not while they were so vulnerable.


  With what happened in Atlanta, it wouldn’t surprise her if the regular military assigned priority status to taking out their little “anarchist” group. Several times already they’d had to leave hideouts sooner than planned because one of their members hadn’t covered their electronic tracks.


  Like damned Sylvan leaving messages, trying to find her parents.


  Tank sympathized with her, because she didn’t even know if her own father was dead or not.


  But no way would Tank do something to jeopardize the safety and lives of the group just to find out, either.


  Damn kids.


  They simply didn’t get it. They understood on an intellectual level that they were in danger, had escaped danger, had to avoid endangering themselves, but they didn’t feel it. Not really. Tank had been able to keep them two steps ahead of trouble and insulate them from threats to a certain extent but only because of the secret assets at her disposal.


  Hell, it was her job, even though the others didn’t know it.


  They didn’t even know her real name or age. Like the fact that she wasn’t twenty-two, she was thirty-four. And she wasn’t a college student like them.


  She was a deep-cover military intel operative. Ironically, she was actually leading a triple life. Not just the role she played with this group, but outside of it, too. Then, she had to pretend she was a retired vet who’d received a medical discharge due to an on-duty injury.


  Not that she was deep-cover military intel working to help bring down the currently corrupt US government.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sleep was impossible. Instead, Tank retreated to her thoughts, nearly as dangerous a place for her lately as the real world, but it was her only escape.


  Trying not to think about her parents was impossible, that old axiomatic problem. The more you tried not to think about something, the more you couldn’t force thoughts about it from your mind, even under threat of death.


  Over the past two years, she’d been more grateful for her father and his overzealous ways when she was growing up than she ever had in her entire life.


  I just hope I get a chance to tell him that in person.


  She always tried to think in terms of when, not if she’d see her dad again.


  It was no secret he’d hoped she’d be a boy, but she’d never felt unloved by him. Instead, he made sure his only child could take care of herself in every way, leaving room for her mother to smooth off the rougher edges. She could set a formal dinner table and shoot any motherfuckers trying to bust down the door in the process without breaking a sweat.


  She could change a tire or her nail polish.


  Not at the same time, of course.


  His careful tutelage had led to her not only going straight to officer’s school without passing go, but to being brought into military intel at a young age when some soldiers were still struggling through their first years.


  He’d trained her well.


  Too well, her mom had protested despite her own pride. Now a lieutenant colonel, her mom was—hopefully—still safe in Germany, buttoned-up in an underground base.


  Her father…


  He was still unaccounted for in Manila.


  The thought of trying to get back to Manila herself to find him when this mission ended wasn’t something Tank planned in her mind. She knew how improbable that was, the logistics needed.


  She was but one tiny cog in a world completely gone off the rails. A world that didn’t give a shit about her father or her mission or these damn college kids.


  And if she ever lost sight of that fact, the world would grind her cog self up without a second glance.


  


  * * * *


  


  Despite the presence of fourteen other people, the building sounded quiet.


  Too quiet.


  Tank couldn’t sleep even if she wanted to, every nerve on edge, tension jangling through her veins. Sitting propped up in the far corner, back to the walls, even dozing off wasn’t going to happen. After another couple of hours, she gave up trying.


  Back to the roof.


  It was cold up there, but it gave her a clear view of their surroundings. This early in the morning, about an hour before dawn, she had the world to herself for a few minutes.


  Then her jacket pocket started to vibrate, startling her.


  Fuck.


  She fished out the secret sat-phone the group didn’t know she had. This couldn’t be good news, because Bubba never texted her with good news unless she texted him first.


  Sure enough…


  ASAP. Window closes Tuesday morning.


  “Shit,” she whispered. She thought about her reply before sending it.


  RR. I’ll do my best. OO


  She’d just gotten the group convinced that Kansas City was a reasonable place to lay low for a while. Getting them moving again to Topeka this soon might be problematic.


  She took another turn around the roof and tried to think of a logical, plausible solution to this new hiccup. Worse came to worse, she’d just make something up. A contact insisted they had to leave now. An opportunity to evac to safety just emerged…


  Something.


  Anything.


  While with this group she tried to keep the flat-out falsehoods down to a minimum due to the power of their Google-Fu skills, their lack of any first-hand, personal military knowledge helped. None of them had parents in the military, or who had served.


  Fortunately, she didn’t need to make anything up. When Tank opened the stairwell door to go downstairs, she nearly tripped over Sylvan. The girl was sitting on the top step of the landing, laptop open and illuminating her shocked expression as she stared up at Tank.


  “What the—” Tank grabbed the laptop from her. “Oh, hell no. Fuck, no. What did we tell you?” Tank slammed the laptop’s lid shut while fighting the urge to go back up to the roof and sling it off said roof and into the darkness.


  “My parents, Tank,” she tearfully whispered. “I have to find them.”


  Tank realized this was actually the answer to her prayers. “What did you do?”


  “I just posted another message. To a different board, I swear. And seeing if anyone responded to my earlier posts.”


  Tank pinched the bridge of her nose. “We have to move again. They’ll be on to us.”


  “But it was one message. Late at night!”


  “They’re monitoring stuff twenty-four/seven. Don’t you realize that? There’s a government sysadmin sitting somewhere looking for hits on searches like this. There’s probably already been a flag raised and an all-call sent out. Dammit!”


  Sylvan had grown up with the hat-trick of privilege—wealthy parents, good looks, and brains. To her, before all of this, survival had meant figuring out when she could get her hair or nails done and not have to wait.


  If it hadn’t been for her having an unrequited crush on Gatsby, Sylvan likely wouldn’t be here now.


  Tank grabbed Sylvan by the arm, hauled her to her feet, and dragged her downstairs with her. Tank marched her into the makeshift tent area and turned on a battery-operated lantern. “Everybody wake up. We need to get ready to move.”


  After Tank quickly explained the situation, almost everyone started hurrying to get ready.


  Tank was, of course, ready to go in less than five minutes. She’d hoped to lead by example, to express to them how urgently they needed to get.


  The fuck.


  Out of there.


  At least Gatsby and Connell seemed to grok the seriousness of the situation and started lighting fires under everyone else.


  Which led to Connell and Sylvan getting into it when he called her out for forcing them to move again, after she bitched about having to move without getting a chance to wash up first.


  We could quite possibly die, all because that little bitch wants a shower.


  If it wouldn’t totally fark her mission and plague her with guilt, Tank would simply drive away without them.


  She walked outside, loaded her gear into her truck, and grabbed three spare mags from their hiding place in her messenger bag and tucked them into her left jacket pocket. She moved her nine from her back holster to her right jacket pocket, in case she needed it while driving.


  Walking around the building, she pulled out her sat-phone and texted Bubba.


  EXFIL ASAP. 15 SOBS.


  She received a response seconds later.


  20?


  She pulled up the GPS coordinates and texted them.


  Barely time for three breaths before he replied.


  EXFIL en route. ETA < 1hr. Will ID as friends of Ax.


  Followed by GPS coordinates for the meeting spot, a park not even twenty minutes away.


  With every minute that passed and they still hadn’t left, her tension ratcheted up another notch. She didn’t think they made a number to assign to the pucker factor she now sat on.


  That Bubba already had an exfil team prepared to get them concerned her. She wondered what else he knew that she didn’t.


  And if she even wanted to know.


  Of course there was more Sylvan-related squabbling before they could get loaded and underway. When the kids were all finally ready to leave what felt like far too damn long many minutes later, Tank took the lead in the truck, pulling ahead of the others.


  One more lucky break. Please, just one more.


  Tank headed out toward the meeting place, the other two vehicles falling in behind her. They were so close to safety.


  So.


  Damn.


  Close.


  But was it close enough?


  Chapter Three


  


  Papa stared out the windshield as they drove west through the darkness, Alpha behind the wheel.


  Destination: Topeka.


  Safety.


  From there they were home free, and they’d head north to the secret base in Canada.


  Meaning their research team could finally start producing the vaccine in large batches for final testing before it went into full-scale production.


  They were almost “there,” at their overall mission goal, even if they were still several hours east of Topeka.


  Find the scientists. Help them formulate a vaccine. Safely deliver scientists and vaccine.


  Don’t die in the process.


  So far, their unit had sustained minimal losses, and none of them to their core group.


  Annie’s friends in LA. Scooter’s friends. Stu’s brother. Ak’s brother and aunt. Panda’s brother. Ax’s parents, although that had been decades ago.


  None of them directly killed by Silo’s own hands, but close enough, as far as Papa was concerned.


  Going on five years as the CO of the Drunk Monkeys, Major Sam Warner knew that once this mission was complete, he’d be leaving the military and starting the rest of his life, whatever that meant. He hoped Alpha would want to come with, because he loved the man like a brother and considered him not just his second in command, but his best friend.


  Unlike the other nine pairs of men in their unit, they didn’t have a woman to keep them together. He didn’t know how that would play out later in terms of their dynamic.


  Then again, they were in charge. Their job was to successfully complete their mission, not fuck around. Although the women who’d joined their unit so far had all played an important role in keeping them going, helping them fulfill their mission.


  Clara had helped root out one mole, and as a nurse had helped the research team. Annie had taken out another mole. Ak helped keep their unit running, and Chief’s law enforcement skills, as well as her military experience, had helped save lives.


  Pandora had started it all by helping to locate Q, the first doctor they’d brought in to keep safe. Scooter’s banking knowledge and skill at spotting patterns had helped them track and pinch off Silo’s money trail. Stu was a computer hacker. Snarky was a doctor.


  Panda flew their asses out of Seattle, and back and forth from Florida to Atlanta.


  In fact, Panda had already landed their big Zeus at the secret base in Topeka and had it safely stashed underground. All the scientists had been safely flown there already, either by her or by the pilot from SOTIF13 out of Atlanta.


  They’d once again all be under the same roof, so to speak, and saving the world.


  Alpha broke the silence. “I will not miss this,” he said.


  “What?”


  “This. Long-haul drives across the country at night, always checking our six, never knowing who we can trust. Having to check a GPS to see where the fuck we are, not because I don’t know, but because I can’t remember.”


  “Sleeping in a real goddamned bed every night.”


  “Fuck, yeah. I thought the racks in basic were bad. I never had it so good. Able to collapse every night and shut my eyes and actually sleep without worrying about every single noise.”


  “So how’d a Georgia boy end up speaking Vietnamese? I never asked you that.”


  Alpha shrugged. “There was a cute girl in basic taking it. I tested well on languages. I thought what the hell, why not? Gave me a little pay bump.”


  Captain Kenner Chasco, also known as Alpha, second in command of the Drunk Monkeys, wasn’t just a good soldier, but a good man.


  And Papa had been glad to have him on the SOTIF team when General Arliss brought them all together. They’d been in the same unit before trying out for SOTIF, and had each gotten a promotion when they were accepted for the positions.


  They’d just received another promotion when TMFU happened and they became one of the frontline warrior groups trying to save the planet.


  “How’d you end up doing tai chi?” Alpha asked.


  “Cute girl in basic teaching it.”


  The men looked at each other and grinned, the lights from the dashboard illuminating their faces.


  “How long’s it been, anyway?” Alpha asked.


  He didn’t need to clarify. This was an old, running joke between them, a little less jokey since Pandora joined their unit in Australia.


  “Too damn long,” Papa muttered.


  Like the other men in their unit, yes, they’d shared women before. Nothing boosted a guy’s ego like hearing a woman breathlessly gush about how she’d just had the best sex of her life with you, even if it was two of you.


  But they’d been in charge, and the circumstances and the stars hadn’t yet aligned properly for them to meet their permanent match.


  At first, Papa wasn’t sure bringing the women along was a good idea. Saving Pandora’s life had been more for an altruistic reason, not a logistical one. Even after Bubba had taken over the role of their secret guardian angel. But the larger their group had grown, the more like a family they’d all become.


  With the mission’s end finally in sight, Papa almost regretted the inevitable break-up, the going of their separate ways.


  “If you want to take a nap,” Alpha said, “I’m good.”


  “Seems like every time I want to take a nap, the shit hits the fan.”


  “You’re paranoid.”


  Papa glared at him. “Where’ve you been the past two years?”


  “Yeah, I know. Civvie life will be damned boring.”


  Papa tipped his head back against the seat. “I don’t think that word means what you think it means, buddy.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It’d felt like he’d literally just closed his eyes, but in reality Papa had been asleep nearly an hour, when Alpha woke him.


  “Sam.”


  Alone together, they usually didn’t stand on formalities or titles, much less ranks. They were Sam and Kenner, or, usually, Ken.


  It was Kenner’s tone of voice that immediately awakened Papa from his sleep and pulled him into a heightened state of alert. “What?”


  “Phone.”


  Yes, his secure sat-phone was ringing on the seat next to him, the screen showing it was Bubba.


  He answered, now wide awake. “Papa.”


  “Where are you guys, exactly?”


  “Where are we?” he asked Alpha. He realized it was just after dawn, the sun not yet cresting the eastern horizon behind them.


  “Topeka, as of five minutes ago.”


  He related the information to Bubba.


  “Good. I need you to turn around.”


  “What?”


  “Not all of you. Need you to put together an exfil team. ASAP. Send them back to KC to grab that student group.”


  Papa indicated for Alpha to find a suitable place to pull over. Since they were leading the convoy, everyone followed them into a deserted shopping center parking lot.


  “What’s up?”


  When he got off the phone with Bubba five minutes later, Papa took a second to suck in a deep breath and clear his mind before looking at Alpha.


  “I’m not going to like this, am I?” the other man asked.


  “Nope. Ax’s hacker buddies have a team on their tail. We need to get them out ASAP.”


  He reached for the door handle and got out, walking back to Lima’s vehicle to break the news.


  Five minutes later, he had the exfil team put together and had given them the intel, the coordinates, and they were getting geared up to go. Lima, Niner, Chief, Zed, Uncle, and Snarky.


  Yes, it was good to have another doctor on the team, an actual medical doctor as opposed to a scientist without any real-world patient experience.


  Even better, she was experienced in ER and trauma cases.


  He needed Doc and Tango there, with the rest of the team. The scientists were far too valuable to risk not having enough people guarding them. Yes, there were base personnel, but he wanted his people on them.


  Once the two vehicles were speeding back toward Kansas City, Papa returned to theirs and got in.


  Alpha looked at him. “Seriously?”


  He sighed. “Seriously.”


  Alpha started the car again. “We can’t catch a fucking break. Going to be damned pissed if a bunch of college students get one of our people killed.”


  “Well, if they do, it’ll be the last thing they do,” he said. “Ax’s friends or not, Bubba wanting them moved or not, our people come first.”


  The men fist-bumped.


  


  * * * *


  


  They continued on to their destination, to the secret base where Panda and the scientists were awaiting their arrival. Papa and Alpha would get their group inside and buttoned up, safely protected by the base’s underground structure, before he headed back with Alpha to meet the exfil team.


  He grabbed Annie. “Get your Askers,” he said. “And a vehicle.”


  She frowned. “Why?”


  “We need to head back and I want you on a roof and ready in case there’s trouble.”


  The sniper arched an eyebrow at him. “I’m back in the saddle, huh?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  She grinned. “That sounds weird coming from your mouth.”


  “That’s what she said,” Alpha teased.


  Annie rolled her eyes. “Let’s go before I shoot you for shooting off your mouth.”


  Considering she put up with Roscoe, who had a perpetual case of foot-in-mouth disease, Papa figured maybe they shouldn’t press their luck with her.


  Equipped with two-way radios, Papa briefed her and Alpha both on their speedy return trip to the shopping center to await the exfil team’s return. They’d just figured out the best roof vantage for her to watch from and had split up from her to go stake out their own observational position from across the street when Papa’s phone rang.


  He exchanged a glance with Alpha. “Here we go.”


  He answered.


  


  * * * *


  


  Alpha watched Papa talking, presumably to Zed.


  He didn’t like the frown the man suddenly wore. That expression never meant anything good.


  Ever.


  Evveerrr.


  Especially post-TMFU.


  In fact, post-TMFU, whenever Papa wore that look it usually meant a huge-ass monkey wrench had been tossed into their plans.


  When Papa finished his phone conversation, Alpha had gotten the general gist, but he waited for the man to explain.


  “Apparently, a team was dispatched from Leavenworth. Four. Shoot to kill.”


  Alpha’s heart sank. “Aw, shit.”


  “Here’s the interesting thing. One of the college kids is armed. Took them out. The whole team.”


  Alpha thought he heard him wrong. “Took who out?”


  “The STK team from Leavenworth.”


  “Wait, what?”


  “They lost two of their people, unfortunately.”


  “I thought you said four were dispatched?”


  “The hackers lost two of their people.”


  “And…wait, what? A college guy shot four experienced troops?”


  “Nope. College girl.”


  “Really?”


  “Really.”


  The short hairs on the back of Alpha’s neck were standing up and doing the tango with each other. “Why do I find that difficult to believe?”


  “Exactly.” Papa placed another call, and by the context and content, Alpha didn’t need an explanation.


  When Papa ended the call, he glanced at Alpha. “Bubba’s checking them out for us.”


  “What would we do without him watching out for us?”


  “I don’t know. Don’t want to know, either.”


  “Why do I have a feeling he already knows more about those college kids than we do?”


  “Because I’m sure he does.”


  “Now what do we do?”


  “Wait until the exfil team gets back here and I have a chance to assess the situation.”


  Once they spotted the group, their two vehicles and a van, Papa got on the two-way to Annie. “How’s their six look?”


  “Nothing but normal traffic that I see,” she responded. “How long we going to let them chill?”


  “Ten minutes, at least. You see anything the slightest bit fishy, holler.”


  “Roger roger.”


  Papa’s phone rang. He answered. “Yeah?” He listened for a moment. “Roger roger.” He ended the brief call. “Our shooter is a military brat. Both parents still active.”


  That relaxed Alpha a little. “Okay. Makes sense. I guess.”


  Papa called Zed and relayed the info to him, along with instructions to wait there, before he sat back to wait.


  Alpha knew the drill. They needed to make sure another military team hadn’t followed them, or that the students themselves didn’t have something hinky planned. Although Bubba vouching for them helped, they couldn’t take chances. Not with the base and the full scientific team so close.


  Frankly, Alpha was nervous about them all flying at once in the same plane. He’d personally feel better if half the team went up, followed by the other half, just in case. Shit happened. Plane engines malfunctioned, flocks of birds hit airplanes—it didn’t have to be something nefarious to go tits-up in a really bad way, really damn fast.


  And then where would the world be?


  But after suggesting it to Papa, who’d relayed the concern, they’d both been overruled. It was more imperative to get all of them out of the country ASAP. The mole who’d helped Silo arrange the hit on the CDC facility had already been taken out, but that didn’t mean there weren’t other shadow players in the wings.


  The preacher was annoyingly tenacious, if nothing else. Alpha couldn’t wait for the day they got the green-light to add a few extra bodily orifices to the man in the way of entry and exit wounds.


  “I wonder which one saved their asses?” Alpha mused.


  “Zed said she’s riding with Lima in the back of their SUV.”


  Alpha pulled out a small pair of field glasses and looked. The angle of the rising sun cast a glare off the driver’s side of the SUV, making it impossible to see inside.


  “How do we handle her?” Alpha asked.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Do we disarm her?”


  “I think trying to disarm her might cause more problems than we need right now,” Papa reasoned. “If she was going to harm any of our people, she would have done it at the meet-up.”


  “You said she drew on Snarky.”


  “You probably would have, too.”


  “True.”


  They waited.


  “Annie, how we doing?” Papa asked a few minutes later.


  “Still clear on their six.”


  “Keep an eye out. We’re going in. Give us a couple of minutes before you follow us when we leave, and catch up before we turn off the road so you’re going into the base with us. You see anything before then, sound the alarm.”


  “Roger roger.”


  Alpha cranked the engine and slowly drove over to where the group awaited them. When they got out, he let Papa take the lead as he kept a close eye on the parking lot and the students.


  Zed and Uncle emerged from their vehicle, along with the others. Only Snarky stayed behind, probably under orders from her men to sit tight after how she’d been drawn upon at the park.


  It clearly became obvious which student was Tank, the one who’d done the shooting. The other twelve students gave the young woman a wide berth while at the same time deferring to her.


  With straight black hair pulled into a ponytail, and almond-shaped eyes, she stood a slim five four, maybe. The way she held her arms crossed over her chest, hugging herself, he was having a hard time picturing this girl taking down a STK team.


  Does. Not. Compute.


  The way that Chief, Lima, Zed, Uncle, and Niner warily kept close tabs on her also struck him as…odd.


  Quick introductions were made of the students as the story of their escape was told again, by them, this time with more details.


  One of the students, a girl named Sylvan, seemed doggedly determined to edge closer to him and Papa.


  Then she smiled up at him. “Hi,” she softly said. “Thank you for this. For saving us. I was so scared.”


  She was cute, if not a little younger than his tastes. “It’s what we do. I—”


  Tank stepped over, between Sylvan and him, shot him a deadly scowl, and then proceeded to herd Sylvan back to the group like a possessive sheepdog.


  “Hi,” he tried.


  Tank glared at him. If she was a dog, he imagined she’d be growling at him.


  His hand sought the comforting bulk of the nine in its holster along his back.


  While Sylvan seemed to longingly eye him from afar, Tank continued to shoot deadly glares in his direction up until it was time to get them loaded up and moving once more.


  Uncle walked over to him. “Man, what’d you say to piss Tank off?”


  Alpha shrugged. “Fuck if I know. She’s the one with the gun?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Maybe she’s just in momma bear mode. Can’t say’s I blame her.”


  “That girl, Sylvan, seemed to have eyes for you.”


  Another shrug. “Let’s move out. We can shoot the shit later.” He didn’t want to think about that right now. Maybe once they hit Canada and could actually breathe without worrying about who was on their six.


  There was definitely something different about Tank, compared to the others in the group. Something…he couldn’t put his finger on it.


  Right now, there wasn’t time to contemplate it, anyway.


  He headed for their vehicle and prepared to move out.


  Chapter Four


  


  Papa hadn’t missed the interplay between Tank and Alpha while he’d been trying to get the full story about what happened. He took the keys from Alpha and opted to drive.


  And it amused the hell out of him that Tank had seemingly focused on Alpha as an adversary.


  “What the fucking hell?” Alpha groused as Papa drove. “Why the hell is that girl acting like that?”


  Papa smirked. “Don’t know. Either she doesn’t like you, or doesn’t like that girl getting all gushy over you.”


  “But we don’t even know them. We just saved their lives. You’d think she’d be a little more appreciative.”


  “I think that girl, Tank, is technically the one who saved their lives. Our people just swooped in to move them to safety. Something tells me Tank has appointed herself the protector of their group.” His amusement faded. “They just lost two of their people. I’m sure that shock is still settling in.”


  Alpha threw his head back against the seat rest. “Hell. Yeah, you’re probably right. I’m sure no one’s at their best right now. Including me.”


  “They’re scared, they’re upset, they’re on the run. And keep in mind that they aren’t soldiers, they’re students. We’re trained for this. They aren’t.”


  “Then why’s the one got a gun, again?”


  “You were a military brat. How’d your dad raise you?”


  “Oh. Yeah, true. My sister could outshoot me when she was ten.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Oh, come on. Don’t bust my balls now.”


  “As your CO, and considering the bullshit you put me through in Glasgow that time, yeah, I can bust your balls all I want.”


  Alpha snorted. “That was pretty fucking funny.”


  “No, it wasn’t. Freezing my balls off while running naked down the middle of Sauchiehall Street at midnight. In January. In the fucking rain.” Papa shook his head. “I will get you back for that one day.”


  “You weren’t naked. You had that towel.”


  “It was a hand towel.”


  “Come on, you have to admit I got you good.”


  “I got you better.” Papa grinned. “I out-rank you, and I’m your CO.”


  “Yeah, true. Asshole.”


  “But I still owe you for that. Don’t think I’ll forget it.”


  Alpha snorted.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tank ignored the low whispers of Sylvan bitching about her interference with Alpha to the others. Tank was too focused on watching their six through the back window, keeping the nine drawn but down, not visible to the others.


  If someone started following them, someone bad, she wanted a chance to warn the driver…and take the pursuers out first.


  She’d already done—multiple times—a mental headcount of their group. In here, besides her, were Sylvan, Torphin, and Malyern.


  Driving the van with the others was Ellsen. He had with him the surviving members of their group: Orson, Paxton, Shuller, Jerise, King, Prudhomme, Boyd, and Argen.


  Thirteen left of their group, including herself. Five men, eight women. Shuller and Boyd were pretty much hooking up with each other, inseparable ever since Salt Lake City. Which in some ways made Tank’s job a little easier. If she saw one, the other should be nearby, or know the other’s whereabouts. Despite being the youngest at eighteen, Jerise had proven herself to be capable, trustworthy enough to obey the rules Tank had been setting down for the group during their run. She didn’t have to worry about Jerise putting them in danger through sheer stupidity, at least.


  Sylvan could take a few lessons from her.


  It would be difficult to get used to not including Gatsby and Connell in her mental checklist every time she looked around to see where everyone was. It’d become second nature to her to make sure none were left behind, forgotten.


  Or hanging back and doing something stupid, like Sylvan trying to post messages about her family.


  Her ears perked up when she heard Sylvan ask a question, to Chief, it turned out. “So you’re military, too?”


  “Not exactly. Former military. I was most recently in law enforcement. But I’m partners with two of the guys in the unit now, Echo and Omega, and unofficially officially part of the unit.”


  Tank’s head swiveled forward so fast she nearly gave herself whiplash. She knew from Bubba that the Drunk Monkeys were OTG and had added some civvie personnel to their ranks, but this didn’t sound like that.


  “Partners?” Sylvan asked.


  Chief smiled back at her. “Twenty guys paired off into two-man teams, and nine women have joined up. Do the math. Papa and Alpha are the only single team left.”


  “Really?” Sylvan sounded like she had more than a passing curiosity about that.


  Really, indeed. A clueless, helpless, and now terrified civvie like Sylvan would definitely glom onto a pair of able hunks like Alpha and Papa if left to her own devices.


  “Really,” Chief said. “The doctor in that other car? The one your friend back there drew on? She just joined up most recently, paired up with those two guys she’s riding with.”


  “Huh. That’s really—”


  “None of your damn business, Sylvan,” Tank said, glaring at the girl. “They’re military.”


  “We’re not all military,” Chief said.


  Sylvan shot Tank a dirty look. “Who are you to—”


  “I just saved your fucking life,” Tank shot back. “After Connell and Gatsby died because you couldn’t follow a simple set of instructions not to post messages looking for your mommy and daddy. You think a top secret special ops unit needs someone like you hanging on? Think again. We’re trying to expose what the military did in Barstow. Besides, I thought you had the hots for Gatsby? Awfully funny way to show you like a guy, by lusting after someone else before his body’s even finished cooling off.”


  Sylvan’s jaw snapped shut even as a deep red blush filled her cheeks.


  The vehicle’s occupants fell silent. Tank noticed Lima glancing at her in the rearview mirror, the man riding shotgun turning to stare at her over the seats.


  “Wow, that’s harsh,” Chief finally said.


  “Yeah, well, tell that to Gatsby and Connell, who we left sitting in a car in the middle of the street with their brains and guts leaking out all over.”


  And tell that to the families of the four poor fucks I had to frag in the process.


  But she couldn’t say that out loud.


  Those six deaths made her sick at heart to think about, so she shoved the thoughts away. There was nothing different she could have done once those orders were issued that would have stopped those men in their tracks.


  Her superiors would exonerate her.


  Didn’t mean she had a clear conscience over it, or would forgive herself for it.


  The interior remained uncomfortably silent, Tank returning Sylvan’s glare with an icy stare of her own until the girl finally turned and faced forward again.


  After a few more chilly minutes that had nothing to do with the brutal winter weather outside the car, Chief spoke up again.


  “So…I am curious. How’d you take out a trained military team on your own?”


  The question had been directed at Malyern, who shook her head and pointed over the seat at Tank. “Ask her,” she quietly said. “We’re only alive because of her.”


  Torphin and Sylvan both nodded in agreement.


  Chief met Tank’s gaze. “Well? What happened?”


  Tank knew the woman was trained to sniff out bullshit, so she did her best to adhere as closely to the truth as she could.


  “The other car died as the team caught up with us. If we’d gotten out five minutes earlier because someone wasn’t bitching about a shower”—she was satisfied to see Sylvan’s blush deepen over that comment—“we might have gotten away without incident.”


  “But there were four of them?” Chief asked.


  Tank played it through in her mind. “They came from the other direction and turned around to follow us. The other car died. I made a U-turn and they were focused on Gatsby and Connell’s car when I drove up and took out the two in the front seat. Two guys in the back got out. I spun around and ran over them while the other car crashed. It was too late for Gatsby and Connell, though, unfortunately. I was just lucky. That’s all.”


  Chief’s gaze narrowed as she studied Tank. “I was an LA County deputy. I was in the military, an MP. I’m trained in tactical combat skills. No offense, but it sounds like way more than ‘luck,’ if you ask me.”


  At least Tank had time to think about her answer to that. One she’d hoped she’d never need, but a lie she’d kept in waiting ever since joining the group in case her tactical skills were exposed in any kind of way. Not even a total lie.


  “I can thank my dad for that. Well, and my mom, but mostly my dad. They’re both active. Career military. Officers. My dad had put some sort of weapon in my hand literally as long as I can remember. Knives, bow, guns. He was always teaching me stuff. Any spare moment he had, he’d take me camping, teach me survival skills, run through war games with me.”


  “Huh. Guess it wore off on you?” Chief asked, her tone swinging back into believing it.


  “Yeah. Tell me about it. Try having to earn your driver’s license by beating your dad at paintball hunts twenty-five times straight. Took me the better part of a fricking year.”


  At that Chief looked surprised, and Tank knew the not-quite-a-lie had been completely bought. “Um…okay. Wow.”


  Tank shrugged. “Some parents spoil their kids rotten and buy them things to show them they love them.” She met Sylvan’s gaze. “My parents made sure their daughter could take care of herself and others should the worst-case scenario ever hit. When all’s said and done, looks like my parents did the right thing.”


  Tank held Sylvan’s gaze until the girl looked away again, her face reddening even more as she did so.


  That’d been a direct and deliberate shot across the girl’s bow that would, hopefully, completely cool her ardor over Alpha and Papa.


  “I guess so,” Chief said. “Where are they now?”


  The only true emotion Tank allowed to take over bled through at that answer. “Mom’s safe in Germany. I think. I hope. They’re buttoned down. Dad’s…” She swallowed hard, not needing to fake the grief threatening to overwhelm her. “He’s in Manila. Status unknown.”


  “Oh.” Chief went silent again, her tight, soft reply slicing like a dull, rusty knife through Tank’s gut.


  Chief knew probably as much, or more, than Tank did about the state of the world and the situation in Manila.


  Clarification on either of their parts wasn’t necessary, and fortunately, Chief didn’t opt to give her a bunch of bullshit lines meant to be comforting.


  She seemed to get it, that Tank knew the odds.


  Tank turned to watch behind them, relieved that the SUV’s interior once again fell quiet.


  When a car fell in behind them not too far from where she knew the turnoff to the base lay, she called out to Lima. “You got someone joining our party?”


  He apparently looked in the rearview mirror. “Yeah, she’s with us. Sniper.”


  Of course. Papa, their leader, wouldn’t have been alone with his second. Positioning at least one or more snipers on a nearby roof for both cover as well as a lookout was not only wise, it would have concerned her and had her questioning his command competency had he not taken the precaution.


  Not that it was a question she could have voiced out loud without drawing undue suspicion.


  Again.


  Once they’d turned off the road, Tank started to relax a little. She’d been through this base several times, but never via ground transport, always by air, and always at night. As they approached the barn and drove right inside and down a steep ramp, it took every ounce of self-control she had not to laugh at her compatriots’ shock over the secret base.


  But Tank’s first serious “gotcha” almost happened less than thirty seconds after climbing out of the SUV. Several armed men, base security personnel in black fatigues, had shown them where to park and were supervising their unloading.


  Tank accidentally locked gazes with one guy she recognized from her last time through, turning away from him and brushing her fingers across her throat in the hint of a slicing motion as she did so.


  She caught the single nod of his head as he turned away.


  Dammit.


  It would be a horribly ironic twist of fate to blow her cover in the base’s parking garage, and not because she killed the four guys from the STK team.


  Another mental note to take up with Bubba. A heads-up about the STK team’s impending arrival would have been nice, if he’d had prior knowledge.


  She gathered with the others around Papa when he called for their attention.


  “They’ll get a couple of carts up here to unload.” He focused on her, since she’d taken a position in front of the other students. “We have a few hours before we leave again. Anything that’s not important gets left behind. We’ll be providing you shelter and food, so take only clothes, your computers, the essentials. Weight’s at a premium. You can leave everything else here and it’ll get brought later.”


  “I want to clarify one thing,” Tank said, stepping back into her role now that she’d gotten her mental bearings. “We’re safe now, right? Immunity?”


  “Safe, yes. You aren’t going to be allowed to get online from here, though. You’ll find even your sat-link signals jammed. No offense, it’s for security purposes. Once we’re at our final destination, you’ll be debriefed and instructed on how to securely access the Internet so you don’t give away your location. As far as ‘immunity,’ that’s above my pay grade. My instructions are to get you safely to our final destination so you can get back to work.”


  She nodded. “Thanks.” Of course they’d have immunity since Arliss was the one engineering things. She knew that.


  She couldn’t let the others know that, though. It played to her charade to have the kids think she’d needed to go to bat for them, once again, to keep them safe.


  “No problem,” Papa said. “And before you ask, the personnel stationed here is not standard military. Their direct orders are to keep you safe.”


  “I take it Leavenworth still doesn’t know this place exists?”


  Tank regretted the question as soon as she’d asked it.


  Idiot. Hopefully, none of her people picked up on that. If they did, she’d tell them she was trying to rattle Papa, that she’d seen the intel in her delvings through government servers. Making him understand that she knew more than he thought she did.


  Papa frowned, but shook his head. “No. It’s totally black ops.” He addressed the rest of the students. “You’ll have time to shower and eat before we leave. Our unit’s QM will get you some cold-weather gear to take with us. Anything else we’ll have to have brought in after arrival.”


  Well, a shower will make Sylvan happy.


  Speaking of, Sylvan seemed to have taken a definite shine to Alpha despite Tank dressing her down on the ride to the base. The girl tried to walk around Tank to speak to Alpha, but Tank grabbed her by the upper arm and pulled her back.


  “We stay together,” Tank told her, glaring at her.


  The girl blanched but finally nodded.


  Not only was Tank not going to let any of these kids butt in line for a chance with Alpha and Papa, but especially not a moron like Sylvan.


  No way in hell would Tank do that to the men, saddle them with someone like the girl.


  Alpha apparently had enough of Tank’s interference. “She’s safe here. She won’t be allowed to go off-limits, but—”


  “We stay together. That’s how we’ve stayed alive.” Tank defiantly stared up at Alpha until he finally blinked first.


  He shrugged. “Suit yourself, lady.” He turned away to speak to Lima.


  Damn. He had gorgeous blue eyes, a Southern accent, and was around six three, the perfect height to climb him like a tree and swing from him.


  Everything she loved about a guy.


  Papa was an inch taller than Alpha. With hazel eyes and brown hair, he radiated his position as CO of the Drunk Monkeys, SOTIF1. A calm air surrounded him, and she hoped she’d be able to climb into his lap for a little R and R of her own with him.


  Both of them.


  Yowza.


  Based on Sylvan’s tenacious desire to latch onto the men, Tank knew she wouldn’t be able to settle for subtle wooing of those two, either, if she wanted a chance with them.


  Wait, what?


  Yeah, it’d been over two years since her last roll in a rack, and she wouldn’t deny she had an itch she wanted those two men to scratch. Besides, if she did end up with them, that would make it all the easier for her to carry on with her role with the students, keeping them protected with the team, right?


  Or Sylvan might want to rip my hair out for “taking” them from her.


  Yeah, there was that. Surely age and experience could easily out-think a college coed who could barely wipe her own ass successfully, hacker skills or not.


  Fortunately, Tank didn’t have to referee for long. After getting stick-tested, they were all quickly escorted down into the base and shown to a barracks room, several rows of double-stacked racks, more than enough to house them all, complete with its own latrine and showers. A large black man who introduced himself as Omega arrived before they’d even had a chance to call dibs on the showers.


  Holy…cow. This was one of Chief’s men?


  Yowza.


  “I need sizes from all of you so I can requisition supplies. I’ve also got them bringing you some gear lockers to stash your extra stuff in. Label them, and they’ll be brought along later.”


  Sylvan’s gaze flicked from Tank to Omega. “So what do we take with us?” She smiled at him. “Nightgowns?”


  Tank didn’t bother trying to hide rolling her eyes in disgust. “This guy is taken, Sylvan. Show some damn respect. That woman in the SUV with us? Chief? He’s hers.”


  Sylvan’s face reddened. “Sorry,” she mumbled. At least some of the other students were also throwing Sylvan chastising glares as well.


  Tank started the process by giving Omega her sizes and realized after she’d listed them that she’d used military descriptors in her gear request.


  Quick save. “Sorry. Curse of being a military brat.”


  Omega shook his head. “Don’t apologize. You made it that much easier on me. Next?”


  Ten minutes later he’d departed just as someone else delivered a cartful of storage lockers for them.


  Without hesitation, Tank grabbed one and started going through her gear. She knew she wouldn’t need to leave much behind except her survival gear. She’d already been traveling lean in terms of clothing.


  She hadn’t yet gotten her shower when Omega and another guy returned with the cold-weather gear. As they all sorted through it and checked sizes, Tank pulled Omega aside.


  “Can I ask a favor?” she whispered.


  He frowned even as he nodded.


  “Can you ask the base to station someone at our barracks door and not let them leave?” She nodded her head at the others. “I really need a damn nap. I won’t be able to sleep if I’m worried about them roaming.”


  He smiled. “No worries. We’re not leaving here until 2200 hours. Plenty of time to sleep. We were going to see if you all needed chow, though.”


  “Seriously, just bring a couple of cases of MREs and some water or coffee.”


  His gaze narrowed as he studied her. “Chief warned me you’re not exactly a clueless civvie.”


  “You got that right, dude.”


  More than you know.


  But, finally, she was able to grab a quick shower before lying down in a lower rack, the one closest to the door, to grab some sleep.


  Which was promptly interrupted fifteen minutes later by Sylvan getting a little noisy when the guard at the door wouldn’t let her leave.


  Fuck. Tank propped herself up on her elbows. “Go take a nap, Sylvan.”


  She looked put out. “I just want to go talk to Alpha and thank him.” All that was missing was a pouty lip.


  “Jesus fucking christ, Sylvan,” Ellsen groused. “Haven’t you fucking done enough today? Go lay the fuck down and take a goddamned nap.”


  “Well, who put her in charge?” Sylvan pointed at Tank.


  “I want her in charge,” Ellsen shot back. “She’s our best chance to live. She’s got knowledge none of us have, that’s for damn sure. Her parents are in the military, so she knows a lot more about it than we do. I didn’t see you shooting at those assholes.” Everyone else but Sylvan and Tank nodded.


  Sylvan’s face turned red.


  Tank noted with not a little satisfaction that everyone else was also glaring at Sylvan.


  Finally, the girl huffed but returned to her bunk and flopped down on it.


  Turning to face the wall, Tank smiled as she closed her eyes and, for the first time in a week, dropped into a deep and dreamless sleep.


  Chapter Five


  


  Tank awoke with a start to a quiet room. Not because she was alone, but because everyone else, including Sylvan, was asleep. The room was dimly lit by two cheap, functional floor lamps in the far corner, dark enough to sleep in, and just light enough to make your way around without stumbling into everyone else and waking the others.


  Head count. Yep, twelve others.


  As her pulse started to slow and even out to a more normal pace, she breathed in a sigh of relief and looked at her watch.


  She’d had over six hours of deep, uninterrupted sleep. That was almost like being in a damn spa. That was the most sleep she’d managed at one time in months, since before the fall of LA and their escape.


  Holy crap. I could get used to that.


  Yes, she knew she shouldn’t complain. The men of the Drunk Monkeys were probably used to existing on far less sleep for far longer periods of time under far worse conditions than she’d been in.


  But the difference there was that they had each other’s sixes. They watched out for each other. If someone needed rack time, they didn’t have to stay on high alert because there was at least one other person watching out.


  They trusted each other.


  She didn’t trust a single damn one of these kids. She’d come close to trusting Gatsby and Connell, and they were dead now.


  Shit.


  The six deaths came screaming back to her mind with a vengeance.


  Sitting up, she turned and sat there on the edge of the bunk for a few minutes, hands clasped, elbows on her knees, head lowered. Thankfully she hadn’t had to share the rack with anyone up top, both because they’d had enough racks to go around, but mostly because she didn’t miss how everyone now appeared more than a little scared of her.


  One benefit to everyone now giving her a wide berth, at least.


  But she’d have to figure out a way to get them over that hurdle, despite their earlier agreement that they wanted her in charge, if they were going to effectively complete the mission they’d set out on.


  Arliss had already somehow pegged the group before Tank was brought into the operation. He’d had a guy embedded with them for over a year, but who was “aging out” and wouldn’t have a good reason to hang out much longer since he’d originally told them he was from New York and was going to graduate that year.


  When Tank had been cycled in, presumably as a freshman and a friend of the guy, she had already set up a nearby “post graduate” location as her current hometown so she wouldn’t have to leave the group altogether. Of course, lying about her age when she already looked a lot younger than she was didn’t hurt any, either.


  Arliss had never expected the group, at first, to be as successful and tenacious as they were.


  At first, he’d wanted them kept completely in the dark as to his involvement in the operation should the true motives ever be exposed. He’d wanted them to think they were organically and independently dredging up the info and spreading it.


  Originally, they were supposed to be focused on big business money in elections, and special interest lobbies and corporations buying votes in Congress. But with TMFU, Arliss had quickly shifted their focus to his advantage.


  There were other ways to form cracks in the foundations of the fuckery in Washington DC, cracks he wanted to exploit and drive gigantic wedges into.


  And they were just the group to do it.


  Tank had enthusiastically gone along with them naming the group the Freedom World Fighters, and calling themselves “anarchists,” all of that.


  In reality, she’d been fed a steady diet of verifiable deets and leads by her handlers to spread to the group. That grew to encompass Kite-related events in New York, LA.


  Barstow.


  No one in this group was supposed to die.


  No one in this group was supposed to get hurt.


  Arliss had been clear on that from the start, that he didn’t want the group doing anything but what they were doing, gathering intel, disbursing information, and creating a headache for the powers that be.


  No dirty tricks of anything other than the electronic kind.


  Absolutely no violence, no physical actions.


  To actively stop them if they started engaging in crimes against average citizens instead of focusing on the big picture.


  Gatsby and Connell had been good guys with good hearts, wanting to make a difference. They weren’t hacking for lulz, or for financial crimes and self-gain. They were trying to get the world to take notice, to change the status quo.


  To save lives.


  She’d failed them.


  Worse, because she’d failed them, she’d failed others as well.


  Right now, she needed to find a way to live with her actions and focus on her mission. They weren’t in the clear yet. She needed to get the kids relocated and back on the job. Until she did that, everything else was on hold.


  I’ll have to contact Bubba when we relocate.


  Part of her understood it’d be emotionally masochistic, but she wanted to know about those four men.


  Maybe see if Bubba could at least financially atone for her actions if they had families.


  Make sure their families got the damn vaccine in the first rounds of distribution.


  More casualties in Silo’s Kite war. That’s how she thought of it now, because North Korea no longer existed. Silo had been the driving force behind what happened there in the US.


  And she damn sure wanted to be on the team that paid him a special house call once they were cleared to take him out.


  She’d also make sure Silo knew those six names, four of which she didn’t even know yet, before he died.


  


  * * * *


  


  Before they were called to leave, a woman and a man entered their room. Tank recognized the man as being one of the Drunk Monkeys, but couldn’t recall his name off the top of her head. She assumed the woman was one of the women who’d joined the Drunk Monkeys, because Tank didn’t recognize her from The List.


  “We need to get you all vaccinated,” she said.


  Tank glanced around as if not sure. “For what?”


  “Kite. We have a preliminary vaccine. We’ve all had it, it’s safe. It’s just not covering all of the strains yet. But since you’re going to be near the RV, better safe than sorry.”


  Tank wasn’t sure exactly what that meant, and hoped they weren’t all being set up. But she nodded and stepped up first, exposing her left shoulder for the injection.


  If they’d planned to po-clo the lot of them, they would have had several armed guards with them to keep order when the others saw the first victims fall, or would have separated them so the others didn’t see it happen.


  Tank indicated one of the others after she got hers. “Go ahead.”


  The safety proven, everyone got inoculated without hesitation.


  “So what about the other strains?” Tank asked the woman.


  “They’re working on it.” Her expression grew dark. “If we hadn’t had to bug out of Atlanta—”


  The guy nudged her.


  She stopped talking. “Sorry.”


  “Someone will come get you shortly to move out to the plane,” the guy said.


  “What was your name again?” Tank asked.


  “I’m Doc,” he said. “Unit’s med officer. This is Clara. She’s helping with the research.”


  “Thanks. We appreciate you bringing us along.”


  Doc nodded. “No problem.”


  Now she had more faces paired to names, at least. She hadn’t had time in private to memorize all their dossiers yet. Never any time when she had the brain cells to devote to it when she could do it without risking someone looking over her shoulder.


  When it came time for them to load up, Tank immediately took the lead and noticed that not only did no one challenge her for the role, they all seemed to be waiting for her to go first. Apparently they were still in agreement that she was their leader.


  One battle won without a skirmish.


  The others also seemed to be giving Sylvan more than her usual fair share of dirty looks. Now that their loss was truly sinking in, everyone had connected the dots that Sylvan had brought the attack upon them that, ultimately, caused Gatsby and Connell’s deaths. And Sylvan dragging her heels while they tried to leave the hideout had also contributed to costing the men their lives.


  Inevitably, once they were all waiting just outside the Zeus, as soon as Sylvan spotted Alpha on the other side of the underground hangar, the girl tried to amble over to where the men were talking.


  Tank walked in front of her and stood there blocking her path, silently glaring until the girl turned around and rejoined their group.


  “We stay together,” Tank quietly said to all of them, but staring at Sylvan. “We’re still not out of the woods yet.”


  “Can’t we trust them?” Malyern asked, nodding toward the group of Drunk Monkeys and their associates on the other side of the underground hangar. “You know more about all of this than I do. Are we walking into a death trap, or are they who they say they are?”


  Tank glanced that way. “I hope to hell we can trust them, because we’d probably be dead already if we couldn’t. But do you really want to get separated and risk being wrong?”


  Everyone except Sylvan shook their heads.


  Sylvan just wore a sullen glare and stared at Tank.


  Tank wanted to haul her over her lap and spank her in the bad way, punishing a spoiled brat child.


  Sylvan had gotten into hacking by accident. Yes, naturally good at it—and not much else—she’d followed an ex-boyfriend into it. He’d dropped out of school and enlisted once TMFU hit, and she’d been bouncing around looking for a white-hat knight ever since.


  Tank had thought Gatsby might be wearing down under the girl’s persistent approaches, but then…


  Then.


  And…then.


  And now…life wasn’t the same and never would be again. People like Sylvan either adapted, clung to someone who could protect and care for them and would put up with their helplessness, or died.


  Tank played dirty. “You all have read the same stuff I have about the Drunk Monkeys. We haven’t seen any legit intel about them that would say we can’t trust them. We owe it to Gatsby and Connell to finish what we started.”


  She focused on Sylvan once more. “If you aren’t with us, let me know now. Because I’ll have them take you back to KC and leave you there and you can find your own damn way and do whatever the hell you want. The rest of us don’t want to waste our efforts just to have you act like an idiot. Again.”


  Everyone else, Tank was relieved to see, nodded at her ultimatum.


  “Fine,” Sylvan muttered.


  Tank stepped in close enough that Sylvan was forced to look up at her even though she was only an inch shorter than Tank. She lowered her voice so only Sylvan could hear her.


  “Do not fuck with me, girlie,” Tank said. “That’s a battle you absolutely will not win. We have a job to do, and we’re damn well going to do it. Get your head out of your goddamned ass.”


  Sylvan finally turned and went to sit on her duffel bag.


  Tank couldn’t help watching Alpha and Papa as they supervised the final loading of gear and personnel. An RV had been secured in the center of the plane’s cargo hold. Then she connected the mental dots about what Doc and Clara had meant earlier. Presumably, it was the mobile lab they’d used. And if it was a mobile Kite virus lab, yeah, they should have vaccinations.


  Smart thinking.


  She also couldn’t help noticing the other women in the unit, the ones who were obviously paired with men from the Drunk Monkeys.


  That could be me.


  Well, predicated on a lot of maybes in the process.


  It damn sure wouldn’t be Sylvan.


  In the back of her mind, Tank slowly started chiseling out the potential ways she could broach the subject with Papa and Alpha in private. Hopefully with Papa, because she suspected she was doing too good of a job pissing off Alpha at the moment.


  Couldn’t be helped. She had a mission to complete. If he couldn’t understand that once the truth was out…well, then it just wasn’t meant to be.


  Don’t count yourself out just yet, girlie.


  When Omega approached to direct the loading of their gear, Tank took a second to speak with him, low, so the other students couldn’t hear.


  “I need to talk to Bubba privately,” she whispered to him. “Can you please pass the word to the PTB so I can accomplish that after we land? My phone is useless now.”


  He nodded, his gaze narrowing again as he appraised her.


  Shit. Hopefully, just like the guy in the parking garage, he wouldn’t say anything in front of the students that might tip them off too soon.


  It was a risk she had to take. She didn’t dare use the sat-phone she had, because she didn’t know if anyone in regular military had picked up that signal. It was now useless and possibly compromised. She needed to see what her next orders were, what was going on…


  And pass word to please, somehow, get Connell and Gatsby’s remains taken care of and returned to her.


  If she was ever able to track down their families, she wanted to deliver them in person and apologize for not doing a better job keeping them safe.


  No, they weren’t military, but she still considered herself their CO.


  And a CO’s responsibility to make sure no one ever got left behind had been ingrained in her even before she made it into the military, courtesy of her mother and father.


  They were soon loaded onto the plane. Tank had to prompt all of them to get their cold weather gear ready then and put it on, not dig it out mid-flight. Tank had spent her fair share of time riding in the bellies of cargo birds, and they were rarely comfortable.


  But it’d be another chance to nap without worrying what was going on around her. Once they were assigned jump seats and an area to stay in, Tank enlisted a couple of the others in their group to make sure Sylvan stayed put. As they took off, Tank settled in for a nap and realized that her fellows weren’t going to be so blasé about the experience.


  Hell, some of them had probably never been in an airplane before.


  “Guys, try to get some sleep,” she said as she settled in on the floor, using her ruck as a pillow, once it was safe to leave her jump seat.


  “How can you be so damned calm?” Sylvan snapped, her tone even icier than the cabin’s chilly air.


  “Because not being calm gets people killed.” She stared up at Sylvan.


  Sure enough, the girl retreated and settled in for the flight.


  Now maybe I can get some more sleep.


  Tank set about trying to do just that.


  Chapter Six


  


  It was still dark when they landed at the Canadian base. Tank didn’t know for sure, but based on their flight time, she suspected they were at the secret RCAF base outside of Pilot Mound. She knew the officer in charge of the base was an old buddy of General Arliss.


  Then there was the fact that they had a massive medical research facility on-site.


  Logic, yo.


  The plane was moved into a large hangar before the doors were rolled shut behind them and Papa addressed everyone inside the cargo cabin.


  “You know the drill, gentlemen. Base personnel is expecting us and will help us move in and show us to our quarters.”


  He faced Tank. “That goes for your group, too. Get some rest, some food, and by tomorrow morning at the latest, we’ll have your operation up and running again.”


  “Thank you.” She bit off the urge to follow that with a “sir” even though she knew she and Papa were the same rank.


  “For now, just hang tight out of the way. When they’re ready, they’ll get you directed where you need to go.”


  Tank got everyone moving. Even Sylvan, miracle of miracles, kept her mouth shut and followed directions.


  Once they’d exited the plane’s cargo hold, Tank picked a spot near the inner wall to stage their gear and await instructions. A couple of times Alpha passed close to their group, and Tank did her level best to shoot him stink-eye for cause, to warn him off.


  The last thing she wanted was him forming an attachment to Sylvan. Tank wasn’t ready to break cover yet, and despite her own desires she had to protect her mission.


  It was fucking cold here, though. With not some small measure of satisfaction, she noted that everyone in her group, despite their gear, was shivering their asses off in the hangar.


  Hell, she’d been camping in shit colder than this as a kid, much less survival training early in her military career, so she had to remember to keep that act up as well. Some of the Drunk Monkeys had stripped down to shirtsleeves during the unloading process, including Alpha.


  She liked that he was hands-on with his unit, helping, pitching in, not just barking orders. He didn’t strike her as an asshole.


  Papa had disappeared inside the base with personnel, probably to go speak to the commander, if she had to guess. The core scientist team from The List, whom she’d already ID’d in her mind despite their codenames, had also been shuttled into the base early on, along with the RV, which had been driven down a large ramp by one of the DMs in a full bunny suit.


  Finally, two of the base personnel approached Omega, who turned and pointed at Tank. They walked over to talk to them. Tank stood and remembered to keep her college kid persona firmly in place as she listened to them outline what was going to happen, remembering to ask questions where someone of her supposed experience, or lack thereof, wouldn’t know what they meant.


  Less than an hour later, their group was snugly set up in a barracks dorm quarters a little on the small side, but large enough for all of them. Definitely better accommodations than they’d had during their time on the run and in hiding. They’d been assigned a guard, who would accompany the group as a whole when they needed to go to chow. Once they were all issued IDs and fully debriefed, they’d be allowed to move freely in the common areas. Until then, they were asked to remain in quarters unless accompanied.


  She’d caught Sylvan looking at Alpha a couple of times while in the hangar, so it was time for a decisive hammer-nail moment while she still had everyone’s full and undivided attention.


  Tank grabbed Sylvan by the arm and made her look her in the eye. “Do you have any idea what these men are capable of?”


  Clueless.


  Sylvan slowly shook her head.


  “The attack on the CDC on Saturday? That’s where these guys were, testing out vaccines. These guys are SOTIF1 for a reason. Because every last one of them can kill and has killed. And if you think the women with them are pushovers, think again. Do you really think the first SOTIF team would allow anyone to stay with them who couldn’t keep up or hold their own? Shoot? Fight? Be ready to lay down their lives to help protect the mission and their teammates?”


  Everyone shook their heads. Sylvan finally did, too.


  “Look, they saved our lives. Yeah, I’m grateful, because we were absolutely fucked back there in KC, and I’m not too ashamed to admit it now. But don’t think if any of us crosses a line that they won’t hesitate to take us out.”


  She returned her focus to Sylvan. “Killing is what they do. They’re good at it. Good at it for a reason. They aren’t our friends. We might all be fighting a similar war here, but never forget that they are still holding all the cards.”


  “Why did they bring us with them?” Torphin asked. “How did you arrange this?”


  Another question Tank had hoped wouldn’t be asked, but for which she’d prepared an answer, just in case. “Not all the brass in the military are on the same page. The general in charge of SOTIF, he’s been around a lot of years. And remember, we never saw his name on any of the Barstow stuff. My guess is that my contact is hooked up with this group somehow. That guy, Ax? He’s going after Reverend Silo. I’d bet all this shit is connected. If they were going to kill us, they would have by now. But they’re going to let us do our thing. That means they want us helping them expose what’s going on.”


  Ellsen frowned and scratched at the stubble on his chin. “Shouldn’t we be suspicious then?”


  “Absolutely,” Tank agreed. “But we keep doing our thing. We’re in fricking Canada, now. Someone wants a Kite vaccine to be produced and distributed, and they want us exposing the truth.”


  “Shouldn’t we focus on that, then?” Torphin asked. “On the vaccine stuff?”


  “No, we need to make sure the butchers of Barstow are held accountable. LA. New York. All of that. That’s our primary goal. Once we do that, then we can change focus and start talking about the vaccine and what’s going on. All right?”


  Everyone finally nodded. She let go of Sylvan. “I’m sorry I’m being such a bitch, but I was raised in this life. I speak their language and I grok their rationales. I was happy following Gatsby, but he’s dead. If anyone else wants this job, raise your hand now, and I’ll hand it over to you.”


  No one did.


  She ticked off the points on her fingers as she spoke. “Keep us safe. Keep us alive. Expose the truth. Those are my goals. Are we all on the same page?”


  Everyone, including Sylvan, nodded.


  “Good. Now let’s get settled. We’ll probably be here for a while. Weeks, at least. Hopefully.”


  As they picked their racks, Tank didn’t miss how once again she ended up alone in a bottom bunk with no one taking the top.


  Not that she was complaining.


  She selected the one closest to the door and got her stuff situated. After they all hit the chow hall for breakfast and their escort showed them where the laundry facilities were located in their little section, Tank settled in for another nap.


  She had plenty of sleep to catch up on and wanted to make sure she was mentally and physically at her best for the last part of this mission.


  Because she wouldn’t get any do-overs if she fucked it up.


  


  * * * *


  


  Papa had to go handle the discussion part of their arrival with brass, leaving Alpha to supervise the unloading and getting the scientists settled in their new lab.


  After the RV was squared away, Tango turned to him. “So what’s the story with that chick, Tank? You piss in her Cheerios or something?”


  “Fuck if I know. I guess she doesn’t want that one girl making eyes at me.”


  It irritated the snot out of Alpha. He hadn’t done anything wrong.


  And she was cute.


  Tank, not Sylvan. Well, Sylvan was cute, but the more he watched and listened to Tank, he realized she had some mysterious quality about her that attracted him far more than the vapid coed. No doubt the kids were all smart. They’d have to be to earn this kind of handling from Arliss and Bubba.


  But there was just something…different about Tank.


  The fact that she’d lucked out killing four well-trained guys notwithstanding.


  It irritated him that he couldn’t put his finger on it.


  Unless she warmed up to him soon, it looked like he wouldn’t be getting friendly with her, either.


  Fuck. At this rate, I won’t get laid again until the end of the apocalypse.


  


  * * * *


  


  Later that afternoon, a very young and very polite corporal from the base, along with two armed men, arrived in their dorm to talk to them and debrief them. They’d accompany them to his office, where they’d get assigned official IDs. Once that was done, they’d lose their main “escort” because their badges would either allow or deny them entry into other areas of the base.


  In other words, they couldn’t go anywhere they weren’t supposed to go, because they wouldn’t have access.


  Fine with Tank. It meant less aggravation for her, less need for her to sheepdog the kids.


  They would also have special sat-link access through the common room. The base’s IT corps had already set up the connection for them. They’d have to use it as a wired connection, but all the anonymizing was done on the base’s end. The connection would be untraceable. Obviously, for their own safety, they were asked not to expose where they were, or their access would be immediately terminated.


  Tank suspected the Canadians were too polite to state the obvious, that they risked personal termination in that case, too.


  Everyone looked at Sylvan. “Fine, I get it.” She started crying. “I just want to find my parents.”


  “Look, you can post that you’re looking for them, now that we’ve got a secure connection,” Tank told her, “but you cannot reveal where we are.”


  “If you locate them,” the corporal said, “find out where they are and tell us. We’ll see what can be done to help them. That goes for all of you. That comes directly from General Arliss.”


  Sylvan nodded but didn’t say anything else.


  “Have they guaranteed our immunity yet?” Tank asked, even though she already knew he wouldn’t know.


  “You’ll have to talk to Papa about that. My orders are to make sure you all have what you need from us. Food, lodging, equipment. Anything regarding your status must go through Papa.”


  “Okay. Thanks.” Good, that set her up with one ready-made excuse to leave the others behind for a private chat.


  They got their photo ID badges and were allowed to leave, without an escort this time. On their way back to the common room, Tank hung back when she saw Omega standing there, looking like he wanted to talk to her.


  Then she spotted the sat-phone in his hand.


  Torphin turned, but Tank waved her on. “Logistics about our gear we left behind. I’ll be along in a minute. Just stay together.”


  It was good enough. They kept going.


  Once they’d turned the corner, Tank reached for the phone but Omega held it away, out of her reach.


  “I got a feeling about you,” he said in a low, rumbling tone.


  Biting back the urge to order the guy, whom she outranked and had four years on, to give her the motherfucking phone, she opted for the college kid persona.


  “Yeah, mister? Well, I got a lot of feelings about all this shit we been put through, okay?” She glared at him. “You all weren’t part of those assholes behind Barstow, were you? Barbecuing people alive? Men, women, and children?”


  That did it. He practically shoved the phone at her. “Learn some manners. And I need that back when you’re finished, so don’t go nowhere with it.”


  “Thank you.” She stepped to the other side of the corridor and hurriedly punched in Bubba’s number.


  He answered on the first ring. “Yo.”


  Breathing a sigh of relief, her eyes fell closed as she rested her forehead against the wall, her back to Omega. “Holy fucking shitballs,” she whispered. “Thank you, dude.”


  Bubba chuckled, a deep and throaty sound. “You’re welcome, Tank. How’s Canada?”


  “Colder than a brass monkey’s balls. I have a couple of requests to send up the pipe.”


  “Shoot.”


  After she told him, he was silent for a moment. “You did what you had to do, major. No one faults you for it.”


  “I fault me for it.”


  “That’s because you’re a good officer and you give a damn. I’ll send the deets to your e-mail we’ve been using. As for the other request, it’ll take a few days, but I’ll do it. What excuse should I use when I have them sent?”


  She breathed a deep sigh. “For Papa? None needed. I’m going to go talk to him here shortly when I can get away alone for a little while. I want it handled ASAP.”


  “You want me to intercede for you so you don’t have to break cover?”


  “Thanks, but I’m a big girl. I can handle it. Besides, I owe their second an apology for coming off as a bitch.”


  “Roger roger.”


  “I’m also going to need a sat-phone of my own for direct com with you.”


  “I’ll make sure Omega gets you one.”


  “Thanks. And please pass along my thanks to Arliss.”


  “Roger roger.”


  When she ended the call she turned and crossed the corridor again, handing the phone off to Omega. “Thanks.”


  He nodded before crossing his large arms over his even more enormous chest. It was all she could do not to drool over him. He wore a long-sleeved T-shirt that looked like it’d been painted onto him.


  “You know what I see when I look at you?” he said.


  She bristled and mirrored his stance, crossing her arms over her chest and lifting her chin. “What?”


  “An enigma.” He dropped his voice. “Like you’re wearing two different masks, movin’ back and forth between ’em so fast that you’re having trouble keeping ’em apart. Like you ain’t who you say you are. And I don’t like it.”


  Fuck. Of course he’d want to call her out. He was one of the Drunk Monkeys. That was kind of the point, that they were trained better, operated better, knew their shit better than the average grunt.


  And she needed to shut him down immediately. She had to talk to Papa and suspected he wouldn’t be available right then from some of what she’d overheard in the common room earlier. He was in talks with the base’s brass about their plan of action.


  She opted to get right in Omega’s face. Dropping her voice, she rose up on her toes and met his gaze.


  “I don’t think any of us are who we say we are, are we? Sergeant Wall, isn’t it? I also think that info should be kept to ourselves since it’s mission-critical. Am I right?”


  She gave him credit, he didn’t flinch, although one eyebrow slowly arched skyward. He studied her for a long, silent moment before slowly nodding. “Fair enough, ma’am.”


  He headed off, leaving her standing there, her pulse pounding.


  Okay, she’d have to talk to Papa sooner rather than later. She wouldn’t expect the guy to keep that nugget from their commanding officer for long.


  But when she returned to the common room, she was waylaid by her group and needed to deal with them. They’d gotten online already, wasting no time there.


  Talking to Papa would have to wait a little longer.


  Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too long.


  Chapter Seven


  


  It was a few hours later, late Tuesday afternoon, before Tank seized an unsuspicious opening and could go seek out Papa.


  She closed her laptop, shoved it into her bag, and stood. “Don’t talk to any of them while I’m gone.” She nodded toward the various Drunk Monkey personnel on the other side of the common room. “I’ll be back in a while.”


  She didn’t want any of her people talking to any of their people while unsupervised yet. Not until she’d talked to Papa. She didn’t think her cover had been blown by Omega, but the longer she put off this talk, the greater the risk of that happening.


  “Where are you going?” Sylvan nervously asked.


  At least the girl was now fully cooperating—finally—and being a team player.


  Tank shouldered her bag. “I’m going to go talk to the head monkey of this outfit,” she said. “Find out what the long-term arrangements are and if they’ve confirmed our immunity yet.”


  It was a good excuse and one that wouldn’t get her challenged by the others.


  It also meant it had bought her an unknown quantity of time. If it took her several hours or several minutes, they wouldn’t know the difference in how long it really took.


  “Why can’t we talk to them?” Torphin asked.


  “Because we don’t know if we have full immunity yet. The less we reveal, the less contact with them, the safer it is for us. I grew up with military types. I know how to talk to them.”


  “Oh.”


  Tank was pleasantly shocked when the airman standing guard at the door leading into the administrative office area not only allowed her to pass, but actually gave her directions when she told him where she wanted to go and who she needed to talk to.


  “Sorry I’m so rude,” she blurted out, feeling a desperate need to apologize to the more than polite soldier and still needing to play the role she’d been tasked with. “I’m just really…upset and on edge.”


  “No problem, ma’am.” He smiled. “Glad to help.”


  She headed past him and down a hallway.


  Damn, even in an apocalypse the Canadians are still a metric fuck-ton more polite than the rest of us.


  She found the office door and instead of bursting in, she took a deep breath, squared herself away, and politely knocked.


  “Come.”


  Papa, Alpha, and three men in RCAF uniforms—brass, from the looks of it—were going over a display table of data.


  Yum. Yes, Papa and Alpha definitely revved her motor. At least her apparent hesitation would help lend credence to her story.


  The Canadian officer who appeared to be in charge hit a button and the display darkened. “Yes? Can we help you?”


  She pointed at Papa. “I know it’s bad timing, but…can we please speak in private? It’s…urgent. Just you. Won’t take but a minute.”


  He frowned and shared a glance with Alpha, but he nodded. “Please excuse me for a moment, General Pellon.”


  The general, also the man who’d killed the display, nodded. “You can use the conference room directly across the hall.”


  “Thanks,” Papa said.


  Her heart pounded as Papa led the way there. He waited until the door was closed behind them before he spoke. “What is it?”


  Good, that meant Omega hadn’t spilled the beans. She set her messenger bag on the table.


  “First of all, thank you. A serious, no-bullshit thank-you that I’m giving you as the representative of the group, from all of them.”


  “You’re welcome, but no offense, that could have waited.”


  “That’s not all. What I say next needs to stay between us.”


  “I can’t promise you that.”


  “I don’t mean a secret from your brass. I mean my people can’t find out. Not right now, at least. Not until…after.”


  “After what?”


  “After this is over.”


  He perched on the edge of the table, his handsome brow furrowed. If she’d done too good a job of alienating Alpha and couldn’t mend those fences with him, she’d fucking cry.


  “Okay?”


  “First of all, I’m not twenty-two years old. I’m thirty-four.”


  One eyebrow deliciously arched. “Again, no offense, but while that might mean a lot to you, I don’t exactly understand the need for secrecy about that fact, or why you had to interrupt my meeting over it.”


  Yeah, buddy, but you will.


  She slowly reached into her back pocket and pulled out her wallet. Withdrawing the ID card she kept tucked in a secret flap, she handed it to him.


  “Tanaka isn’t my real name. My name’s Major Fiji Noel Tanakasawa, US Military Intelligence, retired. Medical retirement, if you peruse my official jacket. Got gutshot during a mission in Shanghai and I had the option of going back or going home. I opted for home, but it doesn’t mean I’m really retired.”


  Now both eyebrows went up.


  Damn, he was a fine hunk of man. Two years was a long fucking time not to have a roll in a rack, and she was ready to start humping this hunk’s leg where he sat.


  He studied her military ID card for a long, silent moment. “While that certainly changes things and puts them into a very…interesting context, why, exactly, are you telling me this now?”


  Now came the interesting part. She took a deep breath and recited the code. “Because I need to know if you can tell me the way to Hive 15.”


  Almost immediately, and with great relief on her part, he responded, “It’s a whiskey-sour honeypot.”


  “And I’m a worker bee needing in from the cold. Foxtrot Tango Whiskey Deuce Niner Trey Alpha.”


  Their gazes locked. She didn’t blink, waiting to see what his reaction would be. He stared at her for a long moment before returning the ID card.


  This time when he spoke, his tone was officer to officer, not officer to clueless civvie. “Welcome back, Major Tanakasawa.”


  She slid the card into her wallet and returned it to her pocket. “There’s one more thing,” she said, hoping her nerve didn’t flee and that she wasn’t being a completely dumbass idiot. It was something that had pecked at her brain ever since hearing Chief talk about the Drunk Monkeys’ unusual OTG personnel arrangement.


  And after she’d gotten a look at the unit’s decidedly hunky and unattached CO and first officer.


  “What’s that?”


  Before he could react, she grabbed him by his jacket lapels, pulled him in, and kissed him, hard, overjoyed when he relaxed into it and wrapped his arms around her.


  “If I don’t get laid soon,” she whispered, “someone’s gonna get hurt in a really bad way. And no way in hell am I letting any of those damn teeny-boppers I’ve got to corral have a crack at you and Alpha before I get a chance to make my case that I should be the one warming your rack.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sam Warner had, no shocker there, experienced his fair share of surprises during his time in the military. Especially during his tenure as the Drunk Monkeys’ CO.


  This, however, was the first surprise he could genuinely say pleased the fuck out of him.


  He took over the kiss this time, savoring it now that the initial shock of her grabbing him had passed. His cock ached, throbbing. He wanted inside this woman, desperately, right fucking now.


  And he knew he couldn’t. Not just yet.


  For starters, it might be weird, him showing back up at the meeting smelling like fresh sex.


  Second, he couldn’t do that to Alpha.


  Or could he…


  An idea immediately blossomed into life and he had to clamp down on his giggles. “I think I can arrange for the three of us to have a private sit-down later tonight, after I’m done talking with the brass. But I’m a little confused. I thought you hated Alpha, from the way you’ve been acting around him.”


  “I don’t hate Alpha. I hated that I saw him making googly eyes at Sylvan, and her at him. She just turned twenty. Two months ago. She’s a farking kid who can’t even legally drink yet. If you two have no interest in me at all, fair enough, but I at least want a shot. I think I’ve earned the right of first refusal.”


  He grabbed her tight ass and pulled her hips against him, his cock screaming at the feel of friction between them. “I’d say there’s definitely interest. I just didn’t realize you were interested.”


  “Try me and see. I’ve been in deep cover with this bunch of kids for over two years now. A girl can only take so much before she’s ready for some fun with adults.”


  He grinned. “Do you enjoy practical jokes, Major?”


  “Tank,” she said. “Or Noel. And sometimes. Why?”


  His grin widened. “Because I’m going to need you to play along with me later.”


  “How so?”


  He kissed her again, one hand cupping the back of her neck. He couldn’t stop kissing her. Didn’t want to stop kissing her.


  But he knew if he didn’t stop kissing her, he’d be fucking her on the conference room table in about thirty seconds.


  Or less.


  “I owe Alpha a huge-ass payback for a practical joke he played on me a few years ago. I’m going to need you to play along with me.”


  She cocked her head. “Oookaaay?”


  “How are you with combat?”


  “I don’t think we should shoot up the base.”


  “Can you take a fake punch?”


  “Oooh, the rough stuff. Will there be a spanking involved?”


  He laughed. “Seriously.”


  “I guess. Wait, what did he do? And what exactly do you want me to do?”


  “He had me running naked through the middle of Glasgow one cold-ass night.”


  Her turn to laugh. “Really?”


  “Yeah. Not funny, either. I want to put a fucking scare into him. Just play along with me. It’ll be obvious where I’m going with it.”


  “Then I think I can help you do that.” Her smile faded. “While we’re on the subject, have a quiet chat with Omega. Sooner rather than later.”


  “Why?” She told Papa about her encounter with him. “So you don’t know if Omega’s really made you or not?” he asked.


  “No. But he needs to know not to blow my cover.”


  “Does it really matter? Now that you all are safe?”


  “Yeah, because if the kids turn on me and I lose control over them, the mission is a total bust.”


  “What exactly is your mission?” He didn’t let go of her and noticed she seemed to be in no hurry to be released.


  She gave him a brief overview.


  Now a lot of things made sense, especially why Ax had been a focus of their efforts. “Is Ax also military?”


  “No. Total civvie. He doesn’t know I’m in, so it has to be kept need-to-know.”


  He stared down into her brown eyes. They were rich, shining, little flecks of green and gold in their depths. “Now that I have a slightly different context, this whole thing with you and that group, bringing you all in, makes a lot more sense.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Yeah.”


  “So how did you guys end up pairing off, anyway?” she asked.


  “That’s a long story that we don’t have time for right now.”


  “I want to hear it.”


  “Tonight?”


  She grinned. Reaching between his legs, her hand cupped his bulge through his trousers, making him suppress a hungry moan. “I’d be willing to bet after our little surprise for Alpha tonight that the last thing on any of our minds will be talking. For a while, at least. This girl is hoping she’ll have her mouth full.”


  “You might be right about that.” One more kiss, long and torturous because he knew he’d have to release her or fuck her. There were no in-between options at that point. “I’ll send for you tonight, after evening chow, on the pretense of needing a detailed debriefing. That’ll buy us some time.”


  “Sounds like a plan.” She untangled herself from him and then reached in and straightened his shirt. “Might want to adjust yourself, major.”


  He looked down.


  Looked like he had a damn tent in his pants.


  “Fuck.” He slid a hand inside his trousers to adjust his cock to try to make it look less obvious. “You ain’t the only one who hasn’t been laid in a while. Hope you have a five-year.”


  “Oh, I’m covered, believe me.”


  He let her leave the room first, waiting until she was down the hall to open the door to the meeting room where everyone awaited his return. Alpha arched an eyebrow at him, but Papa shook his head.


  “Sorry for the interruption. Where were we?”


  “Everything all right?” Gen. Pellon asked.


  Papa hoped he wasn’t grinning. “Yeah, she just had some concerns about their group’s immunity status and what happens next. I told her I’d have a more detailed conversation with her about it later tonight.”


  “Joe told me he plans on protecting them as if they were made of gold. I’ve been asked, short of turning over the whole base to them and jeopardizing the vaccine production, to get them whatever they need.”


  “That’s above my pay grade, sir. I’ve been told to protect them and follow orders, and that’s what we’ll do.”


  “Hopefully we can teach Tank some manners while we’re at it,” Alpha grumbled.


  It took every ounce of self-control Papa had not to cackle with glee.


  Oh, buddy. If only you knew.


  Payback would finally be his.


  And it would be one that Alpha would never be able to one-up him on.


  Ever.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Tank headed back to her group and hoped she didn’t blow her cover by grinning like a goofy damn kid.


  I’m gonna get laid!


  Yes, maybe it made her a shitty officer, but when you didn’t have to worry about dying, and had a little breathing room, it was natural to want to finally make use of any opportunity to harmlessly blow off some steam.


  Or blow…something.


  In this case, the fantasy of having two hunky guys she could blow at the same time was threatening to soak her panties clean through.


  She returned to the common room. “We’re good,” she said. “Full immunity, but I need to go back later and talk to them. Give them a complete report. And they want me on a conference call with their general, so it’ll probably take a while. They said they’d let me know when.”


  “Do you need us to go with you?” Malyern asked. Although it wasn’t difficult for Tank to hear the reluctance in her voice. She obviously made the offer more because she thought she should, not because she wanted to.


  “No, I’m good,” Tank assured her. “I’ll hammer out the deets as to what we do next. If we get Canadian citizenship, or will be allowed to go back eventually, or what.” She focused on Sylvan. “And they confirmed they’ll try to help us locate family.”


  The girl finally brightened a little. “Really?”


  “Really.” Tank hoped she wasn’t promising more than she could deliver. Yes, she knew they’d try to devote resources to it, but there was a really good chance all of their families were dead in Barstow or LA.


  “I’m going to go take a shower and chill for a while before dinner. Don’t know how late the meeting will run tonight. But I think we’ve all earned some rest. We’ll kick things into overdrive tomorrow.”


  They all looked a little unsure. Every spare second they’d had, when they weren’t sleeping or traveling, they’d spent working on exposing the events in LA and Barstow and the truth about the Kite threat.


  “Look, we’re here now,” Tank told them. “We’re safe. We need to regroup, reboot, and get a fresh start in the morning since we don’t have to look over our shoulders every second. There’s a lot more we can be doing now that we aren’t having to mask our location the usual half-assed ways we have been. Take tonight to brainstorm, to gather your thoughts. Let’s come out swinging in the morning.”


  “Connell was talking about taking another run at the servers at MacDill,” Malyern said. “He thought he’d found a backdoor he could use to jump into other bases on the same system. We could try that. We just never had time to try it before without compromising our location.”


  Tank pointed at her. “That’s what I’m talking about. I grabbed their stuff from the car. Their computers and notes made it up here.”


  Jeez, had that only been yesterday morning? It felt like forever and just a minute ago, all at the same time.


  And it chilled some of her happy energy.


  Orson spoke up. Only twenty-one, he was one of the most quiet members of the group, but also the most productive, whether it was hacking into something or scouting out a hideout location. “I know how to get into their computers. We’d all used each other’s computers before. We won’t have to hack them.”


  “Okay. Sounds like we have a plan, then.”


  Tank headed back to their quarters, grabbed her stuff, and went to take a shower. Her computer, unlike the others, had a special feature. Undetectable even by good hackers, it had a hidden system only accessible by a combination of keystrokes and a password. While she kept her laptop password protected, if anyone hacked in, they’d only find what she wanted them to find.


  Even better, she could switch between the two systems with a couple of keystrokes.


  That meant she didn’t need to sit on her computer every second of the day and worry about if someone got into it or not. She had a keystroke logger on it, too, and several times one or more people had tiptoed through her computer while she was either asleep or taking a bath or…indisposed behind a tree, if no bathroom was available.


  But they hadn’t done that in a long time, apparently accepting she was one of them.


  So today, she would enjoy the luxury of having a long, hot shower, all to herself.


  Ooh, better shave the kitty.


  Shaving anything hadn’t been much of a priority for her while on the run. She shaved legs, pits, between her legs—for the first time in a couple of years actually feeling like a woman instead of little more than a cog in the military machine.


  Hopefully Alpha would be interested in her, too. She wasn’t an idiot. The guys were a team. If Alpha didn’t warm up to her, she understood that Papa likely would call a halt to any potential extracurricular activities between them anyway.


  And that would really fucking suck.


  


  * * * *


  


  Papa sent Alpha down to the lab to discuss some logistics issues with the research team after evening chow. One of the best things about this base, in Alpha’s opinion, was their team had been given separate quarters, all ten pairs. The scientists had paired off into various quarters all their own. The base was sturdy, thick walls, meaning not much sound would get through.


  For the first time in…ever, they didn’t have to listen to anyone else snoring or scrumping or doing whatever outside the walls of their own room.


  When Alpha fell into his rack tonight, he would get one of the best night’s sleep of his life.


  And that was saying something. No disruptions, and no worries about watching his six.


  He also wouldn’t have to share a bed with Papa. The rooms were small, but in this section they all had two bunk beds in them. That meant they each got their own. And they only had to share a bathroom with one other room.


  Might rub one out in the shower tonight before I go to sleep.


  That would be nice. He’d gotten ten minutes to himself a month ago down in Florida, walking by himself one night along the beach.


  Holy shit.


  No wonder he felt like he could easily strangle someone.


  Maybe I’ll rub two out. Hell, it’s like a damn party, right?


  He’d reached their quarters and was standing there by his bunk, deciding what to do next. He had started to think about unpacking his gear when the door burst open and a woman just about flew through the door and into the room, as if propelled by someone else. She landed on Papa’s lower bunk, springing right back up, wildly swinging.


  Papa slammed the door shut behind him and locked it, grabbing her by the arm and spinning her around, punching her.


  “Yo, dude! What the fuck?” He tried to grab Papa’s arm but the man shoved him off.


  “Stay out of this,” he growled. She was sobbing now as Papa grabbed her jacket lapels and started shaking her, his back to Alpha as he took another swing at her, making her sharply cry out in pain.


  Alpha finally realized it was Tank Papa was going after. He tried again to pull the man off of the girl. “What the fuck are you doing? Let her go!”


  Papa shoved him, hard, making him trip and land on the other bunk. Now Papa had Tank on her back on his bunk and was choking her.


  “Bitch got her friends killed, you know that? And she’s trying to keep that other girl away from us? Fuck that shit.”


  Finally, Alpha’s brain overrode his shock of seeing this man, a man he considered a brother, losing his shit and going totally off the rails. He dove across the opening between the bunks and tried to pull Papa off Tank before he killed the girl.


  “Man, stop it! You can’t do this!”


  “Do what? This?” Papa leaned in and kissed her. That shocked Alpha again.


  Especially when she wrapped her arms around him and started kissing him back.


  His heart thudded in his chest. “Okay, what the hell?”


  Both of them started laughing as Papa gave her one last kiss and sat up. She rolled onto her side facing Alpha, propped up on one elbow.


  “That’s, ‘What the hell, ma’am, to you, captain,” she said in what definitely sounded like an officer’s command tone.


  He stared at her. “Huh?”


  She stood, stepped over to him, grabbed him, and kissed him, hard and deep, hooking a leg around his and grinding herself against him.


  “Gotcha,” she said, her sexy tone confusing the hell out of him at the same time it aroused him. “Does Scotland ring a bell?”


  He finally grabbed her arms and leaned back far enough he could look down into her eyes. Gorgeous eyes, now that she wasn’t shooting daggers at him through them.


  And Papa was now flopped over on the bunk and laughing his ass off. “Fuck, I should have set up a camera to film his expression. Priceless!”


  “Oookaay, what the hell is going on?”


  Papa didn’t sit up. In fact, he started unbuttoning his shirt. “Captain Kenner Chasco, I’d like to introduce you to Major Fiji Noel Tanakasawa. Military intel, deep cover.”


  She squirmed free of Alpha’s grasp and draped her arms around his neck. “Auditioning for the roll of rack-warmer for the immediate future, at the very least.”


  “What the fuck does Scotla—oh.” He glared at Papa. “You sonofabitch! I was seriously considering drawing my sidearm on you!”


  Papa sat up. “Frankly, I’m too horny and exhausted to play it out any longer than we did.”


  Alpha refocused on her. “Thought you hated me?”


  “I’m thirty-four and a major. You honestly think I’m going to let a college kid who can’t find her ass with both hands and a flashlight try to make moves on you before I get a chance to see if we might have something? Think again. Besides, she’s literally a dumbass.”


  “So…you don’t hate me?”


  She smiled and shook her head. “Deep cover, baby.”


  “Soo…”


  Papa sat up and pulled off his shirt. “So, you need to make a decision, buddy,” he said. “Either you get naked and we show the woman a good time tonight, or we send her away unfucked, highly disappointed, very horny, and you risk me killing you in your sleep after she leaves.”


  “How long have you known this?”


  “Not long. That’s why she pulled me aside during our meeting earlier.”


  “And you couldn’t tell me…why?”


  Papa stood up and got behind her, his hands on her hips. “Scotland, asshole. Fucking top this.”


  “I—” Alpha’s jaw dropped shut. “Dammit.” He started to yank his shirt off. “If you don’t hate me, then hell, yeah, I’m willing to see what might happen.”


  She smiled. “Good. Because as I told him, it’s been two years since I’ve been fucked, and I’m hoping for a damn good time.”


  “Then you came to the right men, sugar.” He threw his shirt onto the other bunk and grabbed her again, kissing her hard, roughly, enjoying the soft moans she made when he pressed his tongue against her lips and they parted immediately for him.


  Papa nuzzled the side of her neck. “You ever been with two guys at the same time before?”


  Alpha lifted his lips from hers so she could answer. “No, but it’s on my bucket list.”


  Alpha reached up and fisted her ponytail. “Permission to fuck your brains out, ma’am?”


  She grinned. “Permission granted.”


  Somehow, they got the two lower bunk mattresses dragged down onto the floor and got themselves naked on them. Papa knelt behind her and slid his cock home inside her pussy before pulling her up onto her knees, holding her against his chest.


  Along her abdomen lay a long, twisted scar which Alpha traced with his lips and tongue. “Who did this to you, baby?”


  “Fucker in Shanghai. Gutshot me. You should have seen what he looked like when I finished with him.”


  “I think you should quit talking and make her come, buddy,” Papa told Alpha.


  “Gladly.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tank moaned in disappointment when Papa filled her with his delicious cock but then didn’t proceed to fuck her. Instead, he pulled her up on her knees, her back pressed against his chest, his arms around her, hands on her breasts. As he started playing with her nipples, Alpha got in front of her and his lips closed around her exposed and throbbing clit.


  Holy…fuck!


  She tipped her face to the side, kissing Papa and letting him swallow her moans as she exploded around his cock. The orgasm was all the better for having his shaft deeply embedded inside her, the walls of her pussy clamping down on it as Alpha did things to her with his tongue that were probably illegal in several countries.


  Wave after wave of orgasms washed through her. She realized part of it was she’d been unsatisfied for so damn long, and part of it was the welcomed release of tension.


  But it didn’t hurt that they were just.


  That.


  Good.


  Papa rolled and pinched her nipples between his fingers, almost but not quite to the point of pain, helping throw her over the edge again and again. Nothing had ever felt this good.


  Ever.


  Papa nuzzled the side of her neck again. “Gonna let him get a couple more out of you, then we’re going to spit-roast your beautiful self so we can release a little tension. Round two, my cock is going in that gorgeous ass of yours while he gets to fuck your pussy.”


  She whimpered, the scorching mental image helping draw yet another orgasm out of her with the help of Alpha’s tongue on her clit.


  “Round three,” Papa continued, “will be you on top of me sucking my cock while he gets to pound this sweet pussy and I’m sucking your clit. Then after a breather we’ll figure out what happens next. Deal?”


  “Uh-huh!”


  He nipped her earlobe. “You like it a little rough, or want slow and sweet?”


  “Uh-huh!”


  He chuckled. “A lady with a wide variety of tastes. I like that.” Another nip sent shivers through her while Alpha was working her up again. She’d lost count of how many times she’d already come. “Fair warning, you stay around any length of time, we’re going to consider you ours and work to keep you ours. Got it?”


  Hell, if this was what she could expect, that was damn skippy with her.


  “Yeah!”


  “By ours we mean you don’t sleep with anyone but us, and we don’t sleep with anyone but you. We’re territorial about what’s ours. Sure you can handle that?”


  “Yeah!” Right now she’d agree to nearly anything just to keep the pleasure washing through her.


  He lightly raked his teeth across the flesh of her neck. “Might mean after we get through all this bullshit and can settle down to civvie life again that we tell you to get rid of the five-year and start working on getting you pregnant.”


  Her eyes dropped closed, an orgasm even harder than the others flooding her system at that mental image. She’d had to be independent for so long. The few relationships she’d had never lasted long because the guys couldn’t handle her. So not just one but two guys who could definitely take care of her?


  Hell yeah.


  Alpha lifted his head. “Wow. That made her come really hard, didn’t it?”


  “Yeah. I think we just discovered our lady’s kryptonite. Get one more out of her, and then let’s let her drain you dry because I’m about ready to explode.”


  Alpha went to work on her again while Papa whispered in her ear all the dirty dreams she’d had herself throughout the years.


  As if he could read her mind.


  One of his hands dropped down, flat against her tummy. “Just think what it would be like to have two guys spoiling you rotten for life, filling you with our babies, building a future together.”


  Once more into the breach. He gasped as her pussy squeezed his cock as she came again. “Hurry up,” he said to Alpha.


  Alpha sat up and back, grabbing her and pulling her down, her mouth already open and ready for his cock as Papa grabbed her by the hips and started pounding his cock into her.


  Fortunately, she had Alpha’s cock deep in her throat when Papa fucked one last smaller orgasm out of her, because she moaned around his cock, muffling the sound.


  Alpha’s hands cradled her head as he started thrusting. “That’s it, sugar,” he gasped. “Filled with cock at both ends and a very happy girl. Just think about this right here, about two men who can keep you satisfied better than anyone else, whenever you get lonesome.”


  Her nipples, sensitive from Papa tormenting them, rubbed against the sheets and added to her pleasure. Then Alpha’s cock grew even harder against her tongue and he buried it in her throat as he moaned. She swallowed as fast as she could, while downstairs Papa’s fingers dug into her flesh as he let out a satisfied grunt of his own.


  With Alpha’s cock finally softening in her mouth, she took a deep breath and let out a sigh of relief.


  Papa stretched out next to her, hooking an arm around her waist and pulling her against him. “And that’s how two men keep a woman happy,” he whispered against the nape of her neck.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Papa was glad Alpha had quickly grokked the situation and jumped on board with the plan. Was he crazy to think long-term when it came to Tank when they barely knew her?


  Sure, but the world was, last time he checked, an increasingly crazy place. If the nine triads before them could jump into bed together and make it so far, why couldn’t they approach it like that, too?


  He reached over to his trousers, where he’d stashed a small bottle of lube and condoms he’d acquired from Omega during his talk with the man while Alpha was handling the medical logistics.


  Letting Alpha see those would have been a huge tip-off and spoiled his plans.


  He held them up for her to see. “I am a man of my word,” he told her, his own cock already starting to inflate at the thought of having her sandwiched between them. “Get busy getting him hard and—”


  “Too late,” Alpha joked. He reached down and encircled the base of his already hard cock, shaking it at her. “Mount up, sugar. We’ve got some fucking to do.”


  She slung a leg over him, straddling him. He grabbed her hips and pulled her down onto his cock, pulling a gasp from her that completely finished hardening Papa’s cock.


  “Yeah,” Papa hoarsely said. “Like that.”


  “Hurry up,” Alpha grumbled. “I’m already close again.” Alpha pulled her down, kissing her, one hand fisting her hair and the other arm draped around her.


  Papa worked plenty of lube into her tight ass, starting with one finger and taking his time working through a second, then third finger. By the time he felt confident she was ready and he wouldn’t hurt her, she was squirming on Alpha’s cock and trying to fuck him.


  He wiped off his hand and rolled a condom onto his aching shaft, slathering that with lube, too.


  “Hold still,” Papa told her, planting one hand in the middle of her back while he used the other to get his cock positioned.


  When she felt the head of his cock touching her rim, she fell still and softly moaned. Alpha reached down and grabbed her ass cheeks, holding her wide open for Papa.


  “We mean it,” Papa told her. “We consider you ours. You don’t want to be ours, you have to say so.”


  Although if right now she said she didn’t want them he’d be liable to burst into tears. Having her between them felt right, felt good, and not only because it’d been so damn long since they’d been with a woman.


  That’s not what she said. Instead, she wiggled her cute ass at him and threw him a glance over her shoulder. “Please shut up and fuck me!” Words that quickly transformed into moans as he eased forward, his cock breaching her rim and sliding into her tight channel.


  Going slow, so slow he thought his balls might explode from the tension, he gently started fucking her ass, making more progress with every stroke, until his thighs were pressed tightly against her.


  Breathing a sigh of relief that he’d gotten all the way inside her without exploding first, he leaned in and kissed the back of her neck. “Now it’s time to fuck you again, baby.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tank hovered on the edge between pleasure and pain, the two sensations mixing and twisting and doing a frenetic tango back and forth across every last nerve ending in her body. When Papa leaned in and kissed the back of her neck, she realized she didn’t want this to end. Any of this. Ever.


  Evveerr.


  Yeah, she’d accomplished a lot in her life, in her career, but there was more to life than just working. Especially when in her line of work it was quite common to risk death, or have to kill.


  She wanted a life. To live. To love. To have passion and pleasure and the good kinds of pain like this.


  Alpha reached up and started playing with her nipples, while Papa worked a hand between her and Alpha and located her clit.


  Alpha looked up at her with those gorgeous blue eyes of his. “Start movin’, sugar. That pussy ain’t gonna fuck itself.” He grinned.


  In that moment, she knew she was in love. With both of them. Illogical? Yes, absolutely. Passionately crazy maybe in the bad ways? Sure, okay. But she didn’t give a shit.


  She wanted them. They saw her, the real her, and didn’t see a killer or a dangerous person. They saw a woman their bodies had responded to, and they weren’t scared or repelled or put off.


  Slowly, her bottom lip caught under her teeth, and she started moving, fucking them, enjoying the burning pinch of how both their cocks inside her at the same time had her stretched, fuller than ever before, an incredible sensation.


  “That’s it,” Papa said, his voice once again sounding strained. “You’re absolutely perfect, baby.”


  With her hands braced on Alpha’s firm pecs, she rocked back and forth, her body quickly growing accustomed to the feel of them inside her, pleasure taking over and filling her. Didn’t hurt that Papa had apparently figured out how to perfectly play with her clit and help her out there.


  “Look at me, sugar,” Alpha said.


  Forcing her eyes open, she stared down at him.


  “Give us one like this and we’ll go easy on you and come.” He grinned. “And even give you a few minutes to rest before round three.”


  His playful tone drop-kicked her over the edge and into the abyss of pleasure. Before long she was slamming her body against theirs, her orgasm spinning, stretching as the men worked to catch up to and come with her. Finally, she collapsed in a sweaty heap on top of Alpha, Papa bracing himself with his arms on either side of her, keeping his weight off her but his softening cock still embedded in her ass.


  “That’s round two,” he teased. “We’ll get cleaned up and start the warm-ups for round three.”


  She didn’t know where the giggles came from, but in a few seconds she was full-on belly laughing, helpless, draped over Alpha’s hard chest and flat-out giggle-snorting her way through the episode.


  It felt fucking good to laugh again. She hadn’t laughed in…


  A really long time.


  Forever, it felt.


  Definitely not since escaping LA.


  As she caught her breath, Papa stroked her back. “Mind letting us in on the joke?”


  “Of all the things I thought that might happen to me during this mission,” she said, “becoming the filling in a monkey sandwich wasn’t one of them.”


  Alpha played with her hair, twirling it around his fingers. “You complaining, sugar?”


  “Nope. Definitely not complaining.” She turned her head so she could look up at Papa. “So how do your oral talents compare to his?”


  “It’s not a competition,” Alpha said.


  “Spoken like a man who isn’t sure he can measure up,” she lightly snarked.


  “Hey, you weren’t complaining a little bit ago.”


  Papa grinned, widely, taking years off his features. “I think I’m better than him.”


  “Says who?” Alpha protested.


  Papa waggled his eyebrows at her. “Guess you’ll have to be the judge of that, won’t you?”


  Papa sat up so she could sit up. “Let’s get cleaned up and get to round three, then,” she said. “Only way to be sure.” Papa helped her to her feet, leaving Alpha lying there.


  “Hey, what about me?”


  “Better come clean up,” Papa told him as they headed for the bathroom door. “Unless you want me to win by default.”


  Alpha jumped up and followed them.


  Ten minutes later, they were all squeaky clean, and she was head to cock on top of Papa. He wasted no time grabbing her ass and holding on tight as he buried his face in her pussy.


  Sucking his cock deep into her mouth, she tried to focus on actually giving him a blow job, but what he was doing felt just too…damned…good.


  She heard Alpha crack his knuckles. “You just wait. You just wait until the next round. I’ll go down on that pussy and rock your world.”


  Barely able to hold back her giggle at his playful tone, that quickly turned into her moaning around Papa’s cock when Alpha speared her with his. The men were both amply endowed, over eight inches, at least, and thick.


  Even better, they knew how to use their equipment.


  The first orgasm of that round soon slammed into her, and when she tried to squirm away from Papa, he just held on more tightly and sucked on her clit harder, keeping her in place and barely able to move.


  Alpha held her down, too, with a hand in the small of her back. “Oh, yeah, sugar. Right there.” He sounded breathless, eager. “Gonna fuck this sweet pussy until you won’t even so much as look at another guy because you’ll know who you’ve got waiting for you.”


  That wasn’t going to be a problem. She’d had decent sex in her life with decently hung men who had decent technique.


  Before tonight, she would have thought them more than adequate.


  Until Papa and Alpha blew the bell curve.


  Literally.


  She couldn’t imagine being in bed with any other man, much less two of them, besides these two. Everything felt right, perfect, no awkward fumblings or missteps. The men knew what they wanted and how to make sure the woman between them was more than happy with the results. No selfish quickies for them, they’d overshot her expectations by a lunar landing’s worth.


  And then some.


  She literally couldn’t move by the time they took pity on her, she’d swallowed a load of Papa’s cum, and Alpha had emptied another load into her pussy. Lying there draped across both of them, she said, “Someone set an alarm to wake us up in an hour.”


  “Why?” the men asked.


  “Because I can’t spend all night here. They’ll notice I’m gone.”


  Alpha sat up, looking not quite angry, but perturbed, at the very least. “You’re ours, and you’ll sleep with us.”


  “She’s right, Ken,” Papa said. “She’s undercover. You can’t interfere with that.”


  Alpha looked like he wanted to argue, a cross between upset and heartbroken that nearly sent her into tears.


  She coaxed him back down for a kiss. “I’m yours, all right? Both of yours. No worries there.”


  “You’re not sharing a room with a guy, are you?” he asked.


  She smiled. “With five of them. And seven women. They’ve got us in one dorm room.”


  “Oh.” He looked a little less perturbed by that. “I guess that’s okay, then.” He found his watch and set an alarm. “One hour.” He kissed her after snuggling in beside her. “Then I’m going to give you one last round to remember us by.”


  “And another shower,” she said, her eyes already falling closed. “Because I can’t go back there smelling like I just had an orgy. We have to play this smart. And I have to pretend to give you stink-eye.” She opened her eyes again and poked him. “Next time Sylvan tries to make a move on you, you’d better not go looking at her like you were.”


  He grinned. “Ah, so she is jealous. Good.” He rubbed noses with her. “I like that. I want our woman to be as territorial about us as we are about her.”


  “Just try and stop me.”


  “Sleep,” Papa said. “Because I have a feeling I’m going to want a round four, too.”


  Chapter Ten


  


  The next morning was Wednesday. Tank lay in her bunk and at first had difficulty processing all the strange, unfamiliar aches and pains in her body.


  Then the previous night’s events slammed into her memory.


  Oh. Yeah.


  Them.


  She stifled a soft giggle.


  Holy crap, the men had been true to their word and gave her a roll in the rack she would never forget. Although thinking about long-term plans was something she’d leave to the realm of bedroom talk for now.


  It was far too soon to be thinking in those terms. They didn’t even have the vaccine in production yet. She still had a mission to complete.


  The men still had a mission to complete.


  She heard some of the others moving around and checked the time. 0647 meant the base was up and moving and alive.


  Chow.


  Coffee.


  She sat up and winced as she contemplated the soreness she wasn’t used to. The good kind of soreness, but it meant she’d be moving a little on the slow side.


  At least I don’t need a shower.


  No, the shower she’d taken with the men last night after round four and before returning to her dorm had cleaned them up and meant she could hit the floor running this morning.


  Well, maybe not running. A slow, ambling shuffle, for sure.


  As she started getting ready, Argen, who’d apparently showered that morning from the look of her damp brown hair, walked over. “So…are we good?”


  “Huh?”


  “The meeting last night. You got in really late. How’d it go?”


  “Oh.” That’s right, she still had a cover story to not blow. After suppressing the urge to grin and giggle, which she masked with a yawn, Tank said, “Yeah. Full immunity. The general said if worse came to worse, he’d get us set up with new identities once this is all over.”


  Prudhomme was now listening in. Standing there bare-chested and in jeans, he walked over. “Once what is all over? We don’t work for them.”


  “I’m not caffeinated yet, guys. Look, the same general in charge of SOTIF is the one helping us out. He wants us to expose what happened. There’s a lot of fuckery going on in government, and he’s against it. He’s pro-Constitution, and says that there’s too much big business involved in the government now. He wants us to expose Barstow and LA and Kite and everything else so we get the truth out there. He just can’t directly help us.”


  “Why not?” Argen asked.


  “Because he can’t expose himself. He’s taking a huge enough damn risk as it is helping us as much as he has. He’s focused on trying to make sure a Kite vaccine gets out and saves the damn world.”


  “What about us?” Prudhomme asked.


  “What about us?”


  “Kite. We get the vaccine, too?”


  “Yep. Just like everyone on this base.”


  “And our families?” Jerise asked from her bunk, where she was now sitting up and listening, Sylvan looking on from the bunk above her.


  “And our families.” Tank realized everyone was now awake and listening, so she reached over and hit the switch to turn on the overhead lights. “Look, I know we claimed we’re anarchists—”


  “We are anarchists,” King insisted. She wore a doubtful frown that Tank kept in mind to deal with later.


  “We can’t succeed in a vacuum,” Tank continued. “I’m no idiot. Remember, I grew up in the military, y’all didn’t. I heard my parents talk after work every day. Talking with their friends. We play ball by their rules and we’ll come out on top here.”


  Paxton nudged his glasses up his nose. “What are their rules?”


  “You’ve already heard them. Don’t jeopardize the base or their mission to get a Kite vaccine in production and distributed. Don’t expose ourselves or this base. Damn sure don’t want to expose the Drunk Monkeys or their CO. We go after the appropriate targets—the people who ordered LA and Barstow. The people who ordered euthanasias at the road blocks. Hell, the rumors about what happened in New York. Meaning President Kennedy and everyone whose names were on those orders. Her advisors.”


  “What about the VP?” Jerise asked.


  “He wasn’t involved. He’s one of the good guys.” Still desperately wanting coffee, yet knowing she needed to get this out of the way, Tank connected a few dots for them in such a way as not to jeopardize her cover and yet give them the bigger picture. Set up the data and evidence so that when the vaccine was ready to go out to the masses, they delivered the knockout punch that would take out the President, allow the VP to take over, and ensure people knew he was clean. Hopefully guarantee him the election that November, as well as anyone on the party ticket. The party that saved the world and cleaned their own house.


  Shuller frowned as she leaned into Boyd, who had his arm draped around her shoulders. “So, what, we’re now shills for the political machine? How is that good?”


  “Not for the political machine. How many of us have been raised by parents who could barely make ends meet, huh? Just because my parents are career military doesn’t mean they’re rich. I know some of you are from wealthy families.” She directed that statement to Sylvan, who had the decency to blush, at least.


  “The rest of us,” Tank continued, “know what it’s like to barely scrape by. Because there pretty much isn’t a middle class anymore. What we do here will help expose the corruption all the way up the food chain and get rid of it so we can start fresh as a country. Assuming the party wins in November, one of the first things they want to do is reform the tax codes and eliminate big money from elections. Make it part of the Constitution so future sessions of Congress can’t go and weasel it back in there and start this shit over.”


  She stared at them. They’d all fallen silent during her speech. “Paxton. Didn’t you say your dad almost died because he couldn’t afford his medicine?”


  He slowly nodded. “Yeah.”


  “They want to put human needs back to being a priority. Look at what’s already happened. Those executive orders about forgiving winter electric bills and natural gas bills? That was this general forcing the President to do it to help people out.”


  “What is the downside to us doing this?” Torphin asked.


  Orson spoke up. “We end up worse off than before.”


  Tank smiled as she walked over to him. “Key difference, though.”


  “What?”


  “They’ll know that we know. People will be watching them, not just us.”


  “What if they kill us?” Sylvan asked. “You said they’re killers.”


  “Once the info’s out there, they won’t dare anyway. We plant fail-safes everywhere, just in case. I already told them we would be doing that. That we had done that.” That was a fib, but one she knew they’d swallow.


  Tank held up her hand. “I’m in. If anyone wants to leave, they’ll arrange for you to be taken back to the States and get a fake ID so you can get around. If you’re in, show me.”


  Holding her breath, she watched as, one by one, all their hands slowly headed skyward.


  “Good. We’re all in, then. Let’s do this.” She put her hand down. “After coffee.”


  Finally, a smattering of laughter.


  After getting dressed and grabbing her laptop, she headed to the chow hall, hoping she didn’t run into Papa and Alpha when she did.


  It’d be too hard to keep her mask in place. To pretend she wasn’t happy to see them.


  To try and not run Sylvan through with a butter knife if the girl tried to hit on Alpha or Papa.


  She was the first of her group there by a couple of minutes. Omega walked in before any of her group joined her. After glancing around, he handed a sat-phone off to her, giving her a wink and a nod of his head before quickly walking off.


  Slipping the sat-phone into her jacket pocket, she breathed a sigh of relief. Papa had obviously talked with him at some point. While the more people who knew about her true identity would amp the risk of the mission falling apart, it was helpful to have the unit’s QM on her side and in the know. It meant a far easier time getting whatever she needed for herself and the group without having to secretly slip messages to Bubba, or going through Papa and Alpha, to make sure it happened.


  Pulling her student persona fully into place, she staked out a corner of the chow hall for her group, keeping them together as they arrived and joined her to eat.


  And Sylvan was right there when Alpha walked in and Tank forced herself to give him a stink-eyed glare until he was over in the chow line getting his food.


  But fortunately, Sylvan hadn’t given the man more than a passing glance.


  Tank reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “We stick together,” she said, hating that she had to keep up a double charade now. “We’ll do this thing and make it all worth it.”


  Sylvan wouldn’t meet her gaze. She stared down at her tray and played with her scrambled eggs. “Not worth losing Gatsby and Connell over it,” she softly said. “My parents.”


  “Don’t give up hope.”


  “You give up hope about your dad yet? I looked up Manila. It’s basically gone.”


  Tank swallowed back her fear, the nasty, hard ball of cold ice wanting to run back up her throat, along with her breakfast. “My dad’s a tricky fuck.”


  “I hacked into my parents’ cell phone accounts last night,” she said. “While you were at the meeting. Through the online interface.” Now Sylvan’s gaze lifted, red-rimmed, somber. “They haven’t checked their voice mails since the day of Barstow. They had lots of new messages on there, both accounts full.”


  Of course Tank had known they were full, because two weeks ago Gatsby had caught Sylvan trying to call them on a burner and ordered her to stop doing it. Sylvan had confided to them then that their voice mail accounts were at the limit.


  Tank didn’t want her to lose hope. “You still don’t—”


  “The family trackers on the accounts last pinged both their phones in Barstow, Tank.” She put down her fork and stared at her tray. “On the night of. I’m not as stupid as I look. I didn’t want to access their accounts before. I was afraid to for this very reason. And if I hack into their bank accounts, I’m going to find no activity since then, either. Nothing. Because they were vaporized and I’m still alive and what the hell am I supposed to do with the rest of my life?”


  Tank leaned in. “We keep living,” she gently said. “Because to give up is an insult to those who died. To keep living is the biggest fuck-you we can give to North Korea, to Reverend Silo, to all the jackasses who contributed to this mess in the first place. We keep living, and we permanently fuck the shit up of everyone we can who is still contributing to this mess. That’s what we do.”


  Next to Sylvan sat Paxton. He hesitantly draped an arm around Sylvan’s shoulders. He was a year younger than Sylvan, but he was definitely years ahead of her in what little common sense the others had in the group.


  “You’ve got us,” he said. “I’m here. I know my parents are dead. I know they died in Barstow because they left me a voice mail asking me to try to get there to meet up with them.”


  Sylvan leaned her head against his shoulder and Tank breathed a sigh of relief. She’d caught Paxton making eyes at Sylvan before, but with Sylvan so eager to chase after Gatsby—who hadn’t had an ounce of interest in her—she’d never seen what was right there in front of her.


  Good.


  Maybe the two kids would hit it off and solve two problems at once for her. She could back off giving Alpha stink-eye, and she wouldn’t have to babysit Sylvan.


  “Let’s eat and then we can get to work,” Tank told them. “We’ve got a lot to do.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Rev. Hannibal Silo of the Church of the Rising Sunset stood in his bathroom Wednesday morning and stared at himself in the mirror. He was supposed to be down at the dining hall for breakfast in an hour, before he gave a televised sermon.


  Truth be told, he didn’t feel like it.


  He certainly didn’t look like it, either.


  He’d emptied most of a bottle of bourbon by himself the night before and was damn sure feeling it this morning.


  At least I’ll look like shit.


  He was firmly in Jerald’s power at this point and he knew it. Fucking up with the CDC operation had been the final straw. Now, hungover and unshaven, as he stared at himself in the mirror he didn’t see the virile leader of a global empire that he’d seen just months ago.


  He saw an aging old man.


  A man he didn’t even know anymore.


  The ultimate irony was that he couldn’t even pray to god for help, because as he’d sat there drinking his liver into a coma the night before, he finally realized and admitted to himself that he didn’t even believe in a god.


  Sure he’d idly thought that before, because what god would really let someone like him be in control of millions of people? But he’d never…absorbed it before.


  Not really.


  As he stared into the mirror, he realized he was finally seeing the truth staring back at him. None of the girls he’d selected to be his brides would have wanted him. Not really. They wouldn’t have been willing.


  And Mary. Maybe she saw the truth about him all along. Hell, he thought he’d been smarter than her and had her under control, and she’d made a laughingstock of him. Posted videos, made recordings—undid with a few actions months of work.


  His doorbell rang, finally forcing him out of his reverie. Grabbing a bathrobe, he went to answer the door and found Jerald standing there, fully dressed and put together and looking far more powerful than he’d ever felt, even at his best.


  “What the—” He shoved Hannibal back inside, slamming the door shut and locking it behind him. “Holy fuck, what the hell’s wrong with you? You look like shit.”


  “Good. I’d hate to feel this horrible and not look it.”


  Jerald waved a hand in front of his face. “You’re fucking hungover? Seriously? Dammit.” He grabbed Hannibal by the shoulders, spun him around, and shoved him down the hall and toward the master bathroom. “We have to be downstairs in the dining hall. You have to be on TV. We’re supposed to be going over our notes for this morning right now. We don’t have time for this bullshit!”


  “What difference does it make?” he asked as Jerald got him into the master bathroom. “In all truth?”


  Jerald turned him around and slapped him, hard, rocking his head back. “You listen to me, you idiotic fuck. You can’t pull the pity-poor-me act now and bail. I’ll have your ass in jail by the end of the day if you want to play that game.” He pointed at the shower. “You get your fucking ass in there, clean up, shave, and for god’s sake, brush your teeth and gargle. I’ll go get your suit ready.”


  Hannibal didn’t move.


  “Was I speaking in tongues? Go!”


  He finally did as Jerald headed back into the bedroom.


  As he reached into the shower to turn it on, he sighed.


  It’s come to this, then. Not only has Mary excelled and escaped me, but Jerald is now truly in charge.


  He idly thought about trying to call one of his contacts to take Jerald out, but then thought better of it.


  With his current string of luck, the man would already be in Jerald’s pocket, let Jerald know what was going on, and Hannibal would still be in jail.


  Or dead.


  As he waited for the water to warm, he finally accepted that no, he didn’t want to die.


  Especially since he wasn’t convinced there was anything better later on.


  Or, perhaps, if there was, maybe he wouldn’t be heading up after all.


  Maybe he’d be heading down to a fate far worse than this set-back.


  He climbed into the shower to start getting ready.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  As the calendar changed from November to December, the secret base was able to spread the hacker team out into different quarters, a section designed for enlisted men, sharing common facilities but at least everyone had their own private bunk area.


  Meanwhile, the buffed-up research team, working with the Canadians, strove to perfect a production-ready vaccine. All their testing came back affirmative, and every successive sample strain of Kite they managed to get hold of was also knocked out by the vaccine.


  Even researchers in different labs around the world had agreed that what they were doing was working and were trying to get production quantities produced and distributed in their areas despite the final approval not yet being given.


  It was, at least, the start of the tide turning in the world’s favor.


  Tank led a stressful double life that made anything she’d been through before that point almost pale in comparison. She would sometimes have to schedule her rendezvous with Alpha and Papa for different times of the day, using all sorts of excuses from sit rep meetings to just going off somewhere for a nap by herself.


  But she had fully vested the young hackers in their goal. Between the Drunk Monkeys showing them all the evidence they had on Rev. Silo and Barstow, and letting them go down to the lab to talk in person and unescorted to the research team and hear their stories, she’d fully won them all over to the cause.


  She’d even facilitated a video call between Arliss and the group, the kids able to put a face and voice to the actions and plan. A grandfatherly looking guy who could have been a relative to any of them.


  Tank hoped the students wouldn’t hate her too much when the truth finally came out.


  In what little alone time she had, she studied the four faces of the men she’d killed in KC, men who’d only been following orders and doing their job.


  Men she’d had to kill and still hated herself over.


  Connell and Gatsby’s urns, which were actually plain wooden boxes, sat on a shelf in her room, over her bunk. She didn’t know when or what she’d do with them, and hadn’t told the others about them, either.


  This was her responsibility.


  So far, even Bubba hadn’t been able to track down living relatives of the men. Not close ones, at least. It was very likely that Gatsby’s parents had died either in LA or Barstow. Connell’s were still MIA, Bubba unable to confirm anything about their fate.


  The good note was that Q and Mama had both been reunited with their loved ones. The two SOTIF teams who’d been guarding the civvies had brought them to the base just last week, now that it was apparent that they had found a permanent safe haven. Q looked years younger now when she saw him and his family in the dining area, as did Mama.


  Although it looked like Mama and Waldo had also finally become a couple, sharing a private quarters, with her son bunked right next door to them.


  Sylvan and Paxton had segued into a romantic item and had taken up sharing a bunk behind closed doors.


  The hacker team, working with Bubba pretending to be Ax, was quickly amassing the full picture of what had happened in LA and Barstow, as well as the facts behind the earlier Kite outbreak in New York.


  All of that was great, but as Christmas drew near, it still didn’t ease Tank’s conscience about what had happened in Kansas City, or the fact that her father was still unaccounted for. She’d been able to talk to her mom once a couple of months earlier on a crappy sat-com cell connection, for a few minutes, but that was all. She hadn’t been able to get in touch with her again that way, although Bubba had assured Tank the base was still secure and safe.


  Even Tank’s time in bed with her men was beginning to lose the ability to take her out of her head for more than a few minutes here and there. Too much unfinished business for her to deal with.


  Too much guilt.


  Here she was, snug and safe in a Canadian base, and people were dead, families had no real answers, her father was missing.


  Lots of fathers and mothers were missing.


  On Christmas Eve, she snuck away to a remote storeroom with her men for a private celebration. As she lay there snuggled between them, she voiced it.


  “What happens after?”


  “What do you mean?” Papa asked.


  “After the vaccines, after Silo. What then?”


  Alpha nuzzled the side of her neck. “What do you want to do, sugar? That’s the question.”


  “I want to find my dad.”


  Both men froze.


  Before either of them could protest, she rephrased it. “I’m going to go find my dad,” she said. “At the very least, we have to get an exfil team to Manila to see if anyone’s still alive.”


  They’d lost communications with Manila months earlier, not long after El Segundo fell, and hadn’t been able to restore it.


  If there was anyone there to restore communications with.


  Unfortunately, with so much of that part of the globe now infested with Kite, no one had launched a rescue mission there. Naval resources had been devoted to keeping boats full of Kite refugees from landing in Hawaii or on the US mainland, and providing support to the UK. Any air missions to Manila would need refueling support, and that had been, once again, redirected to efforts keeping their interests elsewhere protected in the air.


  Alpha started to protest, but Papa reached over and touched his shoulder, silencing him. “Nothing can be done until the vaccine starts to ship. We are under orders to stay here and guard the team.”


  “I know that.”


  “Shipping a production vaccine is probably a month away, or longer.”


  “I know.”


  The silence descended upon them, thick and heavy.


  “I killed four guys who were only doing their job and following orders,” she said. “I got two kids killed in the process, kids who were my responsibility. The least I can do is try to rescue anyone who might still be in Manila.”


  “That’s not your job, sugar,” Alpha gently said.


  “Maybe not, but it’s my burden, and I don’t take that lightly. I failed in my command role. No one gets left behind.”


  He nuzzled her temple, placing a tender kiss there. “Okay, then. I guess there’s a trip to Manila in our future.”


  Papa let out a heavy sigh as he laced fingers with her. “Guess so.”


  “You don’t have to go.”


  “Oh, you’re wrong, sugar,” Alpha said. “Try to stop us from coming. You need the best with you. We happen to be the best of the best.”


  “Thank you.” She snuggled between them again, her only wish this year for Christmas being that they all found some peace, and soon.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jerald studied Hannibal’s back as the man gave his Christmas Eve sermon. In advance, Jerald had set up tomorrow’s schedule to be a light one, ending early in the day.


  Hannibal’s drinking was getting worse now. Jerald wasn’t even sure where the hell Hannibal was getting the booze. He wasn’t going to try very hard to track down the staffer aiding and abetting the man, either.


  Well, that makes my job easier in one way.


  An accidental overdose while mixing alcohol and drugs during the holiday season was so common it verged on utter cliché.


  Jerald had given up on trying to find Mary before he offed Hannibal. At the rate the man was starting to implode, it would be better to get him out of the way fast before he did something epically stupid and took the church—or Jerald—down with him. Jerald had already lined up another figurehead for the church, an aspiring young woman, married to a textbook-handsome man, with two perfect-looking children, a degree from seminary school, and who was in the Washington State compound and helping run things there.


  She’d be perfect. He’d contact her as soon as Hannibal was in the ground, get her and her family moved to St. Louis and in the hot-seat.


  If Mary Silo showed back up, he’d take care of her. Maybe she’d be willing to work with him with Hannibal out of the way. If not?


  Well, he’d have no regrets about taking her out, too.


  He hadn’t yet settled on whether or not to kill Hannibal tomorrow night or on New Year’s Eve. When he’d told Hannibal last week about the deaths of Tom Davis and Bill Parnassus, the man had completely folded like a wet paper bag.


  Jerald couldn’t have kept Bill’s death from Hannibal if he’d wanted to, since his wife, Mary Parnassus, held such a visible post there at the compound.


  He’d used that opportunity to reveal, oh yeah, by the way, our only remaining CIA contact also bit the dust. Jerald wasn’t sure if the deaths truly were accidentally coincidental or not, but the fact that they occurred so closely together, and were two more contacts eliminated, meant Jerald didn’t want to take any chances and risk pissing Arliss off even more.


  Jerald had braced himself, but the expected temper tantrum hadn’t come, surprisingly enough.


  Hannibal had simply slumped onto the sofa and stared at the dark TV as if it held the most interesting show ever.


  Much in the way Mary used to stare at the mindless TV shows Hannibal allowed her to watch.


  Spooky. Damned spooky.


  Now, Jerald found himself having to treat Hannibal like a child. Had to show up early at Hannibal’s quarters every morning to force the man into the shower, make sure he shaved, got him dressed, and then shadow him every waking minute of the day that he was among people.


  It played into how he’d portrayed Silo as a heartbroken man, but this was ridiculous. He wasn’t a babysitter.


  Thank god Hannibal would never become President. Jerald couldn’t imagine what would have happened in that case if mere setbacks like this had utterly broken the guy’s spirit.


  Maybe it should be New Year’s.


  If he killed Hannibal tonight, it would mean his death would also be intrinsically tied to what was their church’s biggest celebration day of the year. New Year’s would be better.


  Now that he’d made the decision, Jerald felt a measure of peace settling in. It’d give him a week to start dropping more comments here and there to key staff. Things like, “I’m going to have to make Hannibal see his doctor next week. I’m truly worried about his health.” Tidbits that would clue staffers in, make them take closer notice of the man themselves.


  Set up the tragic demise of the legend.


  Oh, Hannibal. It’s so much better than you deserve.


  Jerald just hoped, once Hannibal was out of the way, that he would fall off Arliss’ radar as he moved the church toward truly churchy kinds of goals. Arliss had proven a far more worthy opponent than he ever could have dreamed of.


  And he damn sure didn’t want to meet with an “accident” of any kind.


  Settling back into his seat for the remainder of the sermon, he used the time to work on Hannibal’s eulogy in his mind.


  


  * * * *


  


  “You’re the best,” Arliss said over the phone when he called Bubba late Christmas Eve.


  Bubba chuckled. “Aw, Joe. You sweet-talkin’ thang, you. You tryin’ to seduce me?”


  Both men laughed, a comfortable pause settling between them before Arliss spoke again. “Are you sure you don’t want to head up China? I could use a good man there.”


  “I don’t speak the language. You annex Mexico, we’ll talk.”


  “Well…”


  When he didn’t finish, Bubba prompted him. “What? Don’t hold back on me.”


  “Might need an envoy there, too. They’ve already made overtures. Especially now that they know we’re close to a vaccine and that we’re fuck buddies with Canada. They managed to contain Mexico City on their own, mostly. Their military went in after that plane from Colombia arrived, and they kept a secure perimeter around the city once a couple of infected got out of the airport. But they lost over ninety percent of the population there in the process over the past several months.”


  “They want to be our fifty-first state?”


  “That might actually be where this leads, yeah.”


  “No shit?”


  “I shit you not.” Arliss chuckled. “Your Spanish still good?”


  “Bueno.”


  “So what are you doing tomorrow?”


  “Come on, Joe. You didn’t call me to talk about Christmas plans, did you?”


  “Well, yes and no. Tell me what’s going on with Ax and Mary Silo.”


  Bubba leaned back in his wheelchair. He’d been concerned the topic might turn in this direction. “They’re in St. Louis and still in communication. Why?”


  “Because Hannibal Silo’s been awfully quiet lately. I know he’s still alive, but what’s up with that?”


  Bubba had been curious about that himself. Ax had made a few information and logistics requests of him over the past several weeks that, when taken as a whole, led Bubba to think the two had a plan of their own in the works.


  He’d made sure to move one of the SOTIF teams nearby, on standby, just in case he needed to send them in for backup.


  “To be honest? I don’t know. From what I’ve seen traffic-wise, it looks like Arbeid’s completely running the show there.”


  “What’s your read on it?”


  “I don’t know,” Bubba repeated. “If I was a bettin’ man, I’d say Arbeid has something on Silo and is using it to keep the man in line. Either that, or our last two purges finally clued them in that they’re on the losing side.”


  Arliss let out a frustrated-sounding sigh. “What are your feelings about moving on Silo now? Did we ever confirm or deny a fail-safe?”


  This is where Bubba had to hedge his bets. “I’d say hold off right now. We’ve pretty well neutered him in the food chain. Not like the man’s going anywhere.”


  Two Senators had met with “tragic accidents” over the past couple of weeks. Tom Davis from Illinois, who’d also had CIA connections, and Bill Parnassus from Ohio, whose wife and children were not only living in the St. Louis church compound, but she was also working for the church now as an agricultural engineer heading up one of their programs.


  In both cases, Bubba had been able to arrange the “tragic accidents” around winter storms.


  People really shouldn’t be out driving when the weather was bad and they weren’t used to driving on ice.


  “You still inside the church’s computer system?” Arliss asked.


  “Yeah, and so far, it looks like they’ve actually been legit ‘churching’ the past few weeks. I’m sort of curious to see where they go from here. No evidence of any black ops on their part.”


  “Doesn’t that make you nervous?”


  Bubba still hedged his bets. “No, not completely. I’m less nervous than I was before. I’m thinking we wait until after New Year’s and then see about maybe trying to flip Arbeid. If I’m not mistaken, based on the intel we’ve already gathered, he’s not a fan of Silo, either. Having that many resources in the private sector might be a boon to furthering our cause come election time.”


  “Hmm.” Arliss seemed to consider that for a moment. “That’s a very good point. The church helped get Charlotte elected.”


  “Exactly.” A little bit of relief seeped in. If Joe wanted Silo gone, of course he’d follow orders and make it happen. But…


  He was damned curious, actually. With his high perch and able to see most of the chessboard, it was kind of fun to watch things play out.


  Well, not “fun,” because people were dying. It was…interesting. Seeing Joe’s plans falling into place, meaning a far better future on the near horizon, was worth the acceptable collateral damage. The US would once again be the world’s leader, literally. After the Kite threat was fully managed, they could direct their SOTIF teams into finishing off the pockets of religious insurgents that had survived the virus, and taking out any world leaders who didn’t want to play ball by the US’s rules.


  There could, finally, be a real chance for world peace, a global peace.


  A UN that could actually do something other than yak at each other through translators while committing political masturbation.


  A future where people could aspire to achieving more in their lives than merely surviving.


  He wouldn’t apologize for wanting that. A utopia? No, of course not.


  Just a possibility that could finally be a reality. A goal that would allow him to sleep at night with an easy conscience.


  Playing a role that would allow him to be at peace with the life he’d had to lead to get the world to that point.


  A role that would finally allow him to put to rest the ghosts of the lives he’d had to take over the course of his career.


  Something he’d never thought he’d be able to do, and definitely a reason for him to want to go on living now. Something that far outweighed the daily pain he struggled with in his body.


  After getting off the phone with Joe, Bubba stared at the little ceramic Christmas tree set on the kitchen counter of the small safe house apartment he was currently holed up in. He hadn’t plugged it in yet, but now he rolled over to it and lit it, the multi-colored bulbs casting cheery starred patterns on the counter and wall behind it.


  “Merry Christmas to us all,” he said. “And it’s about fucking time.”


  Chapter Twelve


  


  They’d left their car parked on the street a block away from the church compound’s entrance and walked in. It wouldn’t draw any undue attention, since it looked like the church had forbidden people from bringing their cars inside anyway.


  When they reached the employee entrance a little before ten p.m., the fake IDs Ax had created for them worked, much to Kali’s relief. After swiping them through the ID machines to unlock the employee gate, they walked through it without so much as a second glance from the security officer manning the station.


  She followed Ax through the courtyard and into a sheltered hallway, where he glanced around before swiping another ID, which opened the door. They both slipped inside, Ax pulling the door shut behind them.


  This was the service stairwell he’d planned for them to access. There were no security cameras in here.


  After taking off their jackets and turning them inside out, revealing the jackets of the compound’s security staff, he unzipped his messenger bag and pulled out the tablet and jumper cables.


  “You ready?”


  She reshouldered her backpack, inside which she had a few goodies ready for when she located Hannibal. “Ready.” She drew the gun from under her shirt, pulling her right arm inside the slightly oversized jacket sleeve enough that it hid the muzzle.


  He glanced down at it. “I thought you were going to use the knife.”


  “I will. But I don’t want to be caught unprepared.”


  They’d been meticulously planning this for weeks. Fortunately, Jerald had still kept Hannibal’s daily calendars on the church server. Kali had noted with great interest the man’s reduced schedule as of late, and had picked Christmas Day to be the best date to do this.


  Especially since Hannibal didn’t have anything on his calendar for the next day. It would give them plenty of time.


  Ax went first and advanced up the stairwell. This one was a fire exit, all the doors opening into it and not out from it, except to the roof and ground floor levels. As they climbed, Kali fought the urge to race ahead of Ax.


  He’d planned this out carefully, to the minute. She couldn’t ruin it by overexcitement no matter how eager she was.


  On the ninth floor landing, Ax logged into his tablet and checked a few settings before overriding the security system, unlocking the door for them to appear as if the command came from the main panel. That way, it wouldn’t trigger an alert to the security office.


  He eased the door open and peeked through. “Clear,” he whispered.


  On this floor lay the main security office, main church office, server room, and Jerald Arbeid’s office and private condo. All conveniently located in this wing. Here, floors nine and ten were separated from the rest of the compound, unlike the other wings, where all the floors were all tied in with each other. The only direct access to these floors here were through the elevator and through another secure stairwell located in the center of the wing, and which only certain authorized ID badges could access…and this stairwell.


  All the compounds were set up identically in this way. It truly was Hannibal’s own private little enclave.


  Fortunately, at this time of night, and due to it being Christmas, the security office was, indeed, unmanned, as Ax had learned from the personnel logs.


  Which came as a relief to Kali. Fewer innocent people to potentially have to kill.


  But considering what she’d been through, and what Hannibal had set into motion, she wouldn’t hesitate to kill them.


  Ax locked them in and immediately began overriding the security systems, especially the video cameras on this floor and the one above it, and the internal phone system. Anyone manning the downstairs security post would see nothing but empty halls on these two floors.


  She watched over his shoulder and kept close track of the time. “Where’s Arbeid?”


  “I’m getting there.” His fingers flew over the terminal keyboard. “His ID badge was last logged in coming to this floor two hours ago, and his apartment door was unlocked and opened about that same time. He should be in his quarters.”


  “And Hannibal?”


  More searching. “Upstairs in his quarters.”


  From their nest here, Ax could effectively lock down these two floors. Hell, he could lock down the entire compound. But, even more importantly, he could take over the broadcast feed at will since all their data streamed through from the control room downstairs and into the data center before being sent throughout the world.


  “So who, exactly, is up here with us?” she asked.


  “Just the four of us.”


  “And no one else can get up here?”


  “Nope. No way to override this central command.”


  She smiled and patted him on the shoulder. “Good boy.”


  “You sure you don’t want me to go with you?”


  She felt a peace unlike anything she’d experienced since her life sentence with Hannibal began. “No, son. This is all me. Just be ready to join me in Hannibal’s quarters when I’m ready for you.”


  “How long do you need?”


  She checked the time again. “Ninety minutes.” She headed out the door before he could argue with her.


  She hadn’t told him what she would do, exactly, beyond killing Arbeid.


  What she wanted were some alone moments with Hannibal before Ax joined the fun.


  After checking the safety on the gun, and making sure she had what she needed in her jacket pockets, she walked down the corridor, the layout memorized in her mind from studying the plans.


  She held the stun gun in her left hand as she rang Arbeid’s doorbell.


  She thought she’d have to ring a second time when he finally unlocked and opened the door.


  Not even giving him a chance to speak, she shot him in the bare chest with the stun gun, enjoying how fast he went down. Shoving the door closed behind her with her foot, she reached out and zapped the little weasel a second time, just for fun. He was still moaning as she rolled him over and snapped the two sets of handcuffs around his wrists and ankles.


  Fortunately, the condo had a bathroom in the hallway right around the corner from where Arbeid had dropped. She pulled a piece of duct tape off the roll from her backpack and slapped it across his mouth before grabbing the manacles around his ankles and bodily dragging him into the bathroom.


  He’d started to come around again, so she gave him another jolt from the stun gun before heaving him into the bathtub.


  Then, that done, she sat on the closed toilet and stared down at him with a smile on her face while he finally regained his senses.


  His eyes widened as he stared at her, focused on the small knife she now held in her hand.


  “Would you believe I left that day with this in my purse?” she said. “It’s far sharper now, of course, than it was that day. I learned a lot during my time on the run.”


  He wore nothing but boxer shorts. She reached down and dragged the point of the knife along the length of his torso, drawing blood and making him scream behind the duct tape.


  She leaned in. “Scream all you want, Jerald. I control this place. No one will come help you. I know what Hannibal was up to. I know everything. I know how you helped him, too. The LA Preachsearch Project. The Legacy Project. The girls. Because of that, and him, Barstow,” she spat.


  When he started struggling again, she zapped him one more time with the stun gun.


  “Oh, Jerald,” she whispered. “You fucking little weasel. The Drunk Monkeys are going to be sooo pissed off that I did this all by myself and they didn’t get to have any fun. Well, not totally by myself. I have a little help. But I wanted you all to myself.”


  She reached down and slit the right side of his throat, which was facing the wall and away from her. Gouts of crimson blood pumped from his artery as he screamed and thrashed.


  “Sorry, Jerald. I was pushed too far. Had Hannibal not wanted to make love slaves out of those girls, I’d still be happily drugged up and oblivious until he finally killed me. Just be thankful I’m not going to do to you what he did to me.”


  He looked up at her, eyes wide, apparently pleading through the tape, based on the sounds of his mumbles.


  “No, no mercy for you,” she said. “You’re going to…disappear. There will be a resignation letter on my desk tomorrow morning, presumably from you. Yes, as of less than an hour from now, I will officially be taking over from my dear husband, who will be…” She giggled. “Well, he’ll be retiring due to his poor health.”


  His thrashing was growing less vigorous with blood loss, so she reached down and slit the other side of his throat, cutting deep.


  Less than a couple of minutes later, he lay still, eyes open and looking shocked.


  She giggled. It seemed to just flow naturally from her tonight.


  Bastard.


  She’d managed to not get too much of his blood on her hands. She washed her hands and the knife in the bathroom sink and then turned off the bathroom light, shutting and locking the door. Later, she’d have Ax call Bubba and ask him to send a team in to take care of this for her.


  But next…


  After finding Jerald’s keys and pocketing them, she giggled again as she headed for the condo’s front door.


  Next, it was time for a reunion.


  


  * * * *


  


  Hannibal didn’t know who the hell was ringing his doorbell and pounding on his goddamned door, but when he found out who it was, they were going to be one sorry asshole. He’d specifically told Jerald he didn’t want to be bothered that evening once he was in for the night.


  He threw the door open without even bothering to look through the viewfinder.


  “What the—”


  He barely had time to register the woman’s Cheshire grin before it felt like a damned horse kicked him in the chest. A burst of pain flared through him as he hit the floor, stunned.


  Literally.


  He barely registered that she must have nailed him with a stun gun, because it didn’t make a zapping sound.


  Because she touched it to me.


  He remembered that now because he’d once used one on a guy he’d needed to make an example of years ago.


  She shoved the door closed and locked it. When she turned back to him and grinned down at him, he wanted to scream in rage, but the breath had been driven out of his lungs.


  “Hello, Hannibal, darling. Long time, no see.”


  She reached out and zapped him again.


  Blackness rushed up to take him.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  When Hannibal regained consciousness, he wasn’t sure where he was, at first. He lay face down on a hard, cool surface, and when he tried to move his arms and legs, he realized he’d been handcuffed.


  The woman sat on the floor in front of him, smiling at him.


  “What the—”


  A hard, stinging slap against his left cheek rocked his head. “Shut up.”


  “You’re going to be—”


  “I’m going to be what, Hannibal? Sorry?”


  He realized with growing horror that while she no longer looked nor sounded anything like her, this woman was, in fact, Mary.


  He also realized he was now naked, and it was his coffee table he lay restrained on.


  “You idiot,” she said. “It’s over for you. Jerald is dead, and I’m taking over the church. From now on, the Church of the Rising Sunset is going to devote its considerable resources to helping the United States and the rest of the world recover from Kite and doing humanitarian projects.”


  His brain didn’t want to process that this woman with the blue-black, short-spiked hair was his mousy, cowed wife.


  And that she was anything but drugged.


  Or cowed.


  Or that something deep inside him really liked this side of her and wished he’d seen it early in their relationship.


  She held up a water bottle with a straw in it. “Drink.”


  “What?”


  “Drink it, or I will bust out your teeth, tape your mouth mostly shut, and then staple your nose shut just for fun so you have to drink it to breathe.”


  He gave his arms and legs one more test pull.


  “Last chance, Hannibal.”


  He wrapped his lips around the straw and started drinking. It tasted bitter, and he nearly retched.


  Mary reached out with her other hand and ruffled his hair as if he were a dog. “Such a good boy. Yes you are. Oh, just so you know, I’m videotaping all of this for me to play back later at my leisure.”


  She giggled, a sound that chilled him as he continued choking down the obviously drugged water. “You know, for fun. The way you used to tape our sessions, husband.”


  Odd tendrils of…well, need started flowing through him. Even though he wanted to rebel, wanted to curse, wanted to crush her, something deep inside him…wanted this.


  Wanted her.


  This version of her, not the one he’d been married to, the one of his creation.


  What else did I fuck up in my life?


  Once he’d finished the bottle’s contents, she set it aside. “That will take a few minutes to kick in,” she said. “I put enough in there to give an elephant an erection.” She stood and unfastened her belt.


  A leather belt, he noticed.


  “Now let’s see,” she said as she walked around the coffee table. “We need to start off with a punishment session, don’t we?” He heard the belt slip through her belt loops.


  Part of his brain still felt a need to try to rebel, even though to the very depths of his core, another part of himself didn’t just think he deserved this, but he wanted it.


  “Mary, do not do this, woman. You have no idea—” A howl of pain finished his sentence as the belt cut into his flesh.


  “I think someone needs one hell of a punishment session,” she softly said, her calm tone chilling him as she took another hard stroke.


  He yelled, screamed, raged as she mercilessly beat him with the belt.


  “That’s all right, Hannibal,” she gently said. “It’s okay to cry. I own your tears. I am your wife, after all, and what’s yours is mine.” She kept up an inhuman pace until he realized he was begging, pleading with her to stop.


  For mercy.


  And, with growing horror, he realized he now sported an involuntary erection.


  Well, not completely involuntary.


  She noticed, letting out one of those giggles, which chilled him to his core at the same time it added to his need, stiffening the member between his legs.


  “Oh, look at that.” Her hand reached between his legs and her fingers wrapped around it. The first erection he’d managed in months, and she was in control of it. “Someone likes being punished. Well, you can’t help but like it,” she said. “The drugs are making sure of that.”


  Her hand disappeared and she beat him some more. Not just his ass, either, but the backs of his thighs, until he once again howled with pain.


  “Scream all you want, Hannibal,” she said. “Only us up here. No one to help you. Jerald’s dead, and I’m in control.”


  “What do you want?” he begged. “What do you want from me?”


  “Your soul, asshole. I’m sending you straight to hell. But before I do, your last moments will be a taste of what I hope you’re going to be in for once you arrive at your final destination. Especially considering you were so fond of dishing it out to me during all of those years we were married.” It felt like the flesh was going to peel right off his ass as hard as she was whipping him.


  She had taken this and more from him over all those years? Yes, he’d greatly underestimated her. And now it was slamming home how great a mistake he’d made.


  In more ways than one.


  This was a creature of his design.


  And damned if he wasn’t passionately wanting more of her.


  Finally, she stopped, Hannibal’s head drooping with relief. It was only after she cinched the belt up tight and he’d felt it almost cutting into him did he realize she’d fastened it around his waist.


  “I want something to hold onto,” she said, another of those terrifying giggles escaping her.


  Then she walked around in front of him and pulled his head up by the hair, forcing him to meet her gaze.


  “I have a very special treat for you, Hannibal,” she said. “Shopped around until I found just the perfect Christmas gift for you, my husband.”


  She started stripping, and he knew his throbbing member had everything to do with seeing her naked flesh before him and nothing to do with the drugs.


  Then she dug into the backpack on the floor in front of him and she pulled something out, putting it on.


  When she turned around, he nearly passed out.


  She reached down and stroked the strap-on, her fingers barely encircling its huge girth. With her other hand, she grabbed him by the hair again and forced his head up.


  “Now, Hannibal,” she said, patiently, as if talking to a child, “make sure you get it good and wet. Remember, the lube is for your benefit, not mine.” She shook his head with her grip in his hair. “And if you bite it, I will slice your dick off with a knife and make you eat it.”


  She stood in front of him, the gigantic head of the dildo in front of his lips. “You know what to do.” He wondered what she was waiting for, until it finally pierced through his brain.


  “Mary, please let me—”


  She slapped him. “Last chance, Hannibal. Do it right, or I’ll kill you now.”


  Choking back snot, he finally managed, “Please let me suck your cock before you fuck my ass.” With a ragged sob, he opened his mouth.


  It was a relief to know he wouldn’t have to admit to her how much he wanted it now, to understand that she was a force he couldn’t overcome and to gladly give himself over to her.


  “There’s a goood boy,” she cooed as she started working it between his lips, gagging him. “Get it nice and wet.”


  Tears of ecstatic agony ran down his face as he tried to lick and suck on it, eagerly, wanting to please her.


  With her free hand, she reached down and scooped a couple of his tears off his cheek and wiped them on the dildo. “Tears or spit, either one is fine by me. Isn’t that what you used to say?”


  This is hell. I’m in hell.


  And I like it.


  She giggled.


  He didn’t know how long he struggled not to choke on it as he tried to please her with his efforts. She started fucking his mouth with it, talking to him as if he was some cherished lover and there wasn’t forty years of his abuse of her between them. Then she pulled it from his mouth and walked behind him again.


  “Okay. Since you’re an amateur at this, I will have a little mercy on you.”


  He heard the snick of a cap being opened, then felt cold lube drizzle down the crack of his ass. She pulled on a glove before one finger immediately found and breached his asshole, making him moan.


  Not in pain, either.


  “Now, I don’t want your filthy shit on me, so I’m doing you a favor by using a glove.” Another hair-raising giggle. “Otherwise, you’d be tasting shit as you clean my hand off.”


  She started stroking his cock with the other hand, and he wasn’t shocked to soon find himself eagerly rocking his hips in time with her motions despite her now having three fingers buried deep in his ass.


  “There, you see, Hannibal? All you really needed all these years was for me to take you in hand properly and turn you into the little ass-whore you obviously are. Sorry I didn’t recognize that sooner. Had you said you wanted it, I would have given it to you.” She gasped. “Oh, wait, I couldn’t, because you spent all those years abusing me.”


  Her hands disappeared, replaced by the feel of the dildo pressing against his asshole, stretching him way more than her hand had.


  “Now, I know this will hurt, but it’s for your own good. You have to learn your proper place. It’s my job as your wife to teach you exactly where you belong.” She giggled over his moans as she slowly started thrusting, working the dildo deeper into his bowels. “You need to ask me for it, Hannibal. Be a good husband.”


  He tried to form the words, then she slapped his already raw ass with her hand. “Ask for it!”


  “P-please f-fuck my ass, Mary.”


  She smacked his ass again. “What are you? Tell me.”


  “I-I’m your ass-whore. I want you to fuck my ass.” He let out another moan as it pressed against his gland, teasing him, promising him deeper pleasure than he’d ever felt in his life. “Please make me your ass-whore and fuck my ass.”


  She sounded pleased. “That’s right! Good boy!” She thrust, making him cry out as the dildo slid all the way in. He felt her thighs pressed against his ass and she held still after peeling the glove off and dropping it onto the floor next to him.


  “Okay,” she said, her fingers wrapping around the belt and his cock. “Let’s see how many times I can make you come before I get bored.”


  He looked forward and moaned when he spotted the video camera propped up in a chair not feet away. When he looked to one side, he spotted another one.


  It excited him to realize that she would watch him like this the way he’d watched her for all these years.


  What’s happened to me?


  “You’re going to come for me, Hannibal, whether you like it or not. Time for you to understand I am your wife, and as such, I own your body, your orgasms, your tears. No child brides for you, buster. Because I’m alive and well, and for the first time in a long time, I finally have a reason to live again.”


  When she milked the first orgasm out of him he thought his head would explode, between the now pleasant sensation of the dildo fucking his ass and hitting his gland with every deep thrust, and her fingers stroking his cock.


  Exhausted, he hung his head. “I need…I can’t…” But he wanted to. He wanted more.


  Needed more.


  Wanted and needed to please her.


  All she did was pause, coat her hand with lube, and start stroking him again. The medication she’d dosed him with kept him hard even after his orgasm had ended.


  “No, Hannibal. You’ve said it yourself I don’t know how many times over the years. A wife’s job is to pleasure her husband. Well, everyone’s going to see how much pleasure you are having with your ass nice and red and a huge dildo shoved up it.”


  Another of those giggles that were about to drive him to true madness of the bad kind. “And now it’ll be on tape for everyone in the world to watch.” She paused again, leaning in, her weight pressing on his back. “Because they will watch it. It’s going to go onto the Internet, with a little careful audio editing, of course. Everyone’s going to hear you begging for it. Tell me how much you enjoy it, Hannibal.”


  He blubbered, realizing he wasn’t making any sense, a purple haze of insanity taking over from inside and working its way through his brain.


  “Tell me you want it, Hannibal.”


  “I-I…I want it…”


  “Tell me exactly what you want.”


  “I…want my ass fucked.”


  “Ask nicely for it.”


  “Please fuck my ass. I want you to fuck my ass and make me come.”


  “Tell me you love it.”


  “I…I love it.”


  “Now tell me how much you love me.”


  “I love you, Mary. I love you fucking my ass. Please fuck my ass some more and make me come again! I need you to fuck my ass, please!”


  He realized he was now eagerly humping back against her as much as his restraints would allow, his body wanting this, craving this, needing her to fuck him and make him come again for her.


  It was all he wanted.


  She started fucking him, hard and fast as her other hand stroked his increasingly raw cock.


  It shocked him when the second orgasm exploded from him, not as strong as the first, but completing his descent.


  “Please…please…”


  “Please, what, Hannibal? Please don’t stop?”


  “Yes! Please, don’t stop!”


  “Please fuck your ass some more?”


  “Yes, please fuck my ass some more!”


  “You always wanted your ass fucked, didn’t you?”


  “Yes, I always wanted my ass fucked!”


  “Because what are you?”


  “I’m a dirty ass-whore, and this dirty ass-whore needs his ass fucked!”


  Reality shattered, spinning, dumping him somewhere, he wasn’t sure where.


  He no longer cared, either. Because all he wanted was this.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  When Hannibal next came to, he found himself seated in the chair at his desk in the condo. He couldn’t move his arms and legs and realized he’d been duct-taped to it.


  He wore a shirt and tie, but he was naked from the waist down. And inside his painfully aching ass, he felt…


  His still-firm cock twitched as he realized there was a butt plug stuffed inside his ass.


  And it wasn’t just the medication making him horny, either.


  Mary, now dressed, stood in front of his desk next to a younger man, who was making adjustments to a camera on a tripod.


  On the desk in front of Hannibal lay a piece of paper.


  Mary held a gun trained on him. “Okay, Hannibal. You’re going to read that exactly as it says, and then when I walk into the frame, you’re going to keep your mouth shut and behave yourself. Understand? If you fuck this up, every time you do, I will use the stun gun on your balls and we’ll start over.”


  He licked his raw, chapped lips and nodded. He’d do anything to please this woman.


  Especially if she’d do that to him again. The fucking.


  Forgive me, for I have massively fucked up my life…


  She turned to the guy and handed him the gun.


  He realized from the way he was sitting behind the desk that she’d lowered the chair so his wrists weren’t visible from the camera.


  She’d apparently planned this well.


  Taking a deep breath, he focused on the words. “My dear beloveds, it has been several long months, but miracles do come true. My dear, sweet Mary has finally been returned home to me.”


  He didn’t even try to process the words, his decades behind the pulpit allowing him to automatically slip into the comforting persona that would take him out of his head for a while.


  “The circumstances no longer matter. Only I am, ultimately, to blame for her leaving. I did not realize that I had neglected her and she felt desperately abandoned by me, prompting her to disappear after having been tricked and used by others. People I had trusted and hired to care for her, people who ultimately used and abused her.


  “The only thing that matters now is that she is home. And effective immediately, I am handing the reins of the church over to her. I need to focus on being a better husband to her and supporting her. The truth is, even before she left on her sabbatical—which I completely understand how it happened—I was not a well man.


  “But now it is time for me to retire. She wishes to continue the work that, for so long, I could never have done had it not been for her loving me and supporting me. She is far stronger than I ever imagined her to be. I also had no idea that her doctor, Dr. Isley, had been drugging her inappropriately and stealing money from us, using her.


  “My inattention to her as a husband is inexcusable, but I am so blessed that she still loves me and wants me despite everything that befell her due to what I caused. I love you, Mary. Having you back is the best Christmas present I could have ever dreamed of.”


  She walked around the desk, a beatific smile on her face as she stepped next to him and laid a hand on his shoulder. Then she looked down into his eyes. “I love you, too, Hannibal. And I forgive you, because it was others who tried to tear our happy world apart. I just didn’t know it at the time.”


  She turned to the camera. Hannibal was once again fascinated to find his cock twitching as she took over. She sounded strong, forceful, nothing like she had before.


  “It pains me that someone tried to come between my beloved husband and myself,” she said. “It was only after I learned that Dr. Isley had committed suicide—likely out of guilt over what he’d done to me all of these years—that I decided perhaps I should try to escape from the people who claimed they were ‘helping’ me and return. Those videos that have been shown? Doctored, just as Hannibal said. The people who did this stole our private, loving marital moments, manipulated the audio on them, and distributed them to unwitting third parties while claiming they were me. The audio was faked, too. Do not blame the people who posted them. They were pawns in someone else’s game. I will not be pressing charges, either.


  “My happy reunion with my husband was everything I could have hoped it would be. He is honoring my request to step down from his day-to-day duties and handing everything over to me, as it states in our church’s charter. The way we’d set it up so many years ago, as a partnership between us…and God. Our church’s focus from this point forward will be helping our country heal from Kite, helping the world recover, putting our full efforts into producing as many vaccines as is possible so they can be distributed—for free.


  “The church has made so many innovations throughout this difficult time, including ways to help with food production to help alleviate hunger. We want our church to be, from this point forward, a partnership with our members, not of evangelizing simply to speak, but showing God’s love and spirit through our humanitarian acts.”


  She leaned in and kissed Hannibal’s forehead before turning back to the camera. “My husband did the bulk of the public work all these years. He’s agreed it’s time for him to sit back, especially with his increasingly poor health, which he went to great lengths to conceal from everyone, and let me take control and direct the church’s next generation of our world’s spiritual leaders. He’s done an admirable job trying to mask his condition, but he is far more frail and weak than he ever let on.


  “We will be spending countless dollars not on expensive religious facilities, but on building medical clinics and supplying food banks and helping fund agricultural projects. We are a church of the people, by the people, for the people. God lives within us, and the spirit of Christ directs me to give all my support to our government to provide for our nation and its people regardless of their spiritual path.


  “From now on, our church will be about showing our faith through humanitarian acts, not simply preaching it. Thank you for your support, and thank you in advance for helping us spread the word of God throughout the world by helping heal this world and showing what kind, loving people we all are. Merry Christmas, and may the love of Christ bless your life.”


  Chills ran up and down Hannibal’s spine. He couldn’t have written anything better himself.


  Or said it as convincingly as she did.


  The man switched the camera off. “Okay.”


  She turned and smiled down at Hannibal before she patted him on the head. “See? That wasn’t so bad, was it?”


  The man stepped forward, the gun pointed at Hannibal’s chest. “Now?”


  “No, honey. Not yet.” She rounded the desk and took the gun from him. “First, he has to know what he did to you and your brothers.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Kali watched Ax’s face as he struggled against his tears. “My name is Ali Xavier. My mother was a reporter in Washington, DC, and doing a story about you and politicians. She and my dad were killed in a hit-and-run accident twenty-six years ago. Carli and Jorge Xavier. I know it was you, because a man came to our house even before the police did and stole her computer and notes from her desk. I saw him.”


  She cocked her head as she watched Hannibal. “Well? What do you have to say for yourself?”


  “I…I…that was a long time ago.”


  He clenched his fists. “You had them killed and don’t even remember? I have two brothers, Rami and Altoh. You took our parents, you sack of shit!”


  Kali laid a hand on Ax’s shoulder. “We looked back through church records, Hannibal,” she said. “You were doing a lot of one-on-ones with DC bigwigs back then. Travel records show you had been in DC around that time. We were able to go back and find traffic camera footage from the accident. Since it was a cold case, no one’s looked into it in years. Fortunately, the car’s license plate, which wasn’t legible back then, is legible with today’s technology.


  “We had friends trace it back. The man who’d rented it is dead now, no small shocker there, but when someone went through his old banking records, guess what they found?”


  Hannibal shook his head.


  She leaned over the desk, in his face. “They found a very large deposit transferred by a Saudi Arabian company. Now, that was back when Kendall was your little toady, right?”


  “I—”


  She waved him down. “Rhetorical question, Hannibal. I already know it was. And I called in a friend to go track Kendall down. He is still alive.” She giggled. “Well, he was. Guess what? He remembers that reporter and her husband. You yelled at the guy who did the job for taking down the husband, too, he recalled. And that’s all on tape, by the way. So I have no qualms about it being you behind it.”


  Walking behind him, she grabbed the back of the chair, pulled it out from behind the desk, and shoved him toward the door.


  “Where are you taking me?”


  “The bathroom, Hannibal. This might get very messy.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Ax had always said he wanted to be the one to pull the trigger if the chance availed itself, but now he wasn’t sure. He definitely wanted Hannibal dead, but with the monster confronted and not much more than an old man, it didn’t feel…


  Satisfying.


  Kali turned to him and reached up, cradling his chin in her hands. “I want you to go play that video back,” she said. “Make sure it’s good.”


  “I want…” He looked into the bathroom where Hannibal was now struggling against his bonds, but the preacher couldn’t scream.


  She’d slapped a piece of duct tape over his mouth.


  Kali made Ax look her in the eyes. “I don’t want you to do anything you’re not comfortable with. After forty years of torture, if God really wants to send me to Hell for what I’m doing tonight, then, honestly? I’ll be happy to buy my first-class ticket like this. Fuck forgiveness. Hannibal never forgave. Not once. You know why he did this to me?”


  Ax shook his head.


  “Because he asked me out on a date in college and I blew him off. Was I a bitch back then? Probably. But he then had a friend of his spike my drink at a party, arranged for the whole frat house to gang-bang me, and then filmed it. If that wasn’t bad enough, he used the video throughout our marriage to threaten me, used it to force me to marry him in the first place. To keep me in line.”


  She looked into the bathroom. “He bought his own first-class ticket to hell back in his twenties, and I’m about to launch the flight into orbit for him.” She turned back to Ax. “But you are a good person. I will not think any less of you if you want to just stand by outside, or even go back downstairs.”


  He took a deep breath. “Let me check the video and then I’ll come back and we’ll talk.”


  She smiled up at him, a kindly, motherly smile. “Good boy. You do that.”


  He returned to the office and rewound it, played it back. Sure enough, it was there, and good. You couldn’t see him duct-taped into the chair. It looked like he was just sitting there. You could hear every word he said.


  Mary Silo, however, looked like the goddesses whose names she had empowered herself with.


  He returned to the bathroom and Kali stepped out of the doorway. It’d sounded like she flushed the toilet.


  Silo now sat slumped in the chair.


  “What happened?” He hadn’t heard a shot.


  She wore a beaming, peaceful smile. “Hannibal has gone on to his great reward.”


  He stepped into the bathroom and checked him out. Now there wasn’t duct tape on the man’s mouth, but there was a red mark where it’d been.


  And on his nose, too.


  When he looked back at her, she was leaning against the doorjamb, arms crossed over her chest and still smiling.


  “Guess he just…stopped breathing,” she said.


  The laughter startled him, bubbling up from deep inside him, growing, flowing, until they were both laughing and holding each other, and their laughter turned to tears and then eventually back to laughter again.


  With his arm around her shoulders and hers around his waist, they turned to the monster in the chair. “Well, Mom. What now?”


  She laid her head on his shoulder. “Go call Bubba, please. Ask for his…assistance. Tell him what we need.”


  She reached into her back pocket and pulled out her official church ID badge, clipping it to her shirt. She’d left her jacket in the living room. “This is now my condo. No one gets in here without my authority. I want to go ahead and film another video clip to air in the morning, right after we air the first one.”


  “Saying what?”


  She sighed. “My poor husband. It’s so tragic that right after I returned, his heart gave out. I feel guilty that I didn’t fight harder to break free of my captors sooner, but I didn’t know how I was being used. I take full responsibility for my actions and will devote the rest of my life to doing good works with my sons. Because if it hadn’t been for your help, I never would have gotten away.”


  “Sons?”


  She smiled up at him. “You, Rami, and Altoh. I’m sure one of our lawyers somewhere can figure out how I can adopt the three of you, even as adults.”


  


  * * * *


  


  While Kali would have loved to watch Hannibal’s brains explode from his skull, there was something even more poetic about sitting there on the closed toilet seat, watching his eyes widen as she reached out with the piece of duct tape in hand and he knew.


  He knew.


  And she’d never tell Ax what words she’d sent Hannibal to hell with.


  Those were for her alone.


  “I have not one, but three sons, Hannibal,” she’d whispered as he’d struggled to shift away from her.


  But she’d grabbed his hair with her free hand, the fingers holding the tape right up to his nose so he could smell the adhesive.


  “You failed to keep me from being a mother. FYI, I will make sure that every last drop of your cursed seed is flushed down a fucking toilet. I will erase your name from our church’s history until you are nothing more than a footnote. My sons and I will be who go down in history as this church’s legacy, not you. Everyone will forget you in a year or less.”


  She’d smiled as she pinched the tape over Hannibal’s nostrils. “They’ll all be asking, ‘Hannibal who?’ when someone says your name. And, frankly, I hope there is a Hell and you’re there first, because I’m forty years ahead of you. Now I’m going to find me a handsome, well-hung man to fuck, preferably one who enjoys eating pussy, and enjoy every damn second of it. I mean, I will be a widow, after all.”


  Then she’d sat back and waggled her fingers at him in a coquettish wave as he’d struggled and struggled for air, until, finally, he’d quit struggling.


  It’d actually been far more satisfying than a quick boom and done.


  Lot less messy, too. Especially since she’d had the foresight to put a couple of towels under him for when his bladder let loose.


  Only when she was sure he was dead had she pulled the tape off his mouth and nose, balled the two pieces up, and tossed them in the toilet, flushing them away.


  Not that she was worried about an investigation.


  Bubba would fix this for her.


  Oh, they’d throw Hannibal a funeral, but a very modest one. Because he was sooo magnanimous that he wanted their church’s efforts to go toward healing, not fripperies.


  Of course she wasn’t going to show the videos she’d taken of Hannibal. Not the torture ones. Just the last one, of him reading the statement, which would publicly cement her role in the church. She would deny the audio portion of the released sex videos, now that she was back, and that, too, would all quickly die down without Ax or the blog being held responsible.


  “He’s really dead, right?” Poor Ax almost sounded like a lost kid.


  “Yes. He’s really dead.” She turned off the bathroom light, locked the door from the inside, and pulled it shut behind them. “He can stay there until Bubba’s crew gets here.”


  “Where is Jerald?”


  “In the tub in his guest bathroom. I have the keys to his condo.” She walked over to the couch and sank down onto it. “Would you like Jerald’s condo, or a different one?”


  He sat next to her. “I think I’d like Jerald’s.”


  “Whatever my son wants, that’s what my son gets.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  December 27, Tank was on her way to morning chow when she heard excited chatter coming from the dining hall. Quickening her pace, she arrived to find nearly all of the Drunk Monkeys, men and women, and some of her own group, celebrating and giving each other high-fives.


  Making sure her wary act was still in place, she walked over to Chief. “What’s going on?”


  “Apparently Hannibal Silo left this earthly plane sometime in the past day or so. Arliss just notified Papa.”


  She looked around and found Papa and Alpha over near the stack of trays, discussing something with Omega. Turning before she locked gazes with either of her men, she focused on Sylvan, who’d walked up to her with Paxton.


  “Did you hear?” Sylvan asked her.


  “Not the deets. What happened?”


  Chief filled them in with what Arliss has passed down through Papa. Official story was the man had died of natural causes just hours after his wife, Mary, had returned to their St. Louis compound for a Christmas Day reunion.


  And Jerald Arbeid had resigned as well, citing personal reasons, and apparently “disappeared.”


  Hmm.


  “This is great, isn’t it?” Paxton asked.


  “Yeah,” Tank said. “It’s good. One less aggravation.”


  “I wonder if Ax knows?” Paxton mused.


  Oh, I’m sure he knows. He knew before any of us.


  But Tank didn’t say that out loud. Instead, she said, “You know, I’m going to go message him real fast. I’ll be right back.”


  Not what she was going to do, but they didn’t need to know that. She hurried back to her quarters and pulled out the secret sat-phone.


  She didn’t bother with a greeting. “A little heads-up would have been nice.”


  Bubba chuckled. “Sorry, but there wasn’t time. Things happened fast.”


  “So what really happened? I’m guessing Ax and Mary Silo had a party without us?”


  “You could say that.”


  He gave her the quick version, which left Tank nodding and amused. “Good for her,” Tank said when he finished. “Does this impact my mission?”


  “Not much. Silo had no Kite fail-safe, apparently. Ax has things handled on that end. He’s in full control of their computer network and the other compounds. I’m having his brothers moved to join him there. Mary Silo’s going to legally adopt them as her sons and have them help her run the church.”


  She sat on her bunk and rubbed at her forehead with her free hand. “But we should drop the narrative about Hannibal being a mass murderer from our portfolio.”


  “Well, come to think of it, yeah, you probably should. We’re going to position the church to be a political partner to help solidify votes in November. Mary Silo is, obviously, fully in our corner.”


  “Any ideas on how to sell that to the kids?” It was difficult for her to think of them in any terms other than that. She’d known them pre-TMFU. Before going on the run, when they’d had no greater concerns than being politically active, acing their classes, and being politically vocal.


  Before their lives had been turned upside down and they’d been forced to grow up.


  “Give me a couple of days to think on that,” Bubba said, “and I’ll get back to you.”


  “One last thing.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Did he suffer?”


  Bubba chuckled. “Based on what Arliss told me, Mary Silo did a number on him that sent him to hell on a perfect note.”


  “Good. I want to see the unofficial report when it’s put together.”


  “Roger roger.”


  She shut the phone off and slipped it into her jacket pocket. It was weird how…easily everything was falling into place.


  A vaccine was literally weeks away, or sooner.


  Silo—gone. Threat eliminated.


  Arliss had cleaned house in such a way as to ensure political success this next election cycle.


  The last few years of her life had been spent cloaked in espionage, living a fake life, telling lies and making them truths.


  Who am I, really?


  She stared at Gatsby and Connell’s urns.


  I’m a leader who failed.


  Pulling her mask firmly into place, Tank left her quarters and headed for the chow hall.


  


  * * * *


  


  “I’m worried about her,” Alpha said.


  Papa didn’t need him to clarify who he meant. “Me, too.”


  Tonight, they were alone in their quarters. Even though Tank wasn’t with them, they had the mattresses on the floor and pushed together. Neither of them could sleep now without it configured like that, even if Tank wasn’t between them.


  It always felt perfect with her there, and this was their way of keeping her there with them, even if she wasn’t physically present.


  “And here I thought Ak and Scooter were going to be the ones hit hardest by Silo’s death,” Alpha said. “Although Clara seemed really pissed she wasn’t going to get to castrate him.”


  “Go figure,” Papa said.


  It was nearing the end of January, and the entire unit’s mood had brightened. Contagiously, so had the hacker group’s disposition.


  Except for Tank.


  Even when she was alone with them, she barely talked now, almost aloof, a cloak of emotional pain engulfing her that neither man knew how to penetrate.


  Without being needed as a guard, Chief was working with the hacker group to get them inside the LA county computer systems, those that were still live. Which weren’t many, but yay, cloud storage. They’d been able to pull video and data from them to bolster their case about what had really happened in LA and the military’s part in killing civilians.


  Reverend Silo was nothing more than a footnote to the narrative they were presenting, at that point.


  When someone knocked on the door to their quarters, the men exchanged a glance. If it was Tank, she wouldn’t knock. Not that she risked coming to their quarters very often.


  Both men were dressed in sweats. Papa sat up as Alpha got up, went to the door, and cracked it open a little. On the other side, Papa recognized Doc’s voice.


  “What is it?” Papa called out.


  Alpha opened the door a little wider. They usually pulled the mattresses back into place during the day. Might look a little…odd if someone else saw them sharing a larger bed without a woman between them, and they had to preserve Tank’s cover.


  Doc stepped in and pulled up short, staring at the floor, his train of thought glaringly obvious.


  Papa stood and motioned for Alpha to close the door.


  “This is a need to know scenario, and this is not what it looks like.”


  Doc held up his hands. “Hey, I don’t judge. Y’all are grown men. You don’t see me bothered by Dutch and Boris, do you?”


  The two scientists, Dr. Max Copper and Dr. Ivan Ivlonsky, who’d joined them just before they left Florida, were a couple.


  Papa rolled his eyes. “Tank is our third.”


  “Tank is…” He frowned. “Tank? As in student Tank who hates his guts?” He pointed at Alpha.


  “She doesn’t hate his guts. And again, this is need to know only. Classified.”


  “Uh, why?”


  “She’s deep cover.” Papa gave him the short version, even shorter than he gave Omega.


  Doc arched an eyebrow at him. “Wow. Well, she’s damn good, then. I had no clue, even though I did think the whole she killed four trained guys thing was more than a lucky fluke, at the time.”


  “You can’t tell Tango or Pandora.”


  “I got it, Papa.”


  “So what did you come here for?”


  “I…oh, yeah. Heh. Hey, guess what? We think we’ve got our first batch.”


  “First batch?” Alpha asked.


  “First production batch. Still running some QA on it, just to be sure, but yeah.” He grinned. “I think we’re now in the Kite vaccine business. Wanted to come up and get you to see if you wanted to watch the final testing.”


  “Hell, yeah.”


  The men quickly threw on clothes and followed him down to the secure lab area. Tank’s badge was actually coded that she could come down there without an escort, but none of the other students could make it through security unless someone escorted them.


  The scientists had gathered around. Mama waved them inside. “We’re about to check the last results now.”


  On the other side of the glass window, wearing full protective suits, were Waldo and Q. Everyone watched in silence as the men started the testing process, which finished with them studying the results under microscopes.


  Finally, once both men had confirmed it, Waldo looked up, smiled, and gave them two thumbs-up.


  The research team burst into cheers. Papa stepped back, leaning against the wall, watching and absorbing.


  Alpha walked over to him. “This is a good thing, man. Why don’t you look happy?”


  “I am happy. It’s just…” He was having difficulty composing his thoughts. “I think there was part of me who didn’t envision it going this easy.”


  “You sure you know what that word means? Because were we on the same mission?”


  “I didn’t mean just the last couple of months. I mean everything up until that point. Sparky. Scooter’s friends. Ak’s brother and aunt. The people Tank lost. We could have lost a lot more than them.”


  “There’s a whole world out there dead,” Alpha said. “Instead of focusing on that, how about we focus on the hundreds of millions, maybe billion or more, that we’re going to be saving by keeping these people alive and by getting these people here in the first place?”


  “Yeah, I know. Glass half full.”


  “More than half, at this point.” Alpha stepped in closer and lowered his voice. “We found people who were supposedly dead, kept them safe and working on a vaccine, stopped a batcrap crazy fanatic from spreading more of it around the US, and saved the damn world. That’s a win.”


  “Still have to get the vaccine distributed.”


  Alpha clapped him on the shoulder and rejoined the rest of the group.


  Yes, it was a win, but he refused to jinx the process. It wasn’t a win until Kite was wiped out and they were officially relieved of their mission.


  Then, maybe, he’d call it a win.


  Or at least a draw.


  


  * * * *


  


  One evening a week later, Papa was working with a Canadian counterpart to plan the first round of vaccine distribution while Alpha grabbed a few minutes alone with Tank. All her people had quit for the night, and the rest of the Drunk Monkeys were either sitting in on the meeting, or grabbing some well-deserved down time. It wasn’t enough time for Alpha and Tank to have a roll in the rack, but at least he could hold her in his arms and feel her there instead of the distant glimpses he usually caught of her.


  Alpha had been jonesing for some alone time with Tank, even of the non-sexy kind. The past week hadn’t allowed the three of them to have any playtime. Papa had snagged twenty minutes of cuddling with her the day before.


  Right now, she sat curled up in Alpha’s arms, both of them fully dressed, Alpha trying to ignore the time. “What would you have done if you hadn’t gone into the military?” Tank asked.


  “You mean what would I have done if I’d had a full-ride scholarship to college?”


  “Yeah, that.”


  Alpha shrugged. “I don’t know. Damn sure not politics.” He smiled. “Maybe medicine. Science. Just one problem.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Yeah. I suck at math.”


  She tucked her head against his chest. “Me, too.”


  “And yet you do pretty good with computers, sugar.”


  “That’s different. That’s not really math. Not what I do.”


  “And you can shoot.”


  He thought that was the faintest hint of a smile he saw curving her gorgeous lips. “Can outshoot you boys.”


  “Can’t outshoot Annie.”


  “She’s not a boy.” Tank pulled him in for a kiss. “Where do we go from here?” she quietly asked.


  “We’re not out of the woods yet. Vaccines have to get distributed. Might need us for that.”


  “I thought the deal was Arliss cut you all loose once the vaccine was secured?”


  “It’s not secured yet. Once it’s in distribution all over the world, in multiple facilities, then we can breathe easy.”


  She looked up at him. “What if I don’t want to stay in the military?”


  “I thought you were not-so retired?”


  “I’m OTG, like you. Have been since my ‘medical retirement.’ Best of both worlds. I get paid tax-free out of black ops funds, and get all my retirement bennies. If I really want to leave, I’m out.”


  “Ah.”


  “Arliss has had plans in place for a while. He’s wanted to shake the tree clean down to its roots and knock all the weasels out in the process before the elections in November. Big take-down at once. Barstow sucks, but combined with the fall of LA, it was absolutely everything he needed wrapped up with a bow. If my guys hadn’t gotten caught hacking into Edwards, we’d have more deets now.”


  “How’d your guy even get into the servers at Edwards while you were on the run?”


  “He…might have had a little help from Bubba. Unbeknownst to him at the time. Info I fed him.”


  “I wondered if Bubba was involved.”


  “More than involved. Once Arliss realized Bubba was on board again, he was able to fast-track stuff that had gotten shelved because of Kite. He handed my ops off to Bubba because fighting Kite was the priority. Still is, until it’s fixed. But it’s a good thing, in a way.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “A cleansing. Flushing the shit out of the political pipes. Lot of people are now beholden to Arliss to keep what they’ve got. If they want to keep what they’ve got, they’ll do what he says.”


  “Bend over and take it, huh?”


  “Without a kiss or lube,” she added.


  “Dude. That’s just not right.” But he smiled.


  “I told Bubba I want to find my dad.”


  A cold chill settled inside Alpha’s soul. She hadn’t mentioned this since the last time they’d discussed it. He’d almost hoped she wouldn’t bring it up again. “Not without us, you won’t.”


  “I have to know. I need answers.”


  He didn’t blame her. He knew his own family, what little there was of it, was alive and well. His sister and her family were still in Georgia, safe and oblivious to his role in preventing armageddon.


  “We’ll go with you,” he repeated.


  She lifted her head again. “You might not have a choice if your orders won’t let you.”


  “Think again.”


  “Ken, we’re going to do the big reveal late in the evening on February first. That’s less than a week away.”


  He blinked. “Why so soon?”


  “Arliss wants it on the heels of the vaccine coming out so it takes the sting out of it for the party and for the VP. The VP is his candidate. He needs him untainted. Too much bad all at once, and he’s worried that it might bring backlash onto the VP. He needs Craymer sitting in the catbird seat and taking the credit for the good while being able to avoid any of the bad.”


  “Then let’s get the ops part of it handled and ready to go so when we’re able, we can go with you.”


  “The timing might not work out like that.”


  “Dammit, I’m not going to let you—”


  “I outrank you,” she said, still using that soft, sad tone that had the power to chill him through to his very core. “And Sam doesn’t outrank me, and he’s not my CO.”


  He wrapped his arms tightly around her. “You’re ours, and we love you, and I’ll be damned if I have to go AWOL to do it, then I’m going with you.”


  He locked gazes with her, holding steady, refusing to so much as blink until she finally relaxed against him again. “Okay,” she said.


  He didn’t trust that tone, though.


  She was tough, tougher than a lot of damn men, and if she wanted to make this mission happen, with or without them, it’d happen.


  I’ll have Papa talk to Arliss.


  Maybe if he did that, interceded with their mutual CO, went over her head, that might do the trick.


  He hoped.


  Because it would fucking kill him to lose her now, one way or another.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  With Bubba’s help and financing, although explained away as Ax helping them, Tank’s group set up a website, mirrored all over the world and impossible to take down. Much the same setup Ax had used for his blog, anytime the US government tried to whack it, Tank’s group would be able to immediately move it and have it going again.


  The url was registered in Russia, so good luck getting it blanked out there. They wouldn’t do jack shit unless a site was directly threatening Russian interests.


  They went over their cache of data one last time. Paxton and Sylvan had worked up the text to go with the evidence, the narrative set up in a full timeline, starting with statements from the scientists and how they were forced to do what they did by North Korea, and the events that unfolded there before their escape.


  Emphasizing how they had tried to sabotage the project from within before it went live. And making sure to point out this same team had desperately continued to work on trying to find a vaccine even while on the run. Canada had already agreed to give them all asylum, including any of the others from The List who wanted to come in from the cold. Arliss had assured the scientists that, as soon as the power shifted, the new President would be issuing pardons and asylum for all of them as well.


  Although Arliss wasn’t named in the article. He was referred to as “confidential high-ranking contacts.”


  By agreement, what they did not do was mention the Drunk Monkeys. Referencing only “heroic special operations teams,” they told the story of the mission. The whole story. Although Reverend Silo’s part in it was anonymized, described as “hostile, religiously fanatic rogue forces” who were trying to destabilize the world. The inference was that the “forces” were the same insurgents who’d carried out the anthrax attack in LA and the bombings in Australia and elsewhere. They also didn’t name any of the women who’d joined the Drunk Monkeys.


  And citing wanting to preserve national security and the safety and success of ongoing missions, they left it at that.


  Once everyone as a group had signed off on the narrative, and Papa, Bubba, and General Arliss had all gone through it, they were given the green-light to proceed. Everything was uploaded, the mirror sites verified, and then…


  The wait began.


  Everyone started disseminating the links to the site through their favored channels. It would likely take a minimum of twenty-four hours to gain momentum. Before any of the bigger blogs and mainstream news media carried it, they’d want to independently verify as much of the data as they could.


  Tank bid everyone goodnight and headed to her quarters. Tomorrow they’d start shipping the first batches of vaccine from that facility, and the CDC would hold a press conference with the White House announcing that fact. Twenty other labs in Canada already had the initial samples and data they needed to start reproducing it themselves. Fifty labs in the US were currently working on it, and samples had been shipped to the UK and elsewhere that infrastructure was still stable enough to allow production to take place.


  The only possible flaw in the plan would be if dark parts of the world where Kite had completely destroyed the population had spawned versions of the virus that the vaccine couldn’t compete with.


  It could take weeks to find that out.


  Tank called Bubba on her secure sat-phone. “It’s done.”


  “Good. I’ll alert the old man so he can finalize things on this end.”


  “What do I do next?”


  “That’s up to you, major. Have you told the kids yet?”


  “No. I wanted to make sure everything went viral first. Eh, no pun intended. Sorry. Bad choice of words.”


  He chuckled. “Good plan. I’ll start working on the other thing we talked about.”


  “What about SOTIF1?”


  “What about them?”


  “I…” She hadn’t told Bubba what was going on with her and Papa and Alpha. “Some of them said they want to help me.”


  “We’ll see what can be arranged. Right now, I need to get some updated intel first. I’ve got a guy who can point a satellite at the base for me and get some deets, but we don’t have anyone remotely close enough who can fly a drone overhead for close-ups. I’ll keep you posted as soon as I know something. I’d suggest holding what you’ve got for now. There won’t be a mission debriefing, under the circumstances.”


  “Okay. Thanks.” She hung up and stared at the phone as she sat on her bunk.


  She should feel happy, right?


  The two urns, two plain boxes, two lives lost.


  The four pictures that haunted her sleep now had names.


  Details.


  Yes, she could and had killed before. Unfortunately, more than she could count. She’d never enjoyed it, even when it was in a combat situation, in self-defense or in the defense of others. She definitely regretted Kansas City and knew it would likely haunt her for life.


  Without the daily issues to cope with of the pressing mission at hand, or without the focus of finding her father…


  How the hell would she ever be able to keep her mind off what she’d done?


  


  * * * *


  


  Tank spent a restless night tossing and turning. The thought of seeking out Papa and Alpha occurred to her, except she didn’t want to break cover yet. Finally, at 0330, she climbed out of her rack, grabbed a shower, and headed to the chow hall in search of coffee.


  When Tank walked in, what she found were Torphin, Ellsen, and Malyern huddled around a computer in the far corner of the common room. At her entrance, they all looked up, grinning.


  She immediately detoured over to them. “What? Did you guys even get any sleep?”


  “No,” Torphin said. She spun the computer around. “Take a look. That didn’t take long.”


  Tank leaned in and it took her a moment of scrolling and reading to realize just what she was looking at. A smile crossed her face. “No way.”


  “Yes, freaking way!” Ellsen high-fived her. “That’s goddamned CMM carrying the story already! And the BBC’s already mentioned it on their Tweetstream.”


  CMM had obviously used the FWF data to create their own detailed expose about New York, LA, and Barstow, about President Kennedy and the secret executive order to destroy Barstow, and how she’d secretly ordered the use of scorched-earth policies in LA in the wake of the riots.


  The first-person aircraft footage taken that night at Barstow.


  All of it.


  Everything.


  Thank you, Bubba. She knew that had to be his doing, since he was still on the network’s books as an employee.


  “And the other networks are already jumping on it,” Torphin said. “Ax really came through for us. They’ve tried to shut the site down six times already, but the automatic mirroring is working just like Ax said it would!”


  Tank hoped her smile looked real. “Yeah, looks like it.” Now that she knew exactly how deep in this operation Ax was embedded, it was tricky to remember to keep her persona firmly in place.


  “We did it,” Malyern said. “For Gatsby and Connell.”


  Tank hoped her mask held. “Yeah,” she quietly said. “For them.”


  A mixed-bag of guilt plagued her over that whole situation. The four men she’d fragged had been legit trying to kill not just the kids, but her as well.


  Self-defense.


  Two kids in her protection had died because she hadn’t taken full control of the situation sooner and gotten them out of there.


  Two goddamned minutes, where Sylvan and Connell had been arguing because Sylvan had wanted a fucking shower.


  Had Tank stepped forward then, firmly taken charge, and moved them, they could have all been alive right now.


  All six of them.


  “What’s wrong?” Torphin asked.


  Dammit. “No, it’s just I’m…relieved. That was a lot of work.”


  “Let the government try to kill this story now!” Torphin crowed.


  “Somehow, I don’t think that’s going to happen.” She headed for the chow hall.


  “Where are you going?” Ellsen asked.


  “Coffee. It’s going to be a long damn day.”


  


  * * * *


  


  As the morning dawned and more news sites started picking up on the details, the links spread like wildfire on Facebook, Twitter, and other sites. Tank stood behind the three and watched as each refresh and new Google search brought new citations, until over twenty pages of results were filled with links referring to the story.


  Tank breathed a sigh of relief. “Looks like we’ve done it,” she said.


  Some of the others had joined them. Sylvan and Paxton were sharing his laptop, her head resting on his shoulder. “Hey, check this out,” he said, pointing at his screen. “There’s an emergency press conference this morning at the White House.”


  Tank sipped her coffee. Of course there is, dumbass. We just made Watergate look like a non-alcoholic Mormon frat party.


  Again, one of those things she couldn’t say. Hell, there was a good chunk of the kids here who wouldn’t even know what that was without Googling it.


  Even as her group celebrated around her, Tank forced herself to stay present, to not see the face of the man she’d shot in the street as she apologized to him.


  Corporal Ellis Winchester. Single, fortunately. But he had a mother in Illinois.


  Bubba assured her the four men were buried with full military honors, and that their families would be fully compensated. None of them had been married or had kids.


  Sergeant David Bowlins.


  Specialist Colby Gaile.


  Specialist Chase Parkins.


  Gaile had been the other one run down in the street. Bowlins had been behind the wheel, and Parkins had been riding shotgun, likely the one whose shots killed Gatsby and Connell.


  Five.


  Fucking.


  Minutes.


  Tank held her cup of black coffee in both hands, as if to warm them, and held it up to her lips so she could stare over the rim at Sylvan.


  The girl wore an air of sadness—Tank didn’t know if it made her a bitch to be happy to see that—but Sylvan was smiling. Moved on. Focused on her new anchor in the storm, a role Paxton seemed happy to play.


  Tank had eased up on how she handled dealing with Alpha, trying to make it look like a natural progression on her part now that Sylvan was with one of “their own.”


  Ironic.


  Tank wasn’t even one of them. Not really.


  She’d led this band of kids across the country and now to a different farking country, just to help depose the President of the United States in what amounted to a bloodless, Constitutional coup.


  Maybe I am evil and I just don’t know it.


  Tank slipped away unnoticed from the celebration and down to the secure communications lab. With her ID giving her full access, no one challenged her being in that section of the base.


  The young private on duty also didn’t give her any grief when she asked him to patch her into a specific secure sat-com radio frequency link that Tank prayed was still functioning. She’d been afraid to check it out before now, scared that she might find it no longer worked. The hope that it was still working, versus a cruel reality that it wasn’t, was more comforting and had kept her going.


  Curious, but polite, he did what she asked, acting a little surprised himself when it actually worked. He handed her the handset.


  “It’s a limited-time connection that will automatically time out after ten minutes.”


  “I only need five. Can you give me a little privacy? Even if you just have to stand over by the door?”


  “Yes, ma’am. I’ll…turn my back.”


  Tank smiled. “Just try not to listen, and don’t repeat what you hear. Classified. Got it?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  God bless the polite RCAF.


  She spoke into the handset. “Foxtrot tango whiskey deuce niner trey alpha calling base niner niner foxtrot sigma gamma. Over.”


  There was a hiss of static that stirred her guts like bad, reheated chili on a stove. She was just about to repeat the callout when a man’s voice answered. “Base niner niner foxtrot sigma gamma. This is a secure official channel, state your business. Over.”


  Time to make this rank count for something. “Get me Lt. Colonel Barnesworth. Callout code goosedown flannel one. Over.”


  “Hold this connection. It’ll take a minute. Over.”


  Tank sank into the chair and closed her eyes, her fingers tightening around the handset. Yes, her father had drilled a lot of stuff into her from a very young age, as had her mom. Things that had put her where she was today, things that had allowed her to survive.


  Things that had hardened her in the good ways, the necessary ways.


  But before she’d gone off to basic, she’d been given one secret code to always hold on to, and that she’d always kept in reserve, never before using.


  Until now.


  A woman’s voice came on the line and that’s when Tank lost it. She squeezed her eyes shut against the tears streaming down her face.


  “Colonel Barnesworth, here. Fiji, is that you? Over.”


  “Mommy, it’s me,” she whispered. “Please tell me you’re safe. Over.”


  “Sweetheart, I’m okay. What’s wrong? What happened? Are you all right? Over.”


  Tank could barely talk through her tears. “We did it. Mission accomplished. There’s a vaccine. My next step is to get to Manila. Over.”


  There was a pause. “I love you, sweetheart. I’m proud of you. You find your father, you tell him I told him to get his damn ass back stateside. He’s officially retiring. That it’s an order, and I don’t care if he outranks me. And tell him I love him. Over.”


  “Roger roger. I’m sorry…I just needed to hear your voice. Over.”


  “I’m so proud of you, baby. When we can finally get out of this damn hole, I’m baking the biggest feast you ever saw. Over.”


  Tank glanced at the connection timer, which showed ten seconds left. “I’m about to lose the link. I love you, Mom. Please stay safe. Over.”


  “Love you, too, baby. Hug your father for me. That’s an order. Over.”


  Tank managed a laugh through her tears. “Yes, ma’am. Over and out.”


  “Stay safe. Over and out.”


  Tank sat there for a moment, trying to breathe through the emotional storm, trying to stuff it all back inside her.


  She hadn’t cried in…well, a while. Against her training, against her mission, against her own personal code.


  After another deep breath, she wiped at her face and rose, turning.


  The guy still stood facing the wall.


  “Thank you,” she said. “I appreciate it.”


  He turned. “No problem, ma’am.” He walked over and picked up a box of tissues from the corner of the desk and offered it to her.


  “Thanks.” She took a couple and blew her nose. “I meant it, though. What I just did is classified. If you need to, talk to Papa or Alpha. They’ll confirm it.”


  “Ma’am, the only people who can swipe their IDs and get into this room are top security clearance personnel. The very fact that you could walk in here by yourself with your badge means you have clearance, and I didn’t hear a dang thing.”


  “You guys are the best.”


  “We have good personnel in this base, ma’am.”


  She smiled. “I meant you Canadians in general, but sure, let’s go with that.”


  “Can I ask a question, though? Just between us?”


  “Don’t know if I can answer it, but sure.”


  “What did that callout code mean? ‘Goosedown flannel 1.’ Is that a special mission code?”


  She smiled. “Family code. Sometimes, a girl just needs to talk to her mom and hear her voice.”


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  General Joseph Arliss looked up as Charlotte Kennedy walked into the VP’s office. It was 0500 on the second of February, a Sunday morning, and he and Zach Craymer had already been talking for well over an hour.


  Not even the first—or last—of many talks they’d be having.


  “Ah, there she is,” Arliss said. “Sit down, please. We need to chat.”


  She pulled up short. “What’s going on?”


  “Need you to sit down, Charlotte,” he repeated.


  It would be the only time he’d repeat it.


  He’d also passed word to Reverend Karsu to meet them there in Zach’s office at 0700. The reverend already knew what was going on and would be ready for the Kite vaccine update presser that would take place immediately after Charlotte stepping down.


  It’d be Craymer’s first presser as President. Arliss wanted the country’s first and most vivid image of Craymer to be announcing the distribution of Kite vaccines.


  Hard to discredit that in the middle of a debate. No matter what someone tried to throw at him, Craymer could always default to, “I made sure our country got the Kite vaccine.”


  No-brainer. Especially since he was involved with the logistics of it, even before now.


  Arliss had made sure to set it up that way, and made sure Craymer had been giving regular press conferences about it.


  Arliss noticed Charlotte eyed him like one might warily watch a still and growling dog that had its eyes on them as she widely circled him and took the other seat in front of Zach’s desk.


  Arliss, who was dressed in civvie clothes this morning, sat back, crossed his legs, and smiled. “How long have we known each other, Charlotte?”


  She frowned. “I don’t know. Several years. Why?”


  “What is the one thing that you more than anyone should know by now about me?”


  She still looked confused. Finally, she shook her head.


  “I don’t bluff, Charlotte. That is what you should know about me. Things are going to change around here. Starting today.”


  “What? But I did everything you said!”


  “Yes, you did. Exactly as I planned for you to do. Unfortunately, you are a weak link in a very overstressed chain. You have been for a while. When you were elected, I didn’t expect Kite. I thought it would take at least one more term for me to set my plans in motion to rid this country of the metaphorical plague that’s put it exactly where we now sit. Kite, unfortunately, both expedited my plans as well as assisted them. Nothing better than a state of emergency for completing a bloodless exchange of power.”


  “What?” There was that clueless but breaking dawn of realization starting to simmer in her gaze. “You’re—”


  “I’m saying you’re going to sign the letter of resignation that I’m going to put in front of you shortly, Charlotte. There will be a press conference this morning at 0900. At that press conference, you’ll read the statement I provide you, short and sweet, addressing the issue of the facts that have been revealed in the press. You’ll give the country a heartfelt and tearful mea culpa that you were only trying to protect our nation from a disastrous threat, then you’ll announce your resignation, effective immediately. We’ll get Zach sworn in, and then he’ll proceed to make a joint announcement with the CDC. He’ll talk about how well the vaccine distributions are going. How the food distributions are being implemented. How he’s signing executive orders extending the electricity and natural gas and water utility exemptions until the end of May.”


  Her expression hardened. “I won’t do it!” She stood. “You can’t make me!”


  Arliss cocked his head and looked at her, motioning to the agent standing behind her in the shadows of the corner of the room.


  He walked forward and put a hand on her shoulder. “Madame President,” the man said, “you need to take your seat.”


  “Enjoy that title while you have it, Charlotte,” Arliss said. “Because you don’t have another option.”


  Arliss could tell she was trying to think about running. But his man’s hand was still on her shoulder, and he was no idiot. He would make sure she sat if she didn’t do it voluntarily.


  She slowly sank into her chair.


  “Now you’re seeing things my way,” Arliss said, uncrossing his legs and leaning forward. “See, here’s the thing. You haven’t seen all the shit that’s hit the fan overnight. I specifically left orders not to tell you. Between Hannibal Silo shilling votes for you, and Wall Street having their hands so deep in your pockets that they’re fingering your clit even when you’re sitting in the Oval Office, I declare you unfit for office. The President takes an oath to uphold the Constitution of the United States. When they are unable to fulfill that oath, it’s up to them to step down.”


  “Says who?”


  “Says the audio, video, and paperwork about Barstow, for starters,” he said.


  “You were involved in that, too!” she shot back.


  “Oh, really? Actually, no, I wasn’t. Nowhere anywhere does my name appear in any of the paperwork. Nowhere am I in any of the pictures or video of the Situation Room. Because I wasn’t involved.”


  He sat back again. “There will, however, be a wave of resignations this morning once President Craymer here makes a few phone calls. If not resignations, there will be a sudden and tragic outbreak of guilt-ridden suicides among some of the high brass in the military and your cabinet.”


  Her mouth flapped open and shut a few times, finally ending on shut.


  “Don’t worry, dear. You aren’t the only one who’ll be out of a job by the end of the day. The resignations are already flowing in as we speak. You were actually my last stop on the list. I’ve been going since last night and, frankly, I could use a damn cup of coffee.”


  He offered her a smile. “You took a lot of PAC money, Charlotte. Too damn much. A million here or there, I could have overlooked that. But your party is now controlled by money, not by principles. If there ever were any principles left in the past decade or so.”


  “What about…” She stared up at the agent, who still had his hand on her shoulder, before looking back at Arliss. “I—we did everything you told us to.”


  “I know you did. A grateful nation thanks you for your willingness to cooperate and help pull them from the brink during their country’s darkest hour. But even as we speak, Charlotte, there are a lot of sudden vacancies in big business. People who left town to escape because they could afford to. People who could afford it because of all the little people who couldn’t. People who made them their money and then suffered because they had none of their own.”


  “What do you want from me?”


  “I told you—vacate the office. I’m being generous to you by allowing you to resign at all. But, lo and behold, the country is in great shape because of what we’ve accomplished with a Kite vaccine. Over twenty-five percent of our population will be vaccinated by the end of next week, with more getting protected every day. The world will slowly but surely catch up to that. You helped save the world. Now, it’s up to me and Zach here to save our country so we don’t immediately go back to business as usual with big business.”


  “I can’t just resign!”


  “You can, and you will. There is no other option for you at this point. You will put your signature on that form. And you will leave office quickly, quietly, and without making any further statements on the matter.”


  “Or what?” she shot back.


  He chuckled and leaned forward, meeting her gaze. “Really, Charlotte, do we have to go there? Well, I could simply have you kill yourself, but I don’t think you’d really benefit from the message there. So if you don’t resign, starting with your daughter, you will as of tonight find yourself starring in the middle of the messiest high-profile murder trial this country has ever seen.”


  “Wh–wha—”


  “What will I do? My dear, your daughter will suddenly lose her shit, as they say, go insane, and kill her beloved and publicly popular fiancé. Of course she’ll claim she didn’t do it, but by the time I’m finished with her, even she’ll doubt herself and think maybe, just maybe she did do it. There will be Secret Service witnesses to it, after all. And unfortunately there will be a need to redecorate the private residence because, tsk, blood spatter. Then I’ll go after Albert. Maybe jail, maybe a sudden death, I’m not sure yet. So many options.” He pointed a finger at her. “But that will all be on you.”


  “I did what you asked!”


  “Yes, you did. What you didn’t know is that I’ve been planning for years to take this country back from big business and the special interest money groups. I thought it’d take longer, of course, but Kite helped. I already have the people in place to take over, both in business and in your party. The right people will be allowed to run this country the way it should be. Not a military machine, and not simply a mercenary meat grinder, running through workers one right after the other for big business to line their pockets. We’re done with that. New days, new ways, my dear.”


  Zach slid the folder across his desk toward Arliss. Arliss picked it up and opened it. “Your phone lines into and out of the residence have been disconnected. As have your cell phones. You’ll be escorted back there, and you all will stay there until you’re summoned in a couple of hours, when you’ll stand before the cameras and make the announcement. Zach here will make a statement, and we’ll get him sworn in immediately, as well as the Speaker, who is also aware of what’s going on.”


  “One of yours, I suppose?” She practically spat it.


  “If by ‘mine’ you mean someone sick of watching this country being dry-fucked up the ass straight into the ground, sure, okay. Mine.” He laid the papers, three copies, on the desk in front of her and handed her a pen. “Sign.”


  With a trembling hand, she reached out, took the pen and signed the papers.


  “Excellent,” he said, picking them up and examining them. “Smart choice.” He tucked the papers back into the folder and offered her a smile. “This gentleman, as well as three others, will escort you back to the residence. Be ready at 0830. You will not leave the residence until Zach, the Speaker, and I arrive. I suggest fixing your hair, minimal makeup, and wear black. Something somber in tone.”


  Without a word, she stood and left, followed by the agent.


  Arliss sat back and breathed a sigh of relief. “Well, that was about as much posturing as I’d expected from her.”


  Zach nodded. “And now?”


  “Now I go get me some damn coffee, a shower, and put on my uniform.”


  “When are you going to tell her about the indictments?”


  “I’ll let Bill have that honor. He’s been chomping at the bit to file charges against her ever since I showed him all the evidence last night. But he’ll have to hold off for a few months yet.”


  “She has no clue what’s going to slam into her, does she? Her own attorney general indicting her?”


  Arliss shrugged. “Not my problem right now. My immediate concern is distributing as much Kite vaccine to the people in as quick a manner as we can. Then I’ll focus on getting the rest of these shit-stains out of our government, keeping their crony business cum dumps out of government from this point forward, and finally being able to retire knowing I made an honest difference in putting things right.”


  Zach laughed. “You’ll never retire.”


  “I’ll never say never.”


  “Don’t you want to relax, kick back, and enjoy your successes?”


  “It’s not a success yet. Not until we clean out the rats for good.”


  “What about the Supreme Court?”


  “I’ve already talked to them. The three who are close to retirement were glad to hold off until you get into office and name replacements. They’ll get fast-tracked for confirmation, well before the elections.”


  “Do you really think I’m going to win the election?”


  “Absolutely. Besides, wait until you see the dirt I have on your opponents.” He smiled. “The indictments for all of this won’t really start until after the election. I’ll have anyone I think is questionable campaigning their ass off for you regardless of their party. They’ll do it out of fear.”


  “And won’t know they’ll get indicted anyway.”


  “Exactly.” Arliss sighed. “You would not believe the shit Ax dug out of Silo and Arbeid’s private computers. Stuff that wasn’t on the church’s network. Amazing. Including video evidence. So since Hannibal is dead, they can’t claim they’re victims of extortion any longer.”


  Zach snorted. “Well, they sort of are. From you.”


  Arliss waved his hand. “That’s different.”


  “So we guarantee the win and rub salt in their wounds after the fact?”


  “Yep. You’ll carry over in a landslide as a grateful nation elects you into office. Right now, we need to focus on getting people protected with the vaccine and back to work. That alone will insure that you’re elected, because no matter what their political bent, they’ll remember that it was this party that ‘saved’ their asses.”


  “And then?”


  Arliss stood. “And then, maybe we can finally get back to being the United States of America again, instead of the United Corporations of Contributors.”


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Tank pulled herself together, washed her face, grabbed more coffee, and then headed to the common room to watch the special news conference being broadcast live from the White House. Everyone was there from Tank’s group, the Drunk Monkeys, the scientists, a lot of the base personnel—all of them standing or sitting with their attention glued to the large TV screen.


  Tank had lost count of how many cups of coffee she’d already consumed that morning. It didn’t matter.


  What mattered was the President, looking pale and shaky and reading from a prepared statement Arliss had no doubt written for her.


  Tank guessed that based mostly on the general’s smug look as he stood behind the President—now former President. Standing next to the VP—now President—Arliss slowly nodded while she read.


  As if he knew the message by heart already.


  Of course he does.


  Tank had known this was the plan, to time everything perfectly so that the shit didn’t stick to the VP when Arliss made his move.


  That pretty much everything had gone according to plan almost scared her. She trusted Arliss, trusted what he was doing, what he’d said. Because she’d seen and grokked the larger picture.


  The Kite vaccine was going out to the “common people” as promised. It was being distributed free of charge to everyone, as quickly as it could be produced. There was no tier of preferential access except for medical personnel, law enforcement, first responders, and military. No priority for ability to pay more for it.


  In fact, she knew one of the VP’s first acts would be issuing an executive order forbidding medical providers from charging for it or in any way profiting from Kite vaccines.


  Any fuckery in that system and Tank would have quickly blown it wide open. But Arliss had, so far, stuck to his stated plan.


  “That’s check and mate,” Echo said from where he and Omega flanked Chief. “And no offense, Madame President, but you’re a fucking cunt for what you did to Barstow!” he yelled at the screen as he flipped it a bird.


  Most of Tank’s group laughed, but Tank kept her focus on the screen. When Arliss had first recruited her for this mission, she hadn’t been sure she’d wanted to do it. She’d spent nearly all of her military intel career directly or indirectly serving under the man’s command, and had seen the integrity of his work from afar, heard nothing but good things about him from other officers.


  When he’d sold her on the mission, and she’d agreed to go all-in, deep cover, she knew what she was getting herself into. If something had happened and Arliss had been deposed or killed, she understood it meant she was vulnerable to being exposed as a “traitor” to the United States.


  Which was why Arliss was using “retired” agents for work like this. They couldn’t be traced back to him, and it would be more difficult for anyone else to track their involvement if the operation was exposed. They could, hopefully, fade into the shadows and disappear back to their regular lives.


  TMFU and Kite had changed the rules of the game, though. No one had time to pay attention to what Arliss was doing, until Hannibal Silo had tried to fuck with the man.


  Massive mistake.


  From the rumors Tank had heard about Arliss, he enjoyed a challenge. One of the reasons he’d done so well over the years, because this was his entire life. Once he was widowed, he’d completely devoted himself to his work.


  The VP was sworn in as President, and the Speaker of the House was sworn in as VP. Then the new President made a quick statement as the former President was ushered out by several Secret Service agents, at least two Tank had been through training with.


  SOTIF. She knew it.


  “While this is a somber day, it’s also one for celebration,” he said. “A Kite vaccine is, even as I speak, making its way out to the public. It will take us several weeks, possibly months, to get everyone vaccinated. Meanwhile, we ask for the public’s cooperation and patience. Maintain all current precautions. Avoid crowds. Your local authorities will alert you when to come in for vaccinations. There will be no charge, and all citizens, including infants and children, must get the vaccine. No exceptions.


  “Once a majority of our nation’s population is vaccinated, then we’ll start reopening schools and loosening restrictions on public gatherings and performances and getting our country back to some semblance of normal.


  “I’m also going to be restructuring the IRS and revamping campaign finance laws. If I have to use executive orders to do so, then that’s what I’ll do. I need our country’s populations protected from big money interests trying to divert what’s best for the people into their own pockets.


  “Also, because I feel very strongly about what it is that we’re doing to stop the spread of Kite, I am opening dialogues with other countries immediately about restructuring the UN to institute world-wide changes. But our primary focus will be healing and protecting our own citizens first. I will take a couple of questions.”


  The press corps went apeshit. President Craymer looked like he was trying to decide who to call on first when he chose a reporter from one of the major news networks. “Yes.”


  “What comments do you have on the evidence being released online about what happened in Barstow, LA, and New York?”


  “I am still evaluating that and being briefed. I was not involved in it. I was kept in the dark and I am as horrified by what I’ve seen as everyone else is. I assure the American people that I will be ordering full investigations into the situations.”


  “Will there be charges pressed against people involved?”


  “I can’t say there will, because I have to wait for the official findings. I assure you, whatever is appropriate will be done.”


  Another reporter nudged in. “Will you sign a Presidential pardon for the people involved, including President Kennedy?”


  Tank slowly shook her head, barely stifling her smile as the man answered.


  “I will reserve those decisions for after an official investigation is completed. Anyone who has committed criminal acts should be held accountable for them.”


  The smirk finally escaped Tank. That was Arliss hedging his bets, dangling the possibility of a pardon over Charlotte Kennedy’s head—and the heads of others—to make them dance to his tune until he was ready to sacrifice them. They wouldn’t dare oppose him because he held all the cards at this point.


  Another reporter spoke up. “There have been unsubstantiated rumors of a wave of resignations in the military and across other branches of government this morning. Can you comment on this, Mr. President?”


  “I cannot comment at this time because I am still being briefed about this situation. It is very fluid and chaotic right now. My first priority is making sure all Kite vaccine labs are heavily protected, and that shipments of the vaccines are protected so that they can be distributed as quickly as possible. I will ask for the public’s patience as I work through all of this.” He offered a smile. “I haven’t even had a second cup of coffee yet this morning.”


  That earned him a wave of laughter from the press corps. She didn’t miss how Arliss also smiled and nodded.


  Tank snorted. “Son of a bitch,” she said. “He planned it even better than I thought he did. Wily old bastard.”


  The new President continued to answer questions, some of which Tank suspected had absolutely been planted by Arliss, returning the focus to the Kite vaccine, answering questions about the evidence posted online and now spreading like wildfire, and assuring the public that considering how this had ripped the globe apart, he would insist on full transparency in the process, including declassifying files, if necessary, to make sure the public got the full truth.


  Tank understood that it meant only the files Arliss approved, the stuff they’d splashed across the globe.


  “How did this hacker group obtain all this confidential information?” a reporter asked. “Doesn’t this mean that our nation’s military security is compromised?”


  Arliss must have prepped him for this question as well. “Let’s be honest,” he answered. “Parts of California are now literally barren wasteland, ghost towns. Beyond disaster areas. It is not unfathomable in my mind that hackers obviously as dedicated to their cause and as skilled as they are at what they do were able to take advantage of that situation to leverage it into what we are now looking at. I, for one, am thankful to them for their efforts. I promise to issue them full Presidential pardons and guarantee their immunity.”


  Another round of cheers went up from Tank’s people. She watched them, breathing a sigh of relief over their reactions.


  He wasn’t done. “Furthermore, I pledge to give full pardons and immunity to any of the scientists on The List who are alive. If any of them are outside of US territories and wish to pursue asylum with us, all they need to do is contact the nearest US consulate and seek shelter there. They will be transported to the US to safety. North Korea is the villain here. They are the cause of this, and they no longer exist as a nation. The individual scientists were trying to disable the program from within when their plans were unexpectedly compromised because of events beyond their control. I cannot fault them for what they did in those circumstances.”


  “Can you comment on the special forces teams that were referred to in the story?” a reporter asked.


  “I cannot, because I’m still being briefed and not fully up to speed yet.” He turned to General Arliss. “Would you like to address this?”


  Arliss nodded and stepped forward. “I can confirm the existence of special operations units who helped facilitate the safe location and protection of the scientists and their vaccine research despite the efforts of fanatical and hostile religious forces to stop them. Apparently, the hostile factions were attempting to destabilize our country by using the Kite virus as a weapon so they could attempt to turn our nation into some sort of religious-based government of their design.”


  Slick. Tank would have laughed outright if she’d been alone.


  “Because of our special operations teams, we were able to keep the scientists and their work protected until they formulated a vaccine. The attack on the CDC was instigated by those fanatical forces in an attempt to stop their work and take control of a vaccine. I can say that we had intel gathered from that attack, which pointed to those fanatics wanting to control a vaccine so that only people of their particular religious beliefs could get it.”


  Wow. She wondered how long he’d worked on perfecting that spin.


  “President Craymer and Vice-President Kirkman will be fully debriefed throughout the day and brought up to speed about what we now know and what we’re learning. We’ll update everyone this evening at the next press conference.”


  “How did this hacker team end up working with the government? It sounds like they’re now under protection.”


  “A deep-cover liaison helped get them to safety, and they are currently being protected. I won’t reveal anything beyond that to protect their identities until a more appropriate time when we can insure their safety. They are a group of citizens so dedicated to protecting our Constitution from forces within our own government who tried to usurp it, that they deserve our protection and our praise for their brave and selfless sacrifices.


  “They’re also heroes in this story. They risked their lives to collect this information and to get it out there to the public. I personally had been unaware of this secret cabal within our highest ranks of government until all of these revelations. But I assure you, from this point forward, I will do everything in my power to work with the President and Vice-President to insure nothing like this can happen again, and rid our government of anyone who is involved in this mess.


  “Congress will have to act immediately to protect our citizens. This assault on our Constitutional rights and liberties cannot stand unpunished. And I assure the American people I, and Dr. Karsu, will make protecting them from Kite, and ensuring food production and distribution, our immediate top priorities. We have to get our nation back to work as soon as possible. This is not an insurmountable problem, but it will take a lot of work and cooperation from everyone to make it happen.”


  Tank had been so absorbed watching the press conference that she’d missed the fact that Papa and Alpha had moved to position themselves behind her.


  Alpha patted her on the shoulder. “You did good, sugar.”


  She reached back and patted his hand, lacing fingers with him before realizing what she was doing and jerking her hand free.


  Unfortunately, it hadn’t been missed by Orson. His gaze narrowed as he studied her.


  Shifting her position, Tank stepped forward, trying to focus on the TV again.


  When the press conference ended, she tried to head for the door leading toward their quarters area, but Orson stopped her.


  “What’s going on?” he asked.


  Several of their group had gathered around, confused over his tone and the confrontation.


  “What are you talking about?” Tank asked, feeling the inevitable explosion congealing in her gut. “You heard them. We have full immunity. You’re all heroes.”


  “A ‘deep-cover liaison’?” He slowly shook his head. “You’re one of them, aren’t you?”


  Sylvan looked confused. “What?”


  “I’ve been with you guys since before TMFU,” Tank said. “One of your group. One of you. Who helped keep you alive?”


  Orson stepped in closer. “Who seemed to be a step ahead of the government in terms of keeping us alive? Who always managed to come up with intel we needed, or leads, or even money? How did you know to get us out of LA and away from Barstow?”


  “It was a damned earthquake.” Tank hoped to salvage this but realized she was on the losing end already. “We had to leave. Riots. Kiters. Or didn’t you see what I saw?”


  “You talked us out of going to Barstow,” he said. “You made us divert around it even though some of our families were going there. Why?”


  Multiple options flashed through her mind, scenarios from having them all locked up to shutting down their Internet access, to…


  She slammed the door on those thoughts.


  Time to nut up and face the piper.


  “I told you,” she quietly said, “to tell your families not to go to Barstow. Didn’t I? Multiple times. I begged you, all of you, to ask them to leave the area immediately and go somewhere else. Anywhere else.”


  “You didn’t tell us why, at the time. What did you know?” he screamed, silencing the room. Now some of the Drunk Monkeys who’d started to leave turned on their heels and headed back, their tense posture indicating they were on alert. Papa and Alpha had once again positioned themselves right behind Tank, this time defensively.


  Indeed. What had she known?


  At the time, she hadn’t known exactly what would happen in Barstow, except it was going to be really, really bad. Bubba hadn’t even known until just after it happened.


  Tank had assumed it was the risk of Kite contagion.


  “I was told that Barstow was a bad place to go and absolutely under any circumstances not to go there. To avoid it at all costs. I wasn’t told why, at the time. I learned about it pretty much the way you all did.”


  “From who?” Orson screamed. Omega reached out, caught his shoulder, and gently pulled him back.


  “Easy there, buddy,” he warned. “Keep it civil.”


  “Who are you?” Orson screamed. “Tell me who the fuck you really are! There is no Colonel Tanaka in Germany or in Manila! I looked, there isn’t. Your parents don’t exist. Who the fuck are you?”


  Now the rest of her group was staring at her, awaiting her answer.


  Tank studied her feet for a moment before finally meeting Orson’s gaze. She shed the role of twenty-two-year-old hacker student and steeled her spine. The thirty-four-year-old major was back, and she wasn’t about to stand for insubordination.


  “You don’t need to know who I am,” she quietly said in a dark command tone that had once made one young private piss himself in formation, “except that I saved your lives. I tried to help you warn your families, and because someone insisted on going against protocols, and then wasted time getting packed and whining about a shower, she cost two good men their lives and forced me to execute four other good men in the process. To save all of you. Why? All so you could expose the truth and save hundreds of millions of other lives. That’s all.”


  Tank stepped forward, and despite Orson having several inches on her, she got into his face, staring him down. “I sacrificed two years of my life. My father, who is a colonel with a different last name, is probably dead. My mother, who also has a different last name, is a lieutenant colonel, and is also likely going to die, so I could keep you all safe. You’re welcome. FYI, you’re now heroes. The rest of your lives from here on out, you’ll all be known as the brave cyber warriors who risked their lives to expose corruption and crimes against humanity. They’ll laud you in history books. I’ll fade back into the shadows and try to live with the fact that I couldn’t save six good people who didn’t have to die.”


  She glared at Sylvan, who wilted under her focus. “All because someone bitched about wanting a shower. After she jeopardized our position—again—because she couldn’t follow one simple fucking order.”


  She advanced on Sylvan, the girl scrambling away from her. “You all want to be pissed off at me? Fine. Go ahead. Without me, every last one of you would be dead right now. Multiple times over. From Kiters, from the violence, or from Barstow. Take your pick. I could have abandoned you at any given time and gotten myself to safety. Those were, in fact, my orders, to protect myself first. Could have walked out one night while you all were sleeping and never looked back. But I chose to stay with you and protect you for the greater good.”


  Tank spun around. “Guess what? You guys are all set for life. Book deals. Parades. Holidays celebrating your birthdays. The FWF fan club. Biopics. You won’t have to pay for a damn thing in your life again, you realize that, right? Yes, we all lost people. People died. But guess what? The world is fucking dying. Was dying, until those scientists saved it. You pitched in as part of that effort. Congratulations.”


  She made a motion with her hand, circling, indicating the Drunk Monkeys. “The rest of us? We don’t mean jack shit to anyone except each other. We get to go out again, anonymously risking our lives to save lives, and we keep doing it over and over again, and no one knows who we are. They can’t know. Because it’s kind of what we fucking do.”


  She turned on Orson again, forcing him a step back. “Didn’t see you out there in that street in Kansas City, apologizing to Corporal Ellis Winchester as I had to put a bullet between his eyes after I’d run him and his partner over. Looking him in the goddamned eyes and knowing I was executing a poor sonofabitch only doing his job. You aren’t the one who will live forever haunted by the sight of Gatsby and Connell sitting there dead and knowing it was your fault for not taking charge a few goddamned minutes sooner!”


  She stepped back and addressed all of them. “I’d hoped to not have it end like this. To just fade away and leave quietly and you’d never know about me. That’s how it was supposed to play out. But okay, so the truth is out now. It doesn’t in any way diminish what you’ve done. It doesn’t lessen the impact of how the world is now going to be a better, safer place because of all of you.


  “So if you want to be pissed off at me because of principles? Grow the fuck up. All of you. Maybe I babied you all too much. Maybe I should have had us all camping in the goddamned forests and freezing our asses off every fucking night. Maybe I should have made you all learn how to hunt for your food to survive instead of foraging or using black ops money to go buy supplies.”


  She slowly shook her head. “I don’t exist. Forget I ever existed. You need help, I’ll ask Ax to take over for me.”


  “Does he really exist?” Torphin asked.


  “Yeah. And no, he’s not military. He’s a civvie, too. He’s legit.” She shoved through them and headed for her quarters.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Papa had to grab Alpha by the back of the shirt and give him a shake of the head when he’d tried to follow Tank.


  Alpha replied with a what the fuck look, which Papa answered with a command glare.


  Alpha let out a deep, aggravated breath, but stepped back and Papa released him.


  The group of kids looked like they were in shock, staring at each other, at them, at the scientists.


  Papa finally clapped his hands for attention. “All right. Back to work.” He pointed and swept his hand, indicating his team and the scientists, along with various base personnel. “Give us a few, okay?”


  He turned to the group of students before they could leave. “You all, stay right there for a minute.”


  When it was just him and Alpha and the twelve remaining members of the FWF, he stared at them for a long, silent minute. “Everything she said was right. You realize that, don’t you?”


  They looked at each other but no one stepped forward.


  No one took the lead.


  Orson finally said something. “You all used us.”


  “We get used by the government. You get used to fix problems. Citizens get used by big business every fucking goddamned day to pad their bottom line. Where do you draw your line, huh?”


  The kid looked clueless.


  Figures.


  He shook his head. “While you all can sit here and whine and bitch and complain that you were ‘used,’ take a look around you. Need I show you the videos of Barstow? Of LA? Need I remind you that Tank gave up over two years of her life to work with you? When TMFU hit, she had the option of bailing. She’s technically retired, you know that? She got shot in the line of duty, still managed to kill a man trying to kill her, and saved Shanghai from getting nuked by some whackjob terrorists trying to put together a dirty bomb to set off in the middle of a city of over a million people. Let that settle into your little brains for a moment.”


  He was happy to see they had the decency to look a little ashamed of themselves.


  “Know what else she’s done in her military intel career? She helped track down an insurgent group who was running a child bride ring in Malaysia. She rescued thirty-two girls, killed the ringleaders, and got the girls to safety, and that was with a concussion she sustained in a fist-fight with one of the bastards before she knifed him.”


  He’d asked Bubba to quit holding out and send him her full jacket.


  He had, with Arliss’ approval. He and Alpha had read it through, cover to cover, without telling her about it.


  “Before she was with you, she worked in the Ukraine to shut down a terrorist ring that was planning on using eighteen children they’d abducted to blow up suicide vests in cities all over the UK. They’d been told if they hit the button when they were given the signal, it would call their parents for them.”


  Yeah, they were looking a little ashamed of themselves now.


  “She didn’t tell you all of that. Why? Because she was doing her fucking job. That’s what she does. She’s a hard-ass. And she saved your fucking asses, kept protecting you, sacrificing her safety and sleep and peace of mind when she’d been given an open-ended option to stand down and abort the mission.


  “And she didn’t. She fought for you. So you know what? Fuck all of you. Every last goddamned one of you. You want to shit all over her? Whatever. It just shows you haven’t learned a single goddamned lesson about what we’ve all been through.”


  The one girl, Sylvan, turned and ducked down the hallway. Alpha started to go after her, but Papa stopped him. “No, let her go.” He eyed the rest of them. “You want out of this? Say the word. Pack your shit and I’ll get you sent back to the States. Show of hands.”


  Now their guilty expressions made them look like the kids they were. They exchanged glances and finally shook their heads.


  “I’m in,” Orson said.


  They all eventually echoed his sentiment.


  “Then act like fucking adults. You’ve been given a chance to help save lives. To save the world. Quit acting like you’ve had your feelings hurt and grow the fuck up.”


  He motioned for Alpha and started down the hallway toward Tank’s quarters, pulling up short at the end of the hall when he spotted Sylvan already there talking to her. He pulled Alpha into an empty room, the door open, both of them listening to the exchange.


  


  * * * *


  


  Guess it doesn’t matter now. Secret’s out.


  She could go move in with Papa and Alpha.


  And never leave their quarters.


  She started angrily packing her stuff, only taking five minutes to do it.


  What did it say about her that the sum of her life could be packed in five minutes?


  She was still staring at the two wooden boxes on her shelf when someone softly knocked on her door.


  Opening it, she found Sylvan standing there, alone.


  “Come to chew me out?”


  She’d been crying. She shook her head and, taking Tank utterly by surprise, she hugged her.


  “Thank you,” the girl whispered. “I know they’re mad now, but…you’re right. Everything you said was right. Yes, I take the blame for Connell and Gatsby dying. And I’m sorry you had to kill those four guys. But thank you for protecting us.”


  “In the interest of full disclosure,” Tank said, “I’m now involved with Papa and Alpha. That happened after we got here.”


  She smiled. “It’s okay. I have Pax. He’s a good guy.” Her smile faded. “You were right. About…them. The Drunk Monkeys. I was scared and looking for someone to hold on to. I don’t belong with guys like that. I’d never survive, or worse, I’d get someone killed.”


  Tank felt some of her irritation at Sylvan drain away. “That’s very mature of you to admit.”


  “You did good, though,” Sylvan said. “I honestly never knew. I believed everything you told us.” She studied her hands for a moment. “But how do I know we’re not being used and lied to now?”


  “You’re on the right team,” Tank assured her.


  “You joined us before…before TMFU. Did you know that was going to happen?”


  “No. I took over from Campbell, remember him?”


  She nodded.


  “We were supposed to point you guys toward the corruption of big business and political action groups, money influencing votes, that kind of stuff. TMFU hit and changed the direction of the operation. Arliss thought we’d be doing this for years until that happened. And that’s the truth. No one was supposed to die or get hurt. My orders specifically said to protect you all, to keep civilians safe, to keep you all from committing any cyber crimes that would hurt the average citizen.”


  “We were all in the wrong place at the wrong time?”


  “Pretty much, yeah. Once it happened, Arliss used what he had to get things done. If he hadn’t, Reverend Silo would have made sure it was his labs in charge of the vaccine production and doling them out only to those he wanted to have it. The man was a sociopathic monster, and he had the President in his pocket, along with a lot of others. You saw the data.”


  “So why can’t we talk about him?”


  “Because his wife was innocent. She’s working with Arliss to try to fix things. To help swing votes to the candidates who will make this country better. To rebuild health clinics around the world to help fight Kite and other problems. Sometimes, for the greater good, some things need to be left unsaid so it doesn’t taint the true message.”


  Sylvan nodded but didn’t look convinced.


  “Is there anything else?”


  “Yeah. You told us you had to fight your dad to get your driver’s license. Why’d you make that up?”


  “I didn’t make that up. That actually happened.”


  She looked even more surprised. “Why? That sounds…mean.”


  She shrugged. “That part was all true. They were officers who wanted to make sure I was prepared for life. They saw how bad the world was getting and wanted me to be able to survive in it. They knew that money could only buy so much. That sometimes you have to be able to fight for what’s yours to keep it safe.”


  “Are they alive?”


  “I think my mom’s okay. Her base is locked down in Germany. My dad…” She didn’t want to cry in front of Sylvan. “I want to believe maybe he’s still alive, but I know the odds.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “They’re military. They’re trained. It’s part of the risk.”


  “I hope you can find them.” She turned to go, then hesitated. “Tank?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Thank you. Even if none of them ever say it, I mean it. Thank you. You’re right. I do want to live. I do want to keep going. I want people to know what happened.”


  Tank nodded. Sylvan headed off.


  Tank was going to grab her gear and start moving when she felt more than heard a presence in the doorway. Turning, she spotted Alpha and Papa there.


  “Going somewhere?” Papa asked.


  “Yeah. Hope you have room for my shit in your quarters.”


  The two men stepped inside the room, closed the door behind them, and made her put everything down. Then they sandwiched her between them, Papa in front of her.


  “Let it out,” he whispered. “You don’t need to be Tank when you’re with us. You can be Fiji or Noel or whoever the hell you want to be.”


  “I just want to be yours,” she said, the tears already starting to flow.


  Alpha nuzzled the back of her neck. “You already are, sugar. Always. Think we’re letting you go, then think again.”


  “I had to kill our own guys,” she said. Unfortunately, without the daily distraction of playing a role, now that dark, heavy weight slammed home in her soul.


  Papa cradled her face in his palms. “You had a mission. You had orders. You did the best you could do, alone, under the circumstances. Stop beating yourself up over it.”


  “Could you stop beating yourself up?”


  He let out a sigh and pressed her face against his chest. “We’re too much alike, sweetheart. We really are. Let’s get you moved and chill out for a little while.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They got her stuff moved, Papa and Alpha refusing to let her carry anything but the two urns, which she insisted on carrying herself.


  They now knew what they were and didn’t argue with her.


  Bypassing the common room so they didn’t have to see any of the students, they got her squared away, their mattresses pulled down onto the floor, and then the two men slowly stripped her, kissing every inch of her flesh in the process as they bared it.


  She didn’t want to talk, she didn’t want to think. For just this once, she wanted to lose herself in them, let them take her mind off everything, no thinking about anything but what they were doing to her and she was doing to them.


  She wanted them in her brain, in her heart, inside her body.


  Eventually she ended up on top of Alpha in a sixty-nine, her eyes closed as she slowly sucked his cock, his lips and tongue teasing and playing with her as Papa took his time fucking her. Everything slow and gentle, easy, flowing naturally between them. Nothing rushed or taken for granted.


  They were only guaranteed right now, and she wanted to make sure this memory lasted for the rest of her life in case it didn’t go very well after this was over.


  She needed this mental downtime, this emotional release.


  She needed them.


  Not just needed, but wanted.


  With this behind them, the next step would be finding her father. Nothing else in her life could happen until she at least tried to do that.


  Everything on hold.


  “Let go,” Papa whispered. “Stop thinking.”


  She had been. She deep-throated Alpha, enjoying the soft rumble of his groan against her pussy, vibrating through her clit. Before she even realized it she was tipping over the edge into free-fall, neither man rushing or picking up the pace, her body adapting and soaring as they kept her orgasm rolling through her, one long, sweet release she’d never before dreamed possible.


  Only when they were satisfied they’d wrung every last ounce of pleasure out of her did they finally let go, Alpha starting to rock his hips in time with her motions, Papa fucking her harder, faster, deeper.


  One last orgasm from her triggered both of them. She moaned around Alpha’s cock, swallowing every drop of cum he pumped out over her tongue, as Papa buried his cock deep inside her and fell still.


  They got her turned around, the three of them cuddling together on their makeshift bed.


  Papa brushed his lips across her forehead. “Relax, sweetheart,” he said. “I’m ordering you to at least take a few hours off.”


  She snuggled her backside against Alpha, who was spooning her there. “For just this once, I’ll let you order me around.” She opened her eyes and stared into his. “Love you,” she whispered.


  Papa smiled. It took years off his age. “Love you, too, baby.”


  She looked over her shoulder. “Love you.”


  Alpha kissed her. “Sugar, you have no idea how much I love you.”


  “Even though you don’t outrank me?”


  He chuckled. “Even though.”


  Chapter Twenty


  


  There was a certain irony to their mission going wheels-up in Canada on Valentine’s Day. They detoured through McChord, where they traded in the thirsty Zeus for a Murphy 820. Large enough to carry up to one hundred and fifty SOBs and gear, but lighter and easier on fuel, easier to safely put wheels-down on less than perfect landing strips, and hopefully sturdy enough to survive a trip to Manila. They spent a few hours in Pearl Harbor before heading out again with a mid-air refueling before approaching Manila not too long after daybreak on the sixteenth of February.


  “We’re going to buzz the field first,” Papa told Tank after returning from the cockpit. “See what happens when we do that.”


  Tank nodded, her gaze fully focused on the land passing below them.


  Danilo Atienza Air Base was situated on the Cavite City peninsula and was proof that what goes around comes around. Back under US control for nearly fifty years after a series of punishing typhoons basically destroyed a good chunk of the country, the base, formerly known as Naval Station Sangley Point, retained the name the Philippine government had assigned it after it was originally turned over to their control by the US decades earlier.


  Satellite pictures showed someone had enough sense to blow the only bridge linking the spit of land to what passed for “mainland” in the island country. Seventy-five years earlier, a typhoon had washed out the road completely and created a deep, fast-flowing natural channel. Instead of filling the land to rebuild the causeway, it’d been replaced by a bridge, and nature had taken its course. An even deeper, swifter natural channel had developed over the ensuing years, meaning if the bridge wasn’t passable, you had to use a boat to get to what was now an island.


  Or a plane.


  “I bet the Exhart’s not there anymore,” Alpha said, sounding sad.


  Tank turned from the window to look at him. “Come again?”


  “We spent our fair share of time there,” Papa said. “Before we shipped out to Australia, we left the Exhart helo here. Victor’s probably up there in the cockpit in tears.”


  Tank returned her focus to the window. According to the satellite pictures, the bridge had been blown four months earlier, as Kite ravaged the main city. Over the years, civvie homes and businesses had been phased out on the peninsula, leaving behind an ever-growing military base. When Mother Nature’s temper tantrums claimed more buildings, the military had razed them and frequently left the land to grow wild.


  They hit cloud cover, and, for a moment, the ground below them disappeared. Then they dropped and Tank saw what even satellite photos couldn’t do justice to.


  They were greeted by the sight of Manila in ruins, smoky, a perpetual haze softening the dead edges and blackened hulks of buildings.


  “Holy fuck.” Alpha was staring out another window. “That’s…wow.”


  Other than the sound of the engines, the cabin went silent as everyone stared. They’d heard it’d gotten bad quickly not long after the Drunk Monkeys had left on their mission to Australia. Refugees from everywhere had spilled into the region, but even hearing about it and seeing the satellite photos hadn’t prepared them for the reality.


  Tank didn’t want to think about anything except the skilled fighter, the wily strategist, the ruthless tactician her father was.


  Hell, knowing him, he was probably the one who suggested blowing the bridge when it became obvious they weren’t going to be able to leave the base by air. Escaping by boat wasn’t an option when there wasn’t anywhere safer they could actually go with the range of the boats they had available. It also wouldn’t surprise her at all if she learned he’d been the one to place the explosives himself.


  A small contingent of personnel and civvie survivors had hunkered down in a building on the base, stockpiled supplies, and then all contact was lost with them months earlier. No one knew exactly how many, if any, had survived since then. At their last contact, there were still thirty-six alive.


  No one could give Tank any confirmation as to her father’s status, because they hadn’t reported a list of survivors’ names before contact was lost.


  Annie slowly shook her head as she stared through another window. “That’s…wow.”


  “You said it,” Chief repeated. “I spun through here a couple of times while I was in. ‘Wow’ sums it up.”


  Tank didn’t speak, knowing her friends were nervous on her behalf and not trying to purposely amp her pucker factor any higher than it already was.


  But she wished they’d shut up.


  Panda banked the aircraft and started their descent to buzz the field. All eyes focused on the base on the peninsula as they approached from the northeast. Tank grabbed a pair of field glasses and stared out the window. Some of the base’s buildings were obviously burned out from the soot marks around the window openings and at the rooflines. Debris littered the area, including the runway.


  Another reason for the initial buzz-by. They might have to leave and return with a helo if Panda decided it was too dicey to attempt a landing.


  Not what Tank wanted to do, but she knew she couldn’t risk everyone’s lives, and risk them getting stranded there, over her need to discover her father’s fate.


  As they approached, what briefly caught her notice was a ragged US flag flying on top of a building near the airstrip, a building which looked like it’d been heavily fortified by makeshift barriers of fence sections, wood, and even old vehicles.


  As she pondered that, several ragged looking individuals burst out of the high brush that had grown up around a burned-out building not far from the landing strip. Ten in all charged toward the runway, and as Tank focused on them she realized they were Kiters.


  None of them her father, fortunately, although two seemed to be wearing the remnants of military uniforms.


  Then, the head on one of them exploded as another started jerking like he was controlled by a drunk puppeteer.


  She pulled the binoculars away for perspective and spotted two soldiers in full riot gear, carbines mounted against their shoulders, approaching and firing at the Kiters.


  A third soldier ran up behind them, carbine in one hand, and something in the other. Following the third’s progress—it was impossible to tell if it was a man or a woman from the bulky gear they wore—they headed for a large bulldozer that had been parked near the airstrip. The other two were laying down cover fire, picking off more Kiters.


  The noise and activity had apparently flushed out and attracted the Kiters. As three more armed soldiers joined the fray, at least three dozen Kiters appeared and quickly began falling under the soldiers’ fire.


  When the plane was less than a hundred feet above the deck, one of the soldiers turned and frantically waved at them. Tank felt Panda dip the plane’s wings back and forth in a wave to let them know they’d seen them before she started pulling up again.


  Papa ran forward toward the cockpit, the door slamming shut behind him.


  Alpha leaned in, resting his chin on her shoulder. “If he’s there and alive, we’ll find him. I promise.”


  What Alpha didn’t know was that she fully intended to try to find him even if he wasn’t still alive. To at least put eyes on his body, if nothing else, to have an answer.


  To bring his dog tags and wedding ring back to her mom.


  On their second pass over the airfield, the solder on the bulldozer had started clearing debris from the strip. It looked like another couple of armed soldiers had joined the fight to cover him or her as they frantically worked to create a safe landing path.


  Panda again dipped their wings on that pass before pulling up. Tank guessed they hadn’t made radio contact with the ground yet, or the maneuver wouldn’t be necessary.


  It was a long fifty minutes, and several more wide passes around the base, before Panda once again came in on approach. This time, Tank heard the distinctive thump of the landing gear settling into place. She instinctively tightened the jump seat’s seatbelt and turned her back to the window, facing the plane’s interior.


  Papa emerged from the cockpit and retook his seat next to her. “We’re going in hot, people. Light ’em up and stay frosty. Only take down unfriendlies. Anyone who hits the dirt, or anyone who’s firing at Kiters, make sure not to shoot them. Med staff hang back until the all-clear’s sounded.”


  “How do we know who’s clear?” Uncle asked.


  “We don’t. Take no risks. No physical contact with anyone until we can do a full med eval. Mama said she’s not one-hundred-percent sure the virus didn’t mutate to strains outside our vaccine’s abilities to protect against because they haven’t had contact here. Take zero risks, even if it means putting people down. If they don’t comply with commands to stop—drop them. Extreme prejudice.”


  Tank closed her eyes and tightened her grip on the barrel of her carbine, which she now had propped between her knees, as did everyone else.


  By the time the landing gear kissed the tarmac for the first time, Tank had already imagined twenty different ways she’d break the news of her father’s death to her mother and how to get through it without losing her mind in the process. With that worst-case out of the way, she pulled her goggles down over her eyes and the protective riot mask up into place over her lower face before tightening the chin strap on her helmet.


  Papa and Alpha were up and moving a breath before she was, already heading toward the rear hatch and calling out orders. Doc and Tango would hang back with the med crew and cover them and the plane, along with Annie and Chief. Tank would follow the men heading out on point, hanging back as support cover fire while letting them do the grunt work.


  If it wasn’t for Tank standing up to Papa, she wouldn’t even be doing that and would be stuck in the plane with Victor, Zed, and Panda.


  Forcing herself to shut down her brain, Tank focused on the mission and flipped the safety off on the carbine as she cradled it across her chest in her right arm, finger laid alongside the trigger guard. It’d been a long time since she’d been on an assault team. Trying to pre-plan this mission would have been impossible beyond the initial landing since they had no intel on what to expect.


  Panda reached the end of the runway and turned the plane around before coming to a stop. But she didn’t shut the engines down yet. They’d go out the plane’s small rear port hatch and head around the back of the plane to avoid the props. Papa didn’t want the engines shut down until they were sure it was safe and they didn’t have to make a hot take-off immediately.


  The soldiers from the base were quickly making their way down the center of the runway toward the plane, dropping any Kiters who appeared. Those seemed to be fewer in numbers now. Doc and Tango would grab blood samples from some of them to take back with them for study to see how they compared to known Kite samples.


  A reduction in the Kiters’ numbers would be too much to hope for. The noise of their arrival, and their circling of the base, even over open water, likely attracted plenty of unwanted attention.


  Papa held up a hand and made a fist for them to stop and maintain their position. “Hold up,” he called out to the other group. “No closer.”


  They stopped, other than one turning to take out yet another Kiter running toward them from across the runway. Some of the people they’d shot seemed fairly put together, and others were little more than walking skeletons wearing dirty, ripped, and even missing clothes.


  The one thing that clearly marked the unknown soldiers from the Kiters besides their appearance was the deliberate movements, smooth, responding instead of reacting. Tank counted eleven soldiers in the group.


  She tried not to do the math compared to the last number of known survivors.


  “We have to test you all for Kite and mutations before we can have any kind of contact,” Papa told them. “Do you have a designated medic?”


  One of the soldiers slung their carbine over their shoulder and walked forward, but no farther than their leader. Everyone else maintained their focus on the edge of the runway.


  “I was a civvie veterinarian,” the man said, pulling down the shemagh he wore so it was around his neck and they could see his entire face. “I’ve been the only thing passing for a medic since the base hospital fell several months ago. I served several years ago, so I sort of got unofficially re-drafted.”


  Several of the other soldiers also pulled down their shemaghs, revealing both men and women. Others pushed up goggles or pulled down face masks.


  None of them were her father. Despite having steeled herself against that, pain still wrenched Tank’s soul. She started chewing on the inside of her lip to shove away the emotions threatening to overwash her.


  Papa signaled to Doc, who hurried forward with a large duffel bag. “Stay where you are,” Papa warned the other group.


  Doc walked the bag forward, within ten feet of the man, and set it on the ground before retreating to stand next to Papa.


  “Go ahead,” Doc told him. “Inside are modified tests that will cover most of the protein strains.”


  The man knelt and unzipped the bag, pulling one out. “How do I do this?”


  “Like a stick test, but leave it in for thirty seconds, don’t just prick the finger like you would for the old stick tests.”


  Old. That struck Tank that “old” meant barely a year.


  The guy did it to himself first, talked through the procedure by Doc. Then he repeated it on all the others. Only when all of them were clear did Doc noticeably relax. “Okay. Chances are, you’re all clear. There’s a box of vaccines in there. Each of you get one in the shoulder.”


  The man looked. “How about the others?”


  “Others?” Papa asked.


  One of the guys in the back turned and took the head off a raging Kiter running at them, a man who was completely naked and looked like he was covered in dried blood. His or someone else’s, Tank didn’t know and didn’t want to.


  But he wasn’t her father.


  “We’ve got twenty-nine others back in our base camp.” He pointed at the reinforced building where the ragged flag flew on the roof. Tank now noticed snipers on the roof there.


  “Civvie and military. A couple of kids. We never let everyone come out at once. Reduces our exposure and to guard our supplies and the civvies.”


  Papa turned to Tank but she looked away. She didn’t want to know…and of course she did. But she didn’t want to find out here. They had a job to do, lives to save, personnel and civvies to exfil.


  Once everyone in that group had been given the vaccine and Doc had run to the plane to grab more supplies for the people in the building, Papa split their group and sent three more men back to guard the plane, even though he told Panda over their two-way to go ahead and shut the engines off to conserve fuel.


  As they followed the soldiers toward their base camp, Papa walking with their leader and talking, Tank didn’t miss how the other soldiers were on high alert, even more so than their own group.


  Alpha dropped back to speak with her. “You all right?”


  “Not now,” she snapped. Immediately regretting her tone, she added, “Please?”


  “Fair enough.” He slowed his pace slightly to walk with her.


  Her father wouldn’t want her to jeopardize the mission, her unit, the personnel they were there to exfil. She needed to keep her head and focus on what they were there for. No one left behind.


  Another group of Kiters, seven of them, poured out of a gap between a ruined fence and a burned-out hangar and headed toward them. Tank didn’t even think as she smoothly swung her carbine around, flipped the safety off, and took one down as others cleared the group.


  “Fuck,” Alpha muttered next to her. “They’re like cockroaches.”


  “Those were people,” she reminded him as she lowered her carbine and scanned for more of them, refusing to let her mind drift in that direction.


  Of the fact that maybe her father had been one of those people at some point in time.


  “Dammit. Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.”


  She faced forward again and picked up her pace to catch up with the others. “How’s that foot tasting?”


  “I’m getting used to it, sugar.”


  She glanced over at him. “Good thing I’m used to you, captain.”


  He stuck his tongue out at her.


  To get to the building, they had to navigate a warren of chain link and razor wire fencing passages, each covered on top with more fencing panels.


  The leader pointed up, where two snipers stood on the top of the building, guns up and ready. “They cover us going in and out. Buys us some time. The farther along the Kiters get in the disease, the less able they are to think and reason. The maze slows them down so the snipers can watch our six.”


  Tank didn’t relax until they’d been let through a makeshift double gate at the bottom of a set of concrete stairs that had likewise been modified, walled in and covered. The building sat on solid concrete pillars and was about fifteen feet off the ground, with a covered balcony that encircled the entire building. As they walked around the balcony toward what was their main entrance, she spotted a network of makeshift PVC piping and tanks snaking across from other buildings to barrels set up all around the balcony.


  “Rainwater collection,” the guy explained. He’d shouldered his carbine, so Tank assumed it was safe enough to do likewise. “We have a cistern and catch system on this building, and the base’s water tank still has some in it, but we weren’t sure how long we’d be stuck here and didn’t want to risk running out. We still have solar power for the pumps, but it’s only a matter of time before it gives out.”


  One of the snipers, a woman, scrambled down a ladder from the roof. “Sir, you need to see this.”


  “What?”


  “You…you need to come look.”


  Tank exchanged a quick look with Alpha and immediately followed everyone else up the ladder, including Papa.


  When Tank emerged on the flat roof, she jogged across to join the two snipers and the CO at the southern edge. They had binoculars.


  Tank shouldered her carbine and used the scope to take a look.


  She didn’t understand what she was seeing, at first. It resembled an anthill that someone had stepped in, a writhing, seething mass of activity.


  Except on a human scale.


  All heading up the peninsula from the mainland and toward the channel where the bridge had been destroyed.


  “Fuck! All personnel, evac now,” the guy screamed. “We have to go! Move out!” He raced back toward the ladder, barking orders, everyone running in his wake.


  “The noise of the plane and the bulldozer probably attracted them,” Tank heard one of the snipers say. “The gunfire.”


  Tank headed down the ladder and burst into the building to find a mini anthill of activity already churning in there as people scrambled to grab what they could and head out.


  “What about testing and vaccinations?” Doc yelled at Papa.


  “No time. Get them all on board and let’s go. We’ll sort it out once we’re in the air.” He barked orders at Panda over the two-way to get the plane restarted and positioned for immediate take-off.


  Not even bothering to remove her goggles or riot mask, Tank quickly scanned the room, forcing herself not to react. She grabbed the arm of one woman who’d shouldered a ruck and carried a nine in her right hand. “Is this all your personnel?” There were three children in the group, one of them only a toddler, a little girl.


  She shook her head and pointed down a hallway. “One more. CO’s down there. Locked himself in.”


  “Wait, I thought that guy was your CO?”


  “He is now. He was the second-highest ranking officer left.”


  “Why’s the CO locked in?”


  “Got bit on the arm this morning. His orders.”


  “Where is he?”


  “That hallway. Officer’s latrine at the far end, on the left. Locked himself in and ordered us not to have contact with him.”


  Tank let the woman go and ignored Alpha asking what she was doing. She raced down the hall and found the door. Trying it, sure enough it was locked, but she pounded on it with her fist. “Exfil team. Sir, we need to go. Now. Open the door.”


  “Leave me behind. I’m bit.”


  “That’s not an option, sir. We have a Kite vaccine and meds to help treat it.”


  “Go! Get them out of here. I heard them say the herd’s moving toward us.”


  She shouldered her carbine and flipped off the safety, shattering the lock with one shot before planting a boot against the ruined mechanism and kicking the door in.


  Sure enough, sitting in the far corner, his left arm bloody and wrapped in a towel, was the CO.


  “What the hell, Tank?” Alpha was yelling at her as she didn’t even hesitate, rushing in, shoving her gun at Alpha to take while she reached for the other man.


  The man tried to draw away. “I’m bit, I said! Didn’t you hear me? Leave me! Don’t touch me!”


  “Sorry, sir. No personnel gets left behind. Orders.”


  She grabbed his right arm and yanked him to his feet. Despite him being just a little taller than her, she draped his right arm over her shoulders and her left arm around his torso and half-forced, half-dragged him toward the door as Alpha scrambled to get out of the way.


  “I’m bit!”


  “Heard you the first few times, sir. We’ve got a Kite vaccine with us. Let the med officers make the determination. I’ve been vaccinated, so I’m safe.”


  “You’re disobeying a direct order from a superior officer. I should report your ass. Have you written up.”


  She harshly laughed. “Go right ahead, sir. I have my orders.”


  Papa had rushed down the hallway at the sound of the shot and helped her carry the man. “What the hell are you doing, Tank?” Papa yelled at her over the sound of the frantic evacuation taking place and her ringing ears.


  “No one left behind.”


  “I’m fucking bit!” the man yelled. “I tried to tell her that.”


  “Shut up, sir,” she said. “You’re coming with, like it or not.”


  Doc saw what was going on and raced in to take over from Tank. “Go. Move,” he said. “Cover everyone else. I’ll help get him to the plane.”


  “Don’t you dare leave him behind,” she said. “No matter what he fucking says.” No more deaths on her conscience.


  Not today.


  “We won’t,” Doc assured her. “Go. Move out.”


  She nodded at him and ignored Alpha as he trailed her once he’d handed her the gun back. She belatedly realized Papa must have ordered him to shadow her, because he hadn’t let her out of his sight since leaving the plane.


  As they pounded down the stairs and through the maze, she heard him speak behind her. “Wanna tell me what the fuck now, or later?”


  “Later.”


  They took up positions halfway down the runway, picking off stray Kiters that were still heading their way. It took them twenty minutes, but all of their personnel and the survivors from the base were loaded, the plane’s hatches closed and secured, and Panda was powering up the engines to carry them down the runway for takeoff.


  Tank had started to make her way toward the back of the cabin, where Doc was bent over the wounded CO, when Annie screamed, sobbing, scaring the crap out of Tank and several others who immediately reached for sidearms.


  Everyone turned to see she’d practically tackled a woman about her age. “Oh, my god!” she sobbed. “Karlee!”


  The woman apparently knew Annie, because she was also crying and hugging her back.


  Tank looked at Roscoe, who was watching this play out with confusion on his face. “Any ideas?” she asked.


  He shook his head. “Nope. I’ll let you know once I find out.”


  Tank felt the plane start moving again. She grabbed a jump seat and buckled in, now unable to pull her gaze from the window next to her.


  They rolled down the runway and as they lifted off, Tank gasped. A wave of humanity, tens of thousands of Kiters, more, were descending on the peninsula, flowing over each other like a human bridge, the herd streaming over the channel, drowning people as they climbed over them to get to the other side, a mindless mass of humanity.


  Next to her, the man she’d thought was the group’s CO shook his head. “Fuck,” he said. “We knew it was bad and getting worse, but thank god you people showed up when you did. We’ve been watching them work their way around the bay from Manila. I didn’t realize they were that close, though. I thought we had more time.”


  “Was there any kind of a plan?”


  “We’d scoped out a couple of boats and were getting ready to use them. Didn’t know where the hell we’d go, but it was that or saving enough bullets for ourselves. We’ve been out of po-clo for months.”


  She unfastened her seatbelt and headed back to where Clara, Doc, and Tango were cleaning the man’s bite wound. The CO glared at her.


  “You’ve put everyone on this plane in jeopardy by doing this.”


  She pulled her goggles up and her face mask down as she grinned. “Shut up, Daddy. They know what they’re doing. I told you, we’re all vaccinated.”


  He finally offered her a smile. “I didn’t want to believe it was you. I was afraid you’d died in LA or Barstow.”


  “Yeah, well, Mom gave me orders. She would have skinned me alive if I hadn’t brought you home, and I’m more afraid of her than you.”


  Now his facade shattered. “She’s alive?”


  “Better off than either one of us were. Buttoned up tight and safe and just waiting for an all-clear. I talked to her before we left Canada.”


  “Canada?”


  “It’s a long story, Daddy.” She turned to Doc, who was studying the tester he’d used on her father. “Well?”


  “What’s your blood type?”


  “A+. Same as his. We’re compatible.”


  “Roll up your sleeve.”


  She did. “Why?”


  “I’m going to give him the vaccine and serum, but your blood already has the antibodies in it.”


  She stomped out the hope that threatened to flare in her soul. “You think it’ll work?”


  “I make no promises, but it can’t hurt.” He tied a tourniquet around her arm. Then he swabbed her with an alcohol pad and got a line started, hooking her up to a bag while Tango and Clara focused on her dad.


  “Hey,” her dad said to Doc. “I start getting sick, I’m ordering you to po-clo me.”


  “Shut up, colonel,” Tank said. “We’re still OTG. Your rank is irrelevant right now. And we’ve had people catch Kite and survive it.”


  Her father looked at Papa, who’d joined them. “You her commanding officer?”


  He smirked. “Not exactly. Why?”


  “She needs to get written up for insubordination. She disobeyed a direct order.”


  “Yeah? Well, since I’m in charge of this mission, and the CO of the pilot of this plane, I’m going to overrule you on this one, sir. Besides, no offense, but she sort of out-ranks you, in my mind.”


  He frowned. “What?”


  Before she realized what Papa was going to say and she could stop him, he dropped the bomb. “While I will protect the safety of the people on board this aircraft, no way in fucking hell will I authorize the euthanasia of my girlfriend’s father without the med staff saying it’s mandatory.”


  Well, something, at least, could shut her father up and rattle him.


  He stared at Papa for a long moment. “Your girlfriend?”


  Tank felt her face heat, but before she could interrupt and say something, Alpha grinned and chimed in. “Our girlfriend. Sir,” he added.


  She groaned, covering her face with her free hand.


  Her father sat up and glared at her. “Both of them?”


  “It’s a really long story, Daddy,” she managed, beyond any hope of salvaging her pride or her stoic self-control.


  Her father, Colonel James Tanakasawa, finally leaned back against the pallet of supplies he’d been sitting against. “Then I suggest you start at the beginning, Major Tanakasawa.”


  “Shit,” she muttered.


  Alpha actually giggled.


  She shot him a glare.


  “Oh, no you don’t, sugar,” Alpha gleefully said. “I’m enjoying this too damn much.”


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  Tank didn’t get to have a long reunion with her father, because once they reached McChord, he and the other exfils were quickly flown back to Pilot Mound in the Zeus by Panda and a skeleton crew, along with Doc, Tango, and Clara taking care of them.


  Now their reduced group was in Victor’s capable hands. Mal had gotten them another Exhart. Not the Exhart the Drunk Monkeys had flown before, but an identical model. They and two other SOTIF units were slated to make a run down to the LA area, the other two teams flying in from Edwards, and would meet them at dawn at the designated coordinates.


  It’d be Tank, Papa, Alpha, Victor, Uni, Juju, and Delta, along with Annie, Roscoe, Niner, and Karlee. This wasn’t a rescue mission, unfortunately.


  Strictly a recovery operation.


  They’d already loaded the three metal coffins into the helo’s cargo bay and secured them. They had three American flags folded and waiting.


  This wasn’t a conversation Alpha wanted to have with Tank, but he knew he couldn’t let any of them get on the chopper without at least trying.


  “You don’t have to go,” he said.


  “I know I don’t have to,” Tank shot back. “I want to. She was there to help me find Dad. I owe her this.”


  “You don’t owe—”


  She wheeled around and glared at him, silencing him.


  Papa snickered, watching them with his arms crossed over his chest. “You know, this is a lot of fun,” he said. “Watching her take you down a peg or two.”


  Alpha sneered at him. “Heh heh heh.” He turned back to Tank. “Sugar, it’s going to be dangerous. The area hasn’t been fully contained yet. There might still be bands of Kiters in the region. Or thugs with guns.”


  She shrugged. “I can say with no bragging on my part that I can probably outshoot them.”


  Alpha turned back to Papa. “You’re really not going to ask her to stay behind?”


  “She’s got a mind and can make it up for herself.”


  “Won’t be nearly as dangerous as rescuing Dad,” she countered. “And we’ll have two other SOTIF teams at our disposal.”


  Alpha ran his hands through his hair. “I’m not in favor of this.”


  “You don’t get a vote,” she said as she grabbed her ruck, her carbine, and headed for the helo.


  Alpha turned to Papa. “Really?”


  He shrugged and leaned over to grab his own ruck. “Really.” He shouldered it, and his own carbine, and headed across the tarmac toward the Exhart. “You coming?” he called over his shoulder without stopping.


  “Dammit.” Alpha grabbed his shit and followed them.


  It wasn’t until they were strapped into jump seats, Tank with a pair of dark sunglasses firmly over her eyes, that she spoke again. A little difficult over the sound of the engines, and barely loud enough for him to hear her.


  Certainly not loud enough for Karlee, Annie, Roscoe, or Niner, who sat farther forward, to hear.


  “I was stuck for two years babysitting those college kids,” Tank said. “I know what I did was important, but honestly? I felt like I had it cushy. I want to help. I need to help. This isn’t just tying up loose ends for her, but for me, too. All the way across the board. You all—the women and the men—risked your lives. The least I can do is help with this recovery operation. It won’t make up for the six deaths I caused, but it’s a start.”


  Alpha had never thought about it like that. He reached over and captured her hand, squeezing. “Okay, sugar,” he said. “Then let’s do it.”


  She stared down at her lap. “I had it lucky. Far luckier than a lot of people. Not helping isn’t an option. I got Dad back. Mom’s safe, for now. I’m safe. They were my immediate family. I didn’t lose anyone like a lot of people did. I gained. I got you two. And the rest of the unit. Friends. Family. I’m damned lucky.”


  As the helo lifted off, Alpha glanced out the window and saw the ground peeling away below them. “I feel damned lucky, too, sugar. Damned lucky.”


  


  * * * *


  


  After one refueling stop, the three helos converged at 0530 on the designated LZ that a couple of drone scouting flights had picked out. They were two blocks from their target, and with teams from the other two SOTIF units staying back with the three helos and pilots to guard them, the rest of them cautiously made their way through eerily deserted streets.


  Annie, Karlee, and Roscoe led the way.


  Papa and Alpha helped carry one of the coffins, Uni and Juju another, and Delta and Niner the third. Members of the other SOTIF units helped keep a look out, on guard and watching their six as they proceeded, knowing the way.


  Not even birds or insects made noises. Some of the valley’s areas had burned out, but Tank couldn’t tell if it was from fires due to riots, the earthquake, or from the military systematically trying to burn out survivors and make them leave.


  A sign hanging askew from the chain link fence identified the work yard as having been a CaliTeleSatCom facility. Burned out vehicles littered the yard, and the building’s front door was askew.


  They hung back as a team of the other SOTIF men swept the building and declared it safe. Then, following Annie, the others made their way through the building and downstairs, past long-dead bodies, to what looked like it’d once been a server room.


  Annie broke down crying as she knelt next to one body, Karlee and Annie’s men consoling her. This was when Papa took charge of the operation.


  After he and Alpha donned disposable gowns and gloves, one by one they carefully placed each of the three women in body bags that they then transferred to coffins.


  The rest of them stood at attention, except for Roscoe, Niner, and Karlee, who comforted a distraught Annie.


  Tank somehow managed to not start crying, even though she spotted misty eyes in some of the men also standing at attention, men who hadn’t even known the three women. Only a cold bastard with a heart of stone wouldn’t be moved by Annie’s grief.


  Sarah, Colleen, Desiree. Only Sarah had been in the military, but they would all be treated with full honor and respect. Normally civvies didn’t get military honors, but not a single damn person in that group was about to object. The women had died doing their jobs, trying to keep LA going.


  That made them heroes in their minds.


  Once all three sets of remains were stowed in the coffins and Papa and Alpha had discarded their gowns and gloves, Tank, the other senior officer of the group, called it.


  “Ten-HUH!”


  The men who’d been carrying the coffins properly draped the flags over the coffins, then lifted them and began carrying them out to everyone else snapping and holding a salute as they passed. Tank and a man from one of the other SOTIF teams took the lead, on guard as they exited the building with their precious cargo, Karlee and Roscoe keeping Annie upright and moving as they returned to the helos.


  There, everyone snapped to attention, full salutes as Tank supervised the loading and securing of the coffins.


  Less than an hour after they’d landed, they were in the air again.


  Annie sat on the floor next to the coffins, sobbing as her men and Karlee silently surrounded her, holding her and trying to ease her through this.


  They flew to Edwards where a full military honor guard met them and conducted the unloading of the coffins as the rest of them saluted.


  Tank knew that Karlee would be reuniting with her mom and little brother. As for Annie, Roscoe, and Niner…


  The Drunk Monkeys were officially back on the grid now. They had a couple of easy stateside missions to run to help Arliss tie up a few loose ends related to Reverend Silo and Jerald Arbeid’s fuckery, but nothing dangerous. They would all return to the base at Pilot Mound shortly, but Annie, Roscoe, and Niner would have a couple of days to deal with this first.


  Talk of them standing down had started to bounce around the unit.


  Mission accomplished.


  But as Tank watched them walk away, following the three flag-draped coffins, she wondered how her two men would take the news she knew she had to break to them, that her enlistment wasn’t quite over yet.


  That she had one more mission of her own she had to do.


  And it was one they couldn’t accompany her on.


  


  * * * *


  


  April first dawned hot and humid over the small island research station off the southwest coast of Florida. With just the three of them there, it felt huge, isolated.


  Disquietingly quiet.


  Down below, on the beach, Papa was doing his tai chi. Tank watched him from the balcony, the smoothly fluid way he worked through the form, studying every line and curve of every muscle, committing it to memory.


  Tomorrow, she would be flying out of MacDill and back to Washington, DC, to meet her father. He’d fully recovered from the mild case of Kite he’d contracted. The medical team thought it was getting him treatment so fast after his bite, and the infusion of Tank’s blood, that helped keep him from suffering a severe form of the disease.


  And as his wife had ordered, he was retiring.


  But only after one last mission.


  Together, they would fly to England, where they’d meet up with SOTIF4, 5, 6, 7, and 8, and then fly to Germany to rescue her mom.


  Well, to exfil the three hundred seventy-seven personnel, military and civvie, still believed to be holed up in that base, but her mom being part of that by default.


  “I don’t understand why we can’t go with you, sugar,” Alpha said once again as he stood there with his arms around her. “You say the word, Arliss will make it happen.”


  She turned in his arms and stared up into his eyes. “Because I need to do this,” she quietly said. “I’ll be back.”


  “You can’t promise us that. You don’t know what you’ll find.”


  “You two have a final mission of your own. You have to go do your job. You have your orders.”


  “Anyone can do what we’re doing.”


  “No, they can’t. You’ve been there already. You know the land.” They had to help run needed lab samples to Mexico so they could get caught up on Kite vaccine production. After that…then they were free men, and the Drunk Monkeys could go their separate ways.


  “Germany’s a communications black hole now,” Alpha said, still hoping to change her mind. “God only knows what’s going on there.”


  “We’ve got plenty of vaccine for all the personnel and civvies holed up there. I know my mother. That door didn’t get cracked open for anyone once she sealed it. She’d protect that damn base with her own life.”


  Which was what Tank was hoping hadn’t happened, but she wouldn’t admit that to her men. She was already having a difficult enough time countering their reasoning.


  She didn’t want them in greater jeopardy than they’d already be in, and Germany was an unknown. She’d rather charge in there at her father’s side with a group of guys she wasn’t emotionally vested in.


  It would hurt a hell of a lot less to lose any of them.


  It would kill her to lose these two.


  They’d lost all contact with the base in Germany six weeks earlier. Massive waves of Kiters had been sweeping through the area, virtual stampedes of humanity swarming through and over everything in their wake, leaving little standing behind. The cold winter had smothered much of the Kite infection, but then when spring thaw hit and people started to move around, especially when emboldened by news of a vaccine, it’d turned a manageable situation into an explosive one that had toxically blossomed out of control within three weeks.


  The only good thing was that people were dying in less than two weeks if they got the severe form of the disease.


  The bad news was anyone in the path of the Kiter tsunami either became infected, or was killed by the raging Kiters. Livestock and early spring crops had been obliterated, creating a food shortage that only exacerbated the situation by forcing people to go on the move, which increased their risk of catching the disease or being killed.


  Computer simulations showed that the worst of the Kiter wave, which had started in southeast Europe and moved north and east, would likely burn itself out by the middle of November, leaving behind a ninety percent fatality rate due to the disease and murder.


  That meant Europe would be heading into another winter with severe food shortages and a decimated work force. Infrastructure had been destroyed in many places, meaning unless people had fireplaces or wood-burning stoves for warmth, they might likely freeze to death because electricity and natural gas no longer flowed in many areas, not to mention water and sewage systems had been shut down, damaged, or destroyed.


  Madrid, Paris, Rome, Brussels, Munich, Frankfurt, Amsterdam, Athens—all history, populated by terrified pockets of survivors surviving by scavenging and from US military air drops of supplies onto rooftops.


  The personnel at the base wouldn’t survive through another winter there. When they’d locked down, they’d had twice the number of persons in military and civvie numbers than the small air wing base’s emergency shelter had been equipped to handle.


  But the very first thing that had to happen was re-establishing communication with the base. Securely underground, it’d been constructed to withstand a nearby nuclear blast. They needed to get in there and evaluate what had happened. Satellite data was sketchy due to smoke, haze, and clouds in the region.


  The unspoken hope was that Kite hadn’t somehow infiltrated the base and infected and killed everyone inside. That the communications failure was simply due to the giant herd of Kiters sweeping through the area and destroying antennas in the process.


  “I can’t move forward until I know for sure,” she said. “I need to know I did everything I could to make sure she’s okay. I don’t want to be Annie, going in for a recovery mission, when there’s still hope she and the others are still alive.”


  “But why can’t we go with you?”


  “Because I love you too much,” she whispered. “Because you two are safe now, and I can’t stand the thought of you guys dying. I can’t focus and do my job if I’m worried about what’s happening.”


  “Your father’s going.”


  “Yeah, he’s leading the mission. And I went through countless war games with him. No offense, but other than Manila, I’ve never been on a mission like this with you.” She gentled her voice. “Please. I’ll come back.”


  Papa had finished and returned to join them on the balcony. “Still can’t talk her out of it?”


  “No, dammit,” Alpha said.


  Papa held her gaze. “You’re ours,” he said. “And we’ll wait forever for you. But you promise us you’ll come back.”


  She knew they knew as well as she did that it wasn’t a realistic promise, but she’d still make it.


  Because they asked her to. “I promise I’ll come back to you.”


  Alpha grabbed her hand. “Fair warning. We get you back, we ain’t never lettin’ go of you again. That five-year’s coming out, and we’re going to be climbing all over you until you’re pregnant. You got a problem with that, say so now, sugar.”


  She swallowed hard, the mental vision of that making her weak in the knees.


  It was a damned nice fantasy. One she hoped they would be able to make come true sooner than later. “I promise.”


  Papa smiled, leaning in closer. “You coming back to us means you want us for life, the way we want you for life. He’s right. You won’t have that damn five-year out for five minutes before we start fucking your sweet brains right out of your head.”


  Her throat went dry. “Deal,” she managed.


  Papa pulled her into his arms and kissed her. “When you come back to us, you’re done. You’ll be out of the military and taking orders from the two of us. No more missions, nothing. We’ll all officially and unofficially be retired. For good. Our only mission, together, will be seeing how quickly we can expand the earth’s population.”


  She smiled. “Deal.”


  Alpha kissed her. “Don’t you dare fucking die on us. And that’s an order.”


  “You take Connell and Gatsby for me,” she said. “You know I’ll come back to finish that business.” She’d decided that, wherever they ended up settling—and she knew Arliss or Bubba or someone would be able to help her find her men—that’s where she would eventually decide what to do with those two urns.


  “Deal,” Papa said. “Now let’s go inside and spend some time not talking.”


  “Deal,” she said.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  October 31st, and the weather was only slightly milder than it had been during the summer. The clinic was closed for afternoon siesta, and Papa had volunteered to help India out since Paul and Ellen were taking a well-deserved day off for themselves and little Lucy. Sometimes Papa still caught himself calling India Clara, but settling into civvie life was getting easier.


  Right now it was toward the end of siesta. Both India and Mama—India’s Mama, not Julie Chu—had left for lunch, leaving Papa alone at the clinic. They were in the process of building a large wing onto the clinic, paid for by a generous grant from the Church of the Rising Sunset, who also now helped underwrite all of their clinic’s expenses, and had purchased them more equipment. The new wing would hopefully be finished by New Year’s and ready for business.


  They’d received a new shipment of supplies that morning, flown in by Kyong, and he was going ahead and inventorying them and getting them put up, which required some rearranging of the storeroom. He’d been pitching in helping with the construction, or doing repairs or odd jobs around the clinic, acting as security when India had to go out on runs—busywork.


  Safe busywork.


  Boring busywork.


  Considering India was three months pregnant, he didn’t want her lifting anything, hence why he didn’t have a problem doing stuff like this for her.


  He suspected Lance and Vance were doing more at home with her than just eating lunch, too. It was good to see the two men smiling all the time. They had purchased a farm on the outskirts of Colima and were learning the ins and outs of raising livestock and produce.


  That wasn’t really his style, so he and Alpha helped with the clinic and sometimes filled in helping Gia out with the small but increasingly well-trained and well-supplied police department. Now the actual chief of police in Colima, Gia was permanently stuck with the moniker of “Chief,” whether she wanted it or not.


  But helping at the clinic gave Papa something to do. Something to keep his mind occupied.


  Something to keep him from focusing on Noel and the fact that they hadn’t heard anything from her in months, since just before she and her father and the other SOTIF teams had left to make their assault on the Kiters still in the area around the base in Germany.


  Bubba remained stubbornly quiet on the issue. The last time Papa had tried to get intel from the man, he’d simply said, “You know how this works. You’re a civvie now. If she was hurt or dead, I’d tell you. Leave it at that.”


  Today, Alpha was over at the police station, pulling a shift there to fill in for a desk officer taking the day off with his family. Serious crime in Colima was non-existent, fortunately, limited to the occasional domestic dispute or drunk squabble at a bar on a weekend.


  Speaking of booze…


  Mama, India, and the other med staff weren’t back yet, so Papa grabbed a bottle of the homemade tequila from the fridge in the storeroom to take a belt.


  No, it wasn’t good for him, but he only allowed himself a couple of fingers of the crap a day. He’d just uncapped the bottle when he heard the clinic’s front door open and realized someone had returned from lunch a little sooner than he’d expected.


  “Watch out,” a man spoke from the doorway behind him. “I’ve heard that shit’ll rot your gut.”


  Papa wheeled around to see Doc grinning at him. “Are you fucking kidding me?” Papa set down the bottle of homemade tequila and walked over to hug the man, smacking him on the back. “Holy fucking shitballs! I thought you guys were in Chicago?”


  “We were.” He stepped aside and pointed, revealing someone else standing there. Pandora waved, smiling, swooping in to give him a hug, too.


  “Holy…look at you!” Papa hoped it wasn’t rude to put a hand on her swelling belly. “I’m assuming—”


  “I’m four months along,” she said. “I didn’t want to have our baby in Chicago.” She grinned at Doc. “Besides, I wanted him to be born here, where I could have a qualified medical team helping to deliver him. Chicago is, no offense to my home city, a raging shithole right now with the Finance Reform riots.”


  “I heard about those.” They’d sprung up in the past two months, when Chicago Stock Exchange and business bigwigs had tried to derail the finance reforms being pushed through Congress.


  The common man wasn’t liking that shit at all, and they were emphatically and vocally protesting it in the streets. Fortunately, Arliss had gotten his message through to the Wall Street wizards in New York and they were publicly supporting the measures, which were expected to easily pass. The national elections were next week, and so far, it looked like the slate of candidates Arliss was pushing would win handily, considering the fast recovery their nation was making in most regions.


  “Where’s your sister and her family?” Papa asked.


  “Unloading at their new house,” Doc said. “We caravanned down here and dropped them off first.”


  “No one told us you were coming.”


  “Because it was supposed to be a surprise,” Doc said. “Lots of surprises. Didn’t you notice a lot of houses are starting to get built or have been bought?”


  “Well, come to think of it—”


  Tango walked in, a box in his arms. “Hey, Papa. Where’s this go?”


  Papa scrubbed at his chin. It was a real reunion. He’d have to get used to using their civvie names, too. “What is it?”


  “Supplies.” He set it down on a counter in the back room. “Presents from Bubba.” He hugged the man.


  “Good to see you guys. How is Bubba?”


  “Ask him yourself.” Tango grinned as he pointed to the front door, where an older black man in a wheelchair wheeled himself in.


  Papa crossed the clinic’s waiting room and stopped once the man was all the way in. “Bubba?”


  The man grinned. “In the flesh.”


  “I don’t know if I’m supposed to salute you or hug you.”


  The man winced as he slowly stood and opened his arms. “I’ll take a hug. Neither of us are property of the government any longer. And you can call me Mike, if you want. Either way, I’m not picky.”


  Papa hugged him, maybe longer than he’d intended, but he didn’t care. “Thank you,” he whispered. “For everything. You fucking saved our lives many times over.” He finally released him, and Bubba lowered himself into his wheelchair again.


  “You’d do the same for me.”


  “You son of a bitch, what about Noel? Where is she? Is she okay?”


  Bubba didn’t answer. Instead, he glanced around. “Where’s Alpha?”


  They usually went by Sam and Ken now with everyone else, so it was weird to hear someone else call him that. “He’s over at the police station, volunteering. Manning the desk for the afternoon.”


  “Huh. Well, that’s a shame.”


  “Why?”


  Bubba turned, put his fingers to his lips, and whistled, loudly.


  When the door opened, Papa thought maybe his heart would stop right there.


  At least he’d die happy if it did.


  Noel offered him a bashful smile. “I was told I could talk to a nurse practitioner here by the name of India about getting my five-year removed. Am I in the right place?”


  He let out a happy shout as he swooped in, grabbed her, and kissed her hard, deep, and so long that even Doc started loudly clearing his throat.


  “Why didn’t you contact us?” Papa asked her.


  “She couldn’t,” Bubba said. “And you can blame that on me. She was still technically government property up until a few weeks ago. Don’t blame her. We needed her help on a couple of things that cropped up since a certain group of monkeys bailed on us.”


  Papa stared down into her eyes, eyes that had haunted his dreams. “You’re here for good?”


  “I’m here for good. If you guys still want me,” she quietly added.


  He kissed her again. “That answer your question, baby?”


  She offered him a smile. “You keeping Alpha in line?”


  An idea came to mind. It would likely start another war of practical jokes between them, probably for years to come.


  But it’d be totally worth it.


  Then India walked in. “Hey—holy crap! Oh, my god, look at you guys! What—”


  “India! Follow me.” He grinned. “Everyone, clear out and wait in the storerooms out of sight for a couple of minutes.” He grabbed Noel’s hand and dragged her down the hallway toward the exam rooms. “Keep the doors closed until I sound the all clear.”


  “What do you need me for?” India asked, sounding confused.


  “I’ll explain in a second. Just come here.”


  


  * * * *


  


  I’ve been reduced to a damn desk monkey.


  Kenner Chasco, once known as Alpha, worked on a sudoku game on his tablet.


  There was no crime in Colima. Had hardly ever been any even before they’d returned. Even less now that he, Sam, India, Lance, Vance, Enrique, Dolce, and Leland had returned to live here in May. Even less than that once Ray, Cedric, Gia, Gil, Quentin, Donna, Paul, Mickey, and Leta had arrived to stay a few weeks later. Sometimes a drunken brawl on a Friday or Saturday night when someone had too much to drink, but it was quiet.


  That’s why it literally startled him when the desk phone rang. He picked it up.


  “Policía.” His Spanish was rough, but getting better thanks to help from Cedric, India, and John and Robert Juarez, who were part-time deputies for the small police department.


  It was getting easier to remember to use everyone’s civvie names, even though he still switched back and forth between real names and code names, but he still thought of them as his teammates.


  It startled him even more to hear Sam’s serious tone over the phone. “Got a situation over here at the clinic. Need you ASAP.”


  Ken’s pulse thrummed. “What’s wrong?”


  “Full protective gear. Now. Exam 1. Double-time.”


  “I’ll call in—”


  “No time! You, now, alone! That’s an order!”


  A dial tone met him.


  Fuck.


  It didn’t matter they were equals now. That tone of voice spurred him into immediate action. In less than a minute he’d donned a flak jacket, helmet, grabbed a shiny new plexiglass shield that hadn’t even gotten a single scratch on it yet, and went racing out the door and down the street to the clinic. It was nice to see his training hadn’t fled him yet, and he only had a second to think about that before he hit the clinic door at a dead run.


  Nine drawn, he stopped at the closed exam room door. “Sam?”


  “What are you waiting for? Get the fuck in here!”


  Ken burst through the door, freezing at the sight.


  Sam stood there, naked and grinning.


  That’s not what caught his attention, though.


  As he pointed his gun down at the floor, it was the sight of Noel lying there on the exam table, also naked, her feet in the stirrups, that had his attention.


  “Damn,” she said. “I was picturing a condom. I didn’t think you meant that when you said ‘full protective gear.’” They both burst out laughing.


  Ken was trying to catch his breath when Sam walked over and took the gun from him, flipping the safety on and laying it on the counter. Then he reached behind Ken and closed and locked the exam room door.


  “Gotcha,” Sam said. “Top that.”


  Ken was still trying to downshift from full alert mode to…whatever the fuck this was. “What?”


  “Surprise!” Noel brightly said, waggling her fingers at him.


  He dropped the shield, ripped off his helmet and dropped that, too, then stepped between her legs. Pulling her up, he kissed her, a fist in her hair and his other arm around her waist.


  “You better fucking be here to tell us you’re back for good,” he hoarsely said when he came up for air. “Otherwise, I’m gonna wanna go suck-start that nine right now.”


  She wrapped her arms around him, staring up into his eyes. “I’m back for good,” she whispered. “I’m all yours.”


  Sam loudly cleared his throat.


  She blew Sam a kiss. “That wasn’t a royal yours. I meant both of yours.”


  “That’s better.”


  Ken pushed her back onto the table, fumbled around and finally got the flak jacket off and dropped it, then shoved his trousers down enough he could get his cock free. He slammed home inside her, enjoying the gasp she let out. Grabbing her legs, he draped them over his shoulders, leaning as far forward as the table would let him.


  Sam leaned in and kissed her as Ken fucked her, hard, fast, angrily to let her know how upset he was with her for leaving them, and more than just a little possessively, too. To let her know that no way in hell would he let her walk away again without a fight to keep her there.


  “You’re gonna get that five-year taken out today,” he hoarsely said. “And then you’re gonna spend the next several fucking weeks totally naked and in bed with the two of us.”


  Her moans grew louder as he picked up the pace and the force of his thrusts. “I warned you that when we got you back I was gonna make sure you wouldn’t leave again. You’re here, sugar, so obviously you want us, ’cause you know I am a man of my word.”


  He timed his thrusts, slowing down, not wanting to blow just yet, wanting to make her come with him. He could tell from her muffled mewling that she was getting close.


  “Gonna take every opportunity I can to get you horny as hell, and if you wanna come, it’s only gonna be with one of our cocks stuffed tight up this beautiful pussy of yours and getting you pregnant.”


  Sam reached between her legs with one hand and started playing with her clit, making her moans even louder despite him kissing her.


  “Yeah, that. Once we get you pregnant, sugar, I plan on spending a lot of time between your legs eating out that sweet pussy of yours. Gonna make you remember how good it is with us so you never even think about leaving us again.”


  He felt her come even before her back arched and her muffled screams filled the room.


  That was his cue to finally let go and empty his balls deep inside her. “Just…like…that.” His fingers dug into the tops of her thighs as he kept his cock deep inside her. “No DP for you, either, until we get you knocked up. No spit-roasts. You made us a promise, baby, and I’m gonna hold you to it.”


  Sam finally lifted his mouth from hers. “Move your goddamned ass,” he said. “I need to bust a nut.”


  Ken stepped around the other side of the table as Sam took his place between her legs and was soon fucking her.


  Ken leaned in close, staring into her eyes. One hand stroked her hair, the other slid between her legs, his fingers finding her swollen clit and playing with it.


  “Missed you so goddamned much, baby,” he said. “Thought you’d fucking gone and died on us.”


  She reached up and laced fingers with him. “Not a chance. I’m too mean. But there’s one slight problem with your plan.”


  “What?”


  She pointed to her left arm, to a little bandage just above her elbow. “India took my five-year out just before you got here.”


  He had to let that sink in for a moment. He slid his hand under her neck and kissed her, hard, enjoying the sound and feel of her moans as he rolled her clit between the fingers of his other hand and sent her into orbit again.


  “Then game fucking on, sugar,” he hoarsely said.


  Sam spoke up, his voice sounding strained. “India said…couple of weeks…to totally wear off.”


  Ken grinned. “Good. Then we’ll be using that time to practice. Build up our stamina.” He kissed her again, relentlessly forcing her toward a third orgasm and enjoying the way she responded to him.


  He’d honestly thought, deep in his heart, that she’d never come back. Maybe not by her choosing, but the world was still a damned dangerous place in many areas.


  Maybe she’d want to come back and a bullet or a Kiter or something would make it so they’d never even know what happened to her.


  This…this was a dream come true.


  “And pick one, but you’re marrying one of us today,” he said. “I don’t give a shit which one of us, but your days of leaving us are over.”


  She nodded, her eyes falling closed as she came again, crying out before he kissed her again and muffled it.


  That tripped Sam over the edge. After several hard, final thrusts, he fell still between her legs. “Didn’t you hear the news?” he finally said.


  “What news?” Ken asked, refusing to look away from her gorgeous face.


  “Mexico passed a law last week allowing plural marriages.”


  “Did they now?”


  “Yeah, damnedest thing. US passed one, too.”


  Noel’s eyes fluttered open and there was that sweet, sated look he’d quickly grown addicted to before. “Guess that means I don’t have to choose, huh?” She smiled.


  Ken kissed her again, just for insurance. “Fucking marry us, baby. Please? Don’t you leave us again.”


  She cupped his cheek in her hand. “Yes, I’ll marry you,” she softly said, “and yes, you can gladly fuck me pregnant. Um…but there’s just one teensy tiny thing you two have to do first.”


  Ken frowned. “What?”


  They were interrupted by someone loudly pounding on the exam room door.


  “Gentlemen,” her father called from the other side. “If your reunion with my daughter is over, please join me out here. We have some unfinished business to attend to.”


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  “Why are we doing this, again, exactly?” Gia asked. She had been out on patrol, called in by India to welcome the newcomers and witness…this.


  Noel shrugged. “It’s my dad. Go figure.”


  “I’m not even sure this is legal,” Gia said.


  “It’s just paintball guns.”


  “Yeah, but your dad looks like he wants to use live ammo on them.”


  India snorted. “Yeah, we all got an earful of you three in there. Wow. That got me wet and horny just listening.”


  Noel reddened in the face but didn’t reply. She wasn’t even sure where he’d gotten the paintball guns from, and hadn’t seen them in his gear while caravanning to Mexico from the States with the others, but somehow, it didn’t surprise her.


  She was just glad he’d let them have a reunion before running her men through the gauntlet. That had taken a lot of begging and pleading on her part on the way over to the clinic once he’d told her all his plans.


  She’d even had to remind him that he’d ordered her to leave him behind in Manila. Then her mom—who hadn’t heard that part of the story before—stepped in, put her foot down, and told him he would let them have their reunion first.


  Then he could hunt them down and shoot them.


  What Noel hadn’t expected was for him and her mom to actually be in the clinic during her reunion with her guys. She thought they were coming over later.


  Her father had decided not to wait, apparently.


  Sam and Ken looked unsure, glancing back at her as they stood outside the entrance to the wildly overgrown former city park.


  “Five more minutes,” her mom called out, looking like she was enjoying this entirely too much.


  India walked over. “Hey, check this out.” She hooked a finger over her shoulder, pointing.


  They turned. Bubba was talking to an older local woman who was blushing and smiling like a smitten teenager at his attention.


  “Who is she?” Noel asked.


  “That’s Mama. The other Mama. The unofficial matron of our clinic, and a widow. And I’ve never seen her giving anyone googly eyes before.”


  “Huh. Well, good for them,” Noel said.


  “She doesn’t speak much English,” India said.


  “That’s okay,” Noel assured her. “He’s fluent in Spanish.”


  Doc and Tango walked over. “Did you see Bubba and Mama over there?” Doc asked in a low, amused tone. Doc and Tango would be working at the clinic, adding their medical talents to the staff and helping shoulder the growing caseload at the expanding facility.


  “We were just talking about that,” Clara said.


  “Hey,” Sam called out to Noel. “Anything else you want to say about this?”


  “Yeah. Shoot first and don’t miss. He won’t hesitate to aim for your head or your balls.”


  “Don’t forget to double-tap him,” her mom added.


  The men rolled their eyes. They’d no sooner gotten dressed and the exam room door opened than her mom had basically marched her out of there, leaving her poor men to be taken charge of by her father.


  She’d honestly thought her dad had been joking about this crucible when he’d first mentioned it on their way down to Colima from the States.


  Of all people, she should have known better.


  Now it was twenty minutes later, and all of the Drunk Monkeys and crew, and a few of the townspeople, were standing at the park entrance. Her father had apparently prepared quite well for this and done his homework in advance of their arrival, much to Noel’s dismay.


  Not that he could stop her from having a relationship with Sam and Ken, but it would damn sure make her life a lot easier if the two men could beat him handily the first time out.


  Otherwise, it might make their weekly family dinners a little…awkward.


  Appealing to her mother in this case would do no good either, she knew. She hadn’t lifted a finger to intercede on Noel’s behalf in the great driving permit wars of Noel’s sixteenth year.


  The only way through it was through it.


  A large group of them had traveled down to Mexico together, all the remaining Drunk Monkeys and their families who’d come with them, to resettle there in Colima. They’d wanted it to be a surprise for their friends and had hoped to arrive two days earlier, except a washed out bridge had taken them over two hundred miles out of their way and slowed them down.


  The town of Colima had just grown by over thirty more people.


  Not including the fact that Kyong, Stacie, and Shasta were pregnant.


  Noel was hoping to soon join their ranks. The sooner, the better.


  “Time,” her mom said. “Good luck, gentlemen. You’ll need it.”


  “And we’re supposed to do what, exactly?” Sam asked. “Shoot him?”


  Her mom nodded. “You have twenty minutes. And she’s right. He’ll aim for your balls or head. Better get moving.”


  The men exchanged a glance before heading into the park.


  Doc chuckled. “Wow. And here I thought Celia’s sister grilled the two of us when she first met us back in Chicago. We had it easy.”


  Tango slapped him on the shoulder. “Dude. We had it real easy.” Their brother-in-law would be opening a garage there in town with Stacia, Dolce, and some of the others. Kyong and Quentin already had a head start on building a small airport in Colima, the landing strip already repaved and in great shape.


  Their little town would be a peaceful oasis in a world finally starting to settle down.


  “You got this, guys,” Nolan called out at their disappearing backs. “Remember, you trained for this shit.”


  Kenner held up a hand and flipped them a bird as Nolan cackled in glee.


  Noel nervously stood there next to her mom. “Dad does realize I’m still marrying them tonight whether or not he beats them in there, right?”


  “He knows, sweetheart, but let him enjoy this. You’re our only child.”


  “I saved his freaking life in Manila,” she groused. “All three of us did. Wasn’t that good enough? And I fought shoulder-to-shoulder in Germany with him to clear out the Kiters and exfil all of you. I think the three of us have proven our point that we’re worthy.”


  “Almost. That’s why he’s only going to make them do this once, win or lose, and he’s not making you do it.”


  “But why make them do it at all?”


  Her mom shrugged. “You should have seen him on our honeymoon. Thank god I missed his balls and hit him in the thigh. That would have sucked.” She looked at her daughter. “Hey, thank your lucky stars I’m a better shot than him or you might never have been conceived.”


  Noel clapped her hands over her ears. “Ew, TMI, Mom!”


  She arched an eyebrow at Noel. “Really? That wasn’t exactly a soundproofed exam room, honey.”


  “Oh. My. God! Mom, please just stop talking!”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sam was having a hard time getting his mind around the plan. He’d barely started getting the hang of civvie life and not waking up at every noise he heard.


  He hadn’t exactly given Noel time to tell them about her dad’s plan, either. He’d given her exactly one chance to say no to India removing her five-year. When Noel had told him she was good with that, then it was game on, motherfucker.


  That he’d gotten a chance to get one up on Ken was a bonus.


  Unfortunately, it looked like Noel’s father was going to get one up on both of them.


  He tapped Ken on the shoulder and pointed to him to go to the right.


  Sam headed to the left, painfully aware of every noise around them and that her father could be anywhere inside the four-square-block park.


  What the hell is this? I was having a nice reunion with my girlfriend and her parents basically walk in on us.


  Just the thought of getting to be with her again already had him at half-chub.


  Focus!


  He’d already lost sight and track of Ken. The older man had completely vanished into the park, leaving no trace behind.


  While he had, from afar, admired the man’s determination and tenacity as related by Tank, right now it was just irritating the snot out of him.


  Something whizzed by his left ear and he ducked, seeing a splash of pink splatter against a tree trunk behind where he’d been standing.


  Holy crap!


  Under cover, he looked and couldn’t even see so much as a leaf rustle.


  No, he hadn’t expected this to be easy, but…fuck!


  He picked up the pace, circling around what he guessed to be close to the outer perimeter of the park. When he caught a flash of khaki moving through the trees he fired, moving fast away from it and toward where he hoped Ken was heading. Then he ducked at the sight of leaves rustling in front of him, hiding behind a tree trunk.


  Ken emerged from the foliage and Sam grabbed him, pulling him behind the tree.


  “He almost got me.”


  “Almost got me, too,” Ken muttered. “Fucker’s spooky.”


  “I think I got him.”


  “He didn’t yell he was hit.”


  They split up again. It was only sheer luck that Sam spotted the shadow on the ground and whirled around in time to fire up into the trees, hitting Noel’s father with a ball that splashed blue across his chest, over his heart.


  “Ha!” He jogged toward the entrance. “Got him!” he called out to Ken.


  “About fucking time,” Ken called back.


  They joined up again at the entrance and were walking out when Ken, a step behind him, let out a shout of pain. Sam was turning to ask what happened when two paintballs painfully smacked him right in the back of his head, making him shout out in pain, too.


  Both he and Ken turned to see James Tanakasawa standing there with a smug look on his face. Sam imagined the back of his head was now coated with pink paintball goo, just like Ken’s.


  Noel and her mom walked over to join them. Her mom examined the blue splash across her husband’s chest. “Tsk. You only got him once. I warned you boys to double-tap him. He doesn’t consider one shot a kill shot unless it’s in the head. Those are our family rules.”


  Speechless, Ken and Sam turned to look at each other, then Noel.


  She wore a smile. “Well, guys, at least he didn’t get you in the balls.”


  The man walked up and extended his hand to Sam. “Still, you did shoot me first. I’ll consider it a win for you since it would have been a kill shot with a bullet.”


  Sam shook with him. “Then, no offense, sir, why the hell did you peg us standing here?”


  He grinned as he shook with Ken. “You two are sleeping with my little girl. It’s just a friendly warning what could happen to you if you break her heart.”


  “Daddy!”


  “Oh, he’s all huff and puff, sweetheart,” her mom said as she hooked an arm through her husband’s. “He likes them. If he hadn’t, he would have shot them in the balls.”


  Sam stared at Noel. She shrugged. “Sorry?”


  Rolling his eyes, he pulled her in for a long kiss. “You, my gorgeous sight for sore eyes, aren’t leaving our sight for a while.”


  Ken took over and kissed her, too. “Let’s go grab showers and then hunt down the padre. We’ve got a little matter of making this legal to take care of.”


  


  * * * *


  


  While they went to go shower and change at Papa and Alpha’s place, the men once again fucked her brains out, both before and after their group shower.


  The only reason they let her wear panties under her pink sundress was because they didn’t want their cum dripping down her legs in the middle of the ceremony.


  She wasn’t complaining. She was eagerly looking forward to the “being made to stay naked and getting her brains fucked out until she got pregnant” part of their honeymoon.


  It’d been the thought that had kept her going, helped her survive the last few clean-up missions she’d had to help out with before being able to, with a clear conscience, walk away from the military for good.


  She could have left the service after rescuing her mom, but she wasn’t quite ready.


  Despite having two hunks waiting for her, she needed to atone.


  One of those atonements was finally visiting all four families of the men she’d killed in KC and talking to them in person. She couldn’t admit exactly what she’d done, because it would counter the official story they’d been told. But she had been able to apologize for not being able to save their lives.


  And she’d made sure they’d all received their vaccines.


  And sizable payments from Bubba’s various black ops accounts.


  Someone had fetched the padre and Gia, who was also the justice of the peace, made sure they had a marriage certificate. With an impromptu celebration being staged at the Hernandez family’s eatery, the smell of food being frantically cooked filled the air.


  Everyone was in attendance. All the Drunk Monkeys, their women, a lot of family and friends, and townspeople who’d adopted Sam and Ken as their own when they’d settled there.


  Luckily, the padre spoke English and conducted the service in both languages so no one was left out.


  Noel’s men had one more surprise, though. They produced two wedding rings that apparently they’d purchased before “retiring” to Colima.


  “We wanted to be prepared,” Sam said.


  “Yeah,” Ken added. “We were ready.”


  At least she’d had the foresight to get two bands for them, too, not imagining the legality would be sealed by a fortuitous change in the laws.


  When the padre told them they could kiss to seal the deal, it was Sam who stepped in first. “I outrank you,” he told Ken as he grabbed her and kissed her.


  “Not fair,” Ken said, immediately pulling her into his arms for his kiss.


  “Okay, I’m laying down a law of my own,” she said. “Rule one, family disputes don’t get settled by paintball battles. Period.”


  They grinned. “Aw, why not?” Ken joked. “I was starting to get into that.”


  “Because I outrank you,” she said, poking him in the chest. She turned to Papa and poked him in the chest. “And because I said so. And I think I remember two monkeys promising me that they were going to get me pregnant and spoil me rotten.”


  “Well, she’s got us there,” Sam said. “Now let’s have a tequila toast and start the celebration.” He nuzzled noses with her. “Enjoy this one drink, baby, because from this point forward, you’re in momma-to-be mode. We’ve got a lot of monkeying around to make up for.”


  Her heart did a little somersault in her chest. “Roger roger.”


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  It was one year to the day since her official divorce by death, as she thought of it, from Hannibal Silo.


  Merry Christmas to me.


  Kali and her three adopted sons had led a televised celebration service earlier in the day, which was broadcast live all over the world and on the Internet.


  In the past year they’d opened fifty clinics around the world and helped sponsor dozens of others, ensuring hundreds of thousands of people had been vaccinated against Kite and other diseases that had gotten lost in the shuffle to save the human race. The church had been instrumental in helping with the distribution of vaccines, food, and other supplies to all parts of the world.


  Following lunch downstairs in the dining hall with her sons and the St. Louis compound residents, she retired to her quarters for the afternoon to rest.


  She needed some alone time.


  At first, the one thing she hadn’t anticipated when she took over the church from Hannibal was how nerve-wracking she’d find public speaking. Before, everything had been carefully scripted by Hannibal, her contact with the masses always controlled.


  Now she was in control and she wouldn’t deny she’d needed a few months of adjustment to get used to the role.


  Thank god for Ax, Rami, and Altoh. She relied on them for far more than their help running the church. They truly had become sons to her, in her heart.


  She and Ax had agreed not to tell his brothers all the details of what had happened and what they’d done, exactly, to rid the world of Jerald and Hannibal. All that mattered now was the future, and the men had quickly grown into their new roles as co-leaders of their humanitarian enterprise.


  She was standing in the living room, a glass of wine in hand, when someone rang her doorbell. Frowning, she walked over to the viewfinder, a little curious as to her guest’s unannounced appearance.


  Unlocking the door, she let him in. “I wasn’t expecting to see you today. I thought you were in Washington.”


  He held up the small, gaily wrapped box in his hand. “I wanted to hand-deliver this to you, Kali.”


  She smiled. No matter what, he always used her new name when they were alone together, even though the world at large still knew her as Mary Silo.


  She closed and locked the door behind him. “You could have given it to me next week.”


  “But then it wouldn’t be Christmas.”


  She smiled up at him. “You just couldn’t wait for me to give you my present, could you?”


  He pulled her into his arms. “What do you think?”


  “Wait, my wine.” She set it down on the bookcase next to the door and draped her arms around his neck. “I think you’re a very naughty man with very naughty thoughts.”


  “I haven’t heard you complaining.”


  She smiled. Smiling felt easy now, felt damned good. Never faked or forced.


  And she smiled a lot when with him. “Why would I complain, Joe?” She wiggled against him, feeling almost like a teenager again.


  Hell, she had her life back and had a lot of lost living to make up for. Why not enjoy it?


  “I’d hope I’m keeping you happy, baby,” he said. “But I want you to open this before we get too distracted.”


  She took it from him and he followed her over to the couch, standing there as she sat and unwrapped it.


  Her breath caught in her throat as she opened the box and saw the gorgeous diamond ring nestled there.


  He knelt in front of her and gently took the box from her, slipping the ring out of it and onto her bare left ring finger. “Kali Enyo,” he gently said. “Would you please do me the honor of marrying me? I love you, and the past eleven months with you have been the best ones I’ve had in a long, long time. I never thought I’d ever meet anyone I was willing to give my heart to again.”


  She couldn’t speak, so shocked, startled at this development, she finally nodded, hard, tears blurring her vision as he gathered her in his arms and tenderly kissed her.


  “You tell me when,” he said. “Even if you just want to be engaged for a while. This is all your call.”


  So different in every way from Hannibal. He’d been patient, loving, generous, gentle, and above all, kind.


  At first, she’d been thrilled by getting involved with him, a naughty “fuck you” to Hannibal’s memory.


  Until she realized she genuinely cared for Joseph Arliss the man, and not just as the general who’d been as desperate to take down her husband as she’d been.


  The man who’d kept an arm around her shoulders one year ago to the day as they stood there in the condo’s hallway and watched a SOTIF team dump Hannibal’s body into a metal drum that was then loaded onto a dolly and hauled out of the bathroom.


  He’d shown her how a real man treated a lady, how a gentleman treated the woman he treasured.


  He’d won her trust and earned her heart and she hadn’t honestly given much thought to her future beyond trying to undo all the damage Hannibal had wrought over the years to her and to the world at large.


  But General Joseph Arliss had made her care. About him, about herself.


  She closed her eyes and breathed in his scent from where he had her drawn close to his chest. She could lay there for hours in his arms, in his loving embrace, just listening to the sound of his heart beating, his breath filling his lungs. So many years, one of Hannibal’s countless punishments had been a lack of any kind of loving physical contact.


  Tenderness.


  Cuddling.


  Their first weekend together, they’d spent it curled up together on the couch and watching whatever she wanted to watch on TV.


  Not once had he tried to make an advance.


  He’d finally admitted their third weekend together that he was going to let her set the pace of their relationship.


  That’s when she’d climbed on top of him and rode him like a Kentucky Derby winner, until they both collapsed in happy exhaustion several hours later, laughing, smiling, emotionally and physically sated.


  She pulled herself back to the present. To him. “I love you, Joe,” she whispered.


  It still terrified her to say it, as much as it had when she’d first uttered it months earlier.


  He nuzzled the top of her head. “I love you, too, baby. So damn much. That’s why I wanted to do this tonight. For all the reasons.”


  She looked up into his eyes and found him staring down at her with love and longing and genuine devotion. She wasn’t sure exactly when their relationship had tipped over the edge from mutually fun to something organic and all their own, and she didn’t care.


  It was what it was.


  She kissed him, her eyes falling closed as she savored it, not caring what the world might think of her if they knew the truth of what she’d done, what they’d done.


  “Mary Arliss,” he whispered, smiling down at her. “Or Kali Arliss?”


  She smiled back. “No,” she said. “Mrs. General Joseph Arliss.”


  He arched an eyebrow at her. “Oh?”


  “I can either choose to trust you, or let what he did to me ruin the rest of my life. I refuse to do that. I want to be the woman who helped save the world, not the woman too afraid of her own shadow or of the ghost of a monster to move forward and live. I survived. I want to be that woman. The woman I choose to be.”


  She patted him on the chest. “Let me get your present.” Untangling herself from him, she went to the bedroom and retrieved the wrapped box from her dresser, the watch she’d picked out, purchased, and had engraved for him.


  Then she paused at the closet door and thought for a moment. There was something else she could give him, under the circumstances.


  The thing she’d held on to for the past year.


  She retrieved it from the safe in the closet and held her hand behind her back as she walked out to the living room. She handed him the wrapped box and stood there as he opened it.


  “It’s gorgeous, sweetheart,” he said as he removed it and looked at the back side, broadly smiling when he read the inscription. “I love monkeying around with you. Love, KE.” He grinned as he removed his watch, tucked it into his jeans pocket, and donned the new one. “I love it. Thank you.” Then he cocked his head. “What’s that you’re holding behind you?”


  She studied her feet for a moment. “Maybe this was meant to be tonight,” she softly said. “Maybe this is perfect. There’s something else I want to give to you. That I’m ready to let go of for good so I can keep moving forward.”


  She’d never forget that night a year ago, not a second of it.


  Including how Joe had put his arms around her, holding her, swearing to protect her, and the men she now considered her sons, at all costs. How he’d asked if there was anything he could do for her, right then.


  How he’d had his men give her something she’d rattled off in her rage, a silly, stupid thought he’d completely taken seriously and had done immediately.


  And as he’d put it into her hands, closing her fingers around the Mason jar filled with vodka preserving a grisly trophy, she’d looked up into his eyes and realized that, for the first time in her life, she completely trusted someone.


  “If you ever want to get rid of it, I’ll take care of that for you, too. Whatever you need, that’s what I’ll do.”


  His words had echoed through her soul, along with the tender, caring tone in which he’d issued them. She’d never ever thought she’d trust again. Thought Hannibal had taken that ability from her as well.


  Back to the present, Joe sat back on the sofa and studied her. “What, sweetheart?”


  She took a deep breath and revealed what she’d hidden. The Mason jar. Her wedding rings made a soft tinkling at the bottom in the now-cloudy fluid preserving the only physical manifestation left of Hannibal Silo.


  His severed cock and balls, shriveled and barely recognizable in the alcohol tinted a brownish color from blood. Joe had personally donned gloves, severed them from Hannibal, and put them into the jar for her after scrounging it from the kitchen, along with the bottle of vodka from Hannibal’s personal stash.


  She’d added her rings before he’d sealed the top and handed it to her.


  All done before his men had cut Hannibal free from the chair she’d taped him into and dumped his body, head-first, into the fifty-five gallon drum and sealed it.


  Joe stood and stepped over to her, his gaze never wavering from hers. He took the jar from her and held it up, staring at it. “I think it’s time we got rid of this thing, then.”


  She nodded. Sometimes, she’d opened the safe and just stared at it, an hour or longer at a time.


  Just to remind herself it was real, that he was dead, that she was free.


  It was time for that to go away now. She didn’t need to waste another second of time on Hannibal Silo.


  With his free hand, Joe laced fingers with her and led her to the very same bathroom where Hannibal had breathed his last.


  Joe lifted the toilet lid and seat. Unsealing the jar, he dumped the entire contents, rings and all, into the toilet.


  She started to reach over to flush it when he stopped her. “Not so fast, sweetheart.”


  His playful smile warmed her heart even as she watched him unfasten his jeans, pull out his generously endowed cock, and take a piss in the bowl.


  It was always a not-so-secret source of amusement on her part that for all of Hannibal’s actions over the years, he’d only been half the size of Joe.


  She giggled, taking her own turn after he finished.


  Without a second look, she cleaned up, closed the toilet, and flushed.


  They both washed their hands and left the bathroom, turning the light off behind them and shutting the door.


  In the hallway, he scooped her into his arms and carried her to the bedroom. “I think I hear a pussy in desperate need of a good eating,” he said, waggling his eyebrows at her.


  Same said pussy clenched in eager anticipation. “I think you heard right, sir.”


  “Good. Because I’m in a mood to wear you out tonight, baby.”


  How many hours had she cried in his arms after confessing to him what she’d endured? How many times had he tenderly loved her back to sleep after nightmares had awakened her?


  Too many to count. And more than enough to prove to her that he was a good man, the man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with.


  A man who had no problem exorcising her demons, or the ghost of Hannibal Silo, from her brain.


  That’s exactly what he proceeded to do that night.


  And hoped that he’d be able to keep doing every night for the rest of their lives together.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  Five years later…


  


  “I am gonna kill you sonsofbitches!” Noel screamed. “I swear to god! India, get me scissors, I’m gonna cut their motherfucking dicks off—aaahhhhh!”


  India smiled down at her friend. “You said that the last two times, sweetheart. Don’t you know how this happens by now?” India was also sporting a baby belly.


  Again.


  Unlike her friend now going through labor, India was only working on baby number two.


  On either side of Noel, Sam and Kenner were each getting a hand crushed by their wife’s killer grip.


  “You boys might want to consider vasectomies,” India teased. “Either that, or stainless steel cups.”


  Sam’s voice sounded pained. “We told her after Jimmy was born that if she wanted to get another five-year put in that we were okay with that, that we were only joking about—ow!”


  Noel let out another scream of pain as she clamped down even harder on their hands. “Oh, no, you don’t, you sonofabitch!” she gasped. “You promised to give me babies, and you’re gonna fucking give me babies!”


  Ken’s fingers were turning an alarming shade of purple in her grip. “Sweetheart, we don’t have to—”


  “Nope. Two boys, we still have to have one more girl after this. Even numbers.” She started panting through the next series of contractions that would eventually deliver their first daughter.


  “Doesn’t always work on demand like that,” Noel’s mom said from where she was standing out of the way.


  “Then we’ll keep. Fucking. Try—aaahhh!” Noel’s rant dissolved into another scream of pain.


  “I think these two men are closet masochists.” Between Noel’s legs, Dr. Paul Karsonnes was ready to deliver the triad’s third child and first daughter, and he looked like he was enjoying the hell out of the two men’s torture.


  From somewhere out in the hall beyond the closed door, a man called out. “Carlos and Leo just called. Kyong’s water broke. She was over at the airport. They’re bringing her in now.”


  “Thanks, Doc,” she called back. “It’s just a baby bonanza around here this week,” India joked. “Shasta nearly ripped Daryl and Nolan’s hands and nuts off last night before she delivered, and when I checked Gia yesterday, she was starting to dilate. We’ll be seeing her in here any day now.”


  Kurt still got called “Doc” since he was, legally, now a full MD. Tango had gone to being called Bill, or Dr. Black, depending on who was addressing him at the time, since he’d completed his medical degree as well.


  “Well, if you all would schedule your pregnancies a little better,” Paul teased, “it would mean we didn’t have such a rush all at the same time every twelve months or so. Hell, there are ten of you and twelve months in the year.”


  Infertility apparently wasn’t a problem for any of the twenty men or ten women. Every triad had at least one baby. And once Celia, who’d just had a positive pregnancy test last week, delivered that baby, they’d be in the lead with four.


  Although it was too soon to tell, there was a possibility Leta was actually carrying triplets this time around. Twins, for sure, but at the ultrasound three days earlier, they hadn’t been able to get a clear enough view to tell if there was a third or not, although they thought there was. If she was, that would tie her, Mickey, and Paul with Celia, Doc, and Bill at four.


  Celia had already said she was done after this one, which hadn’t been expected because she’d been planning on getting a five-year put in once their last daughter, child three, had been weaned.


  Apparently Mother Nature had other plans.


  “Okay, give me one last push and we can say hello to your little girl.”


  The men helped Noel sit up and she did, screaming until, finally, they heard the baby’s cries and Noel slumped back onto the bed with relief.


  Ten minutes later, the new parents were all focused on their daughter as the others stepped back to give them a moment.


  Grandpa was out in the waiting room with their two sons. Not that they hadn’t wanted the boys in the delivery room when the baby was born, but Noel hadn’t wanted them learning that kind of language, and being scared by the threats of death and dismemberment she knew she’d be hurling at their fathers in the process.


  The men exchanged a glance. Sam held up four fingers from his uncrushed hand. “One more after this, and you either get a five-year, or we get snipped. Take your pick.”


  She laughed. “We’ll see.”


  “That was an order, sugar,” Ken said.


  She stuck her tongue out at him. “I still outrank you, captain.”


  He held up his sore hand. “You didn’t warn us a house full of babies would mean losing use of one of my hands for several weeks after. You know, Celia lets them use epidurals on her.”


  “I can take it.”


  “I don’t think we can,” Sam joked. “Cut us some slack. You’re gonna kill us.”


  She grinned. “Can’t keep up with me?”


  He kissed her. “Try and stop us.”


  “One more,” Ken said. “Doesn’t matter if it’s a boy or girl. We don’t have to repopulate the world on our own.”


  By best rough estimates, over two-thirds—and possibly even as much as three-quarters—of the earth’s population had died due to Kite or Kite-related issues. It’d been over two years since the last reported case, and over ninety-nine percent of the remaining population of the world had been inoculated against it. Fortunately, the last reported case of it had also been a non-lethal strain.


  The little clinic in Colima was now a real hospital. A small one, but fully equipped, with eight doctors and ten nurses on the payroll, among other technicians and staff.


  Including Max Copper and Ivan Ivlonsky, Peter McInnis, and Julie and Rajesh Patel.


  Who had just welcomed their second child into the world, another sister for Liang.


  Once India completed her medical degree, she’d move from the title of nurse practitioner to MD.


  After the triad introduced their sons, friends, and family to their new daughter, everyone left them alone for a little while to get some rest.


  Until Sam’s sat-phone rang.


  He frowned when he looked at the screen and exchanged a glance with Ken that Noel thought was odd.


  “Hello?…Oh, hold on.” He put it on speaker mode. “There, now they can both hear.”


  A man’s familiar voice spoke up. “Congratulations,” he said. “I hear there’s a new monkey in the world.”


  Noel laughed. “Joe, do you have spies everywhere?”


  “No, Mike sent me a text. I just wanted to wish you guys well.”


  “Glad it’s not a business call,” Ken joked.


  “Nope. Didn’t you hear? I’m retired now. Officially.”


  “No way,” Sam said. “I don’t buy that.”


  “Yep. Well, retired from the military. I’m going to be appointed to the Cabinet after Zach wins re-election.”


  Considering the 75-25 split in the polls, no one doubted the popular President would easily skate into the White House for a second full term during next month’s elections.


  “How’s Kali?” Sam asked.


  “Hi, everyone,” a woman said. “Right here. Congratulations.”


  “Oh, India unwrapped your early Christmas gift to us yesterday,” Ken said. “I thought she was going to wet herself with happiness, and not because she’s pregnant.”


  Mrs. General Joseph Arliss happily laughed. “I was hoping she’d like that new MRI machine. I was told that was the best one out there.”


  “We videotaped her expression when she pulled the paper and bow off it after they opened the truck up. Seriously, thank you.”


  “Not a problem. Glad to help.”


  “How’s Ax doing?”


  “He’s out on a date with a girl I’m sure I’m going to have to get used to liking. She’s very nice and Joe already thoroughly investigated her.”


  Joe laughed. “I think he found a keeper this time.”


  “You still coming down for New Year’s?” Noel asked. The couple had built a modest home there in Colima and managed to make it down a couple of times a year for vacations and to visit everyone.


  Every one of them had made her and Joe their first child’s godparents, and all the kids saw the couple as adopted grandparents.


  And the couple always sent gifts for Christmas and on the children’s birthdays as well.


  It was no coincidence that the Church of the Rising Sunset had decided to build a state-of-the-art secular school in Colima, free for any children in the area to attend.


  “We’re planning on it,” Joe said. “I’m almost out of tequila.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Of course Joe was getting updates. Hell, Kali kept a special pink calendar book that she updated constantly with everyone’s due dates, the babies’ birthdates, everything.


  She was loving being a grandmother.


  He couldn’t wait until their three sons got cracking on that and started giving them some, too.


  “Well, I won’t keep you three. I’m sure you need your rest and the boys need ice for their hands. Congratulations.”


  “Congratulations,” Kali added. “We’ll talk to you soon.”


  “Thanks!” the triad said before Joe ended the call.


  He smiled at her as he pulled her into his lap.


  “You’re not really retired from the military, are you?” she asked, grinning.


  “Well, technically. Officially.”


  She arched an eyebrow at him.


  He sighed, kissing her. “You’re spooky sometimes.”


  “In the good ways?”


  “Damn right.”


  They were on the sofa in his office at their home in Washington. On the wall was their dartboard, which they used nearly daily.


  On it, a picture of Hannibal Silo. This one was due for replacement. It’d been up for three days and was nearly unrecognizable. They printed them up as they needed them.


  He grabbed her hand and placed it over his bulge in his pants. They’d been like a couple of newlyweds, even now.


  Who needed Viagra when he had a gorgeous bride with a delicious evil streak in her?


  He’d wondered at first if the horrors she’d been through with Hannibal Silo would express themselves after a while.


  Apparently not.


  She’d channeled her anger, used it, hardened herself over the years.


  And she was eager to make up for lost time, to make new memories, better memories, with him.


  He wouldn’t deny there were times he would happily lie there and eat her out and every time he made her come he’d think, “Fuck you, Hannibal Silo. Hope you can hear her from Hell.” He also wouldn’t deny that her admission to him early on that he was twice the man of Hannibal Silo boosted his own ego.


  He always made sure to take care of her, though. Never forced her, never pushed her.


  Not that he had to. Hell, there were plenty of nights she’d ridden him to exhaustion in the good ways.


  And he always took time to cuddle with her, hold her hand, drape an arm around her shoulders or waist when they were out and about.


  Always touching her.


  Rarely spending a night apart from her unless it couldn’t be helped. And even then, he would spend hours talking with her on the phone.


  Telling her he loved her.


  And dammit, he did love her, something he wasn’t sure he’d ever feel again in his life after being widowed once.


  Maybe this was perfect, two wounded people finding happiness together.


  Making up for what life had thrown at them.


  A second chance.


  “Special request tonight, love?” he asked. “Or you want to throw for it?”


  This was a fun game between them that they both loved.


  It didn’t hurt that she’d become an expert darts player.


  She grinned. “Throw for it.” She jumped up and ran over to the dartboard, getting three for her and three for him. She didn’t move like a woman nearly sixty-five. Everyone thought she was much younger, if they didn’t know her true age. And he’d lost weight and gotten in the best shape he’d been in for over twenty years with her by his side.


  He felt like a younger man.


  He didn’t even bother trying anymore with this game, knowing the fun of it for her was just in the playing of it. Her first dart hit Hannibal right in the groin and Joe immediately knew what she wanted.


  He threw, landing one where the man’s left eyeball would have been had it not been poked out two days earlier.


  She threw a second one, which also hit Hannibal square in the scrotum.


  His second he aimed for a little bit of unperforated section in Hannibal’s chest.


  Her third was, again, ball shot.


  He didn’t even try, throwing it and landing the dart in the white area on the left side of the picture before he turned and pulled her into his arms. “Is someone trying to hint they want a good fucking?”


  She draped her arms around him, smiling up at him. “Maaaaybe.”


  He scooped her up into his arms and headed for the bedroom with her. “Maybe I wanted to eat a little pussy tonight.”


  “Who says you can’t do both?”


  “Very true. Well, let’s go monkey around, my love. We’re supposed to have dinner with the Supreme Court Justices at eight. Don’t want to be late, but I can’t have my sweetie feeling all hot and horny while we’re there.”


  “Oh, no,” she said, still giggling. “We wouldn’t want that.”


  He kicked the bedroom door shut behind them.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mike Carter set his phone aside as Isabella walked into the living room. He’d been stretched out on the couch, watching TV, when he’d received word of Noel, Sam, and Kenner becoming parents for the third time.


  From the look on his wife’s face, he knew she was in a playful mood.


  Who said life didn’t sometimes give you second chances?


  He crooked a finger at her, coaxing her in for a kiss.


  In Spanish, he said, “Help me up. I see an angel in need of her halo getting tarnished.”


  She blushed but giggled the adorable little laugh he loved hearing. No, they weren’t crazy kids, but they had fun. Leaving his wheelchair in the living room, as she helped him head to the bedroom, she asked, “Is Noel all right?”


  “Healthy little girl. We’ll go see them tomorrow.” He switched to English, which he was slowly teaching her. She’d retired from the clinic but she loved babysitting for everyone and wanted to learn how to speak English. “Tonight you are all mine, and I want to monkey around.”


  She made the adorably confused face he recognized when she was hung up on an idiom. He grinned and pulled her close, grinding his hips into hers. “That.”


  She grinned. “Si.”


  Laughing, with her arm around his waist and his around her shoulders, he slowly made it into their bedroom. “Si, indeed, missus. Si, indeed.”


  


  


  THE END
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